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ABSTRACT

Today’s global knowledge economy has highlighted the need for the comparison of
higher education quality. This need has been largely met by international university rankings.
Although it is widely recognized that no one ranking system is completely objective, higher
education stakeholders across the world still take rankings’ results seriously. Rankings, thereby,
exert a great deal of influence on higher education institutions.

Ranking affects higher education through various approaches. In a variety of practical
manifestations, the idea of building a “world-class” university has been widely adopted by
national governments that urgently want to improve competitiveness in the globalized
knowledge economy.

Chinese universities (in this thesis, China, or Chinese, refers to mainland China) have
been steadily climbing up international rankings over the last decade. The extraordinary
achievement has its roots in the initiative of establishing “world-class” universities. This study
explored the actual course of events through which a Chinese university raises its statures in
global rankings. By using an exploratory case study research design, the study attempted to
answer the question about how a Chinese university became a world-class research university
according to the global ranking systems. The findings revealed that an antiquated university has
the potential to update to a high-quality modern research institution within a short period of time

if talents, resources, and governance mechanism are adequately aligned.

Keywords: Higher Education Management, Global University Rankings, Quality of Higher

Education
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

In today’s knowledge economy, tertiary education is increasingly recognized as a key
factor in national competitiveness. The availability of qualified professionals and the application
of advanced knowledge and technology are important factors for accelerating and sustaining
economic growth (Altbach & Salmi, 2011). As the place where knowledge and scholars are
developed, universities in various countries, including developed and developing countries, are
striving to enhance productivity. Despite a huge difference in practices and social contexts, the
improvement of research capability has been highlighted. Building a “world-class” research
university has become a common goal, as well as a prevalent approach throughout all of the
endeavors for the nations and higher education institutions (HEIs) that want to effectively
participate in the global knowledge network.

Meanwhile, as mass higher education has become the norm worldwide, the performance
of individual higher education institution has also been increasingly compared. All kinds of
stakeholders of higher education, especially the students and parents, pay more and more
attention to the quality of higher education that these HEIs provide.

Global university rankings have exerted a great deal of influence in the practices of
measuring the quality of higher education. Many governments have used rankings to
systematically examine their HEIs. Many HEIs have also set specific goals to gain their desired
positions in a variety of rankings. This is partly because these rankings to some extent provide

the most precise definition in terms of “world-class university” through those measurements



embedded in the ranking systems, though it is widely recognized that “there is no such thing as
an objective ranking” (Hazelkorn, 2013. p.84.). These exercises allow rankings to exert
enormous influence on the trajectory of higher education.

As one of the fast-growing economies in the world, China has also attempted to improve
the quality of higher education and develop a tertiary education system within which a number of
universities have gained international stature. Moreover, the country has made a significant
improvement in the global ranking race over the recent years. A few Chinese universities have
been steadily climbing up international rankings during the past decade. The performances of
these institutions have attracted wide attention worldwide (Marginson & Van Der Wende, 2006;
Salmi, 2009; Hazelkorn, 2009; Sonnez, 2015; Paulk, 2017). Yet fewer details regarding the
process of the transformation have been explored. This study, therefore, attempts to examine the
course of events that a Chinese elite university went through on the road to academic distinction.
By using Tsinghua University as a case, this paper focuses on exploring how an antiquated
university builds its international stature of a world-class research university in China, and what
roles the global university rankings play in the transformation. The purpose of the study is to
highlight a new reference to higher education leaders worldwide and provide an in-depth

understanding on the rankings’ impact on the Chinese higher education system.

Background of the Study
China has a large higher education system, offering bachelor, master, and doctoral degree
programs. By 2016, the total number of Chinese higher education institutions had reached 3,910,

including 217 post-graduate research institutes; 2,596 regular higher education institutions that



award degrees; 284 adults HEIs that award vocational certificates; and 813 non-governmental
HEIs. In the academic year 2015-2016, the total enrolment was over 40 million full-time
students. More than 4 million degrees were awarded (Ministry of Education of PRC, 2016)

(Tables 1and 2).

Table 1: Number of Chinese Higher Education Institutions Unit: Institution
Total HEIs under Central HEIs under Non-Governmental
Ministries & Agencies | Local Authority HEIs
Research Institutes 217 176 40 1
Public HEIs 1237 113 700 424
Offering Degree
Programs:
e Those

Providing 576 100 461 5

Postgraduat

e Programs
Public Higher 1359 5 1037 317
Vocational Colleges
Adult HEIs 284 13 270 1
Non-Governmental 813 813
HEIs

Source: Ministry of Education of PRC, 2016,
http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Statistics/edu stat 2016/2016 en01/201708/t20170822 311604.
html (accessed March 18, 2018).

Table 2: Number of Students Enrolled in Chinese Higher Education Institutions in 2016
Unit: Student

No. of Graduates No. of Degrees No. of Entrants | No. of Enrollment
Awarded

Doctoral Degree 55,011 53,360 17,252 342,037
Master’s Degree 508,927 505,421 589,812 1,639,024
Undergraduate 7,041,800 3,659,686 7,486,110 26,958,433
Degree
Vocational 3,298,120 3,432,103 10,828,898
Graduates
International 109,894 20,876 138,362 243,735
students
Total 11,013,752 4,239,343 11,723,639 40,012,127



http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Statistics/edu_stat_2016/2016_en01/201708/t20170822_311604.html
http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Statistics/edu_stat_2016/2016_en01/201708/t20170822_311604.html

Source: Ministry of Education of PRC, 2016,
http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Statistics/edu_stat 2016/2016 en01/201708/t20170822 311603.

html (accessed March 18, 2018).

Most of these Chinese higher education institutions are public. The governance of the
HEIs is conducted under the authority of either central or local government. By 2016, of the 813
public four-year undergraduate degree-granting universities, 113 institutions are under the
central government, including 76 that are supervised directly by the Ministry of Education
(MOE), and 37 that are under other central agencies. Another 700 are subordinate to provincial
or municipal governments. Similar to those under the central government, these institutions are
under either the provincial ministries of education or the county level education bureaus. Overall,
Chinese higher education system is predominantly state-run, with little involvement of private
providers in the sector.

Accordingly, colleges and universities in China are mainly financed by governments
through the appropriation system. In general, the budget-based investment from different level
governments makes up 60 percent of total education expenditure. The other 40 percent
expenditure is derived from tuition which normally accounted for 20-25 percent; government
investment for special projects; and university-run enterprises or donations. Since 2008, the
MOE and the Ministry of Finance (MOF) have jointly reformed the appropriation system,
increasing government investment to those special projects that aim to improve research
productivity and bring universities to “world-class” standards (Shen, Hua, & Bruce, 2017).

China’s modern higher education system emerged in the late 1890s. It was marked by the

establishment of “The Imperial University of Peking” (Jingshi Da Xue Tang), the predecessor of


http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Statistics/edu_stat_2016/2016_en01/201708/t20170822_311603.html
http://en.moe.gov.cn/Resources/Statistics/edu_stat_2016/2016_en01/201708/t20170822_311603.html

Peking University. Beginning with the Opium War (1839-1842), China suffered from Western
invasions along with internal fragmentation for over one hundred years. The period is referred to
in China as the Century of Humiliation. In order to escape the fate of colonialism, the Qing
government implemented the reform of a "Self-Strengthening Movement™ since the mid-
nineteenth century. In an attempt to establish a modern naval force by learning advanced
technology from the West, the Qing government founded the first foreign language school in
Beijing in 1862. In the following year, the central government sent the first group of Chinese
young students to study abroad, particularly to the United States. After the defeat in the 1895
Sino-Japanese War, China conducted a new reform aimed at changing the country's moribund
political system. Among the numerous proposals issued in the reform, one was to build the
Imperial University of Peking with intent to change the traditional civil service system that had
lasted in imperial China for one thousand years.

After China’s 1895 defeat in the hands of Japan, the Western powers, typically Great
Britain, the United States, France, Germany, Russia and Japan carved up the country and took
the commercial rights and privileges from Qing. These actions aroused greater resistance from
the Chinese people. An anti-foreign religious society, known as the Boxers, emerged in China at
that time. The Qing government initially supported but later turned against the rebellion in
collusion with the Western invaders. The Qing government’s change of heart resulted in the
defeat of the Boxers and evoked the conquest of the Eight-Nation Alliance (Austria-Hungary,
France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States), which led

China to a more severe economic and political crisis.



Accompanying the crisis and the larger scale of political reform, Chinese modern
education also became more westernized during the period. In 1901, girls were admitted, along
with boys, to schools. In place of Confucianism, the subjects of science, mathematics, and
geography were taught at schools. The Western subjects such as classical economics, liberalism,
socialism, and social Darwinism were also introduced to China. In 1905, the Civil Service
Examination (Keju) was abolished. Henceforth, officials were to be recruited from the graduates
of the new schools and those who had studied abroad.

After the 1912 establishment of the Republic of China, the country remained in the yoke
of imperialism and, add insult to injury, it had new problems of warlordism and communist
insurgency. From the late 1920s, ongoing wars were waged between the nationalists and the
Communist governments, and between their combined forces and the Japanese. Then, upon the
end of World War I, a four-year civil war (1945-1949) ensued. It was against this background
that modern Chinese higher education survived and slowly expanded over the decades.

When the People's Republic of China (PRC) was founded in 1949, there were only 211
higher education institutions in the country (Zhu & Ma, 2014). For the purpose of national
economic recovery and regime consolidation, the Communist Party rebuilt the higher education
sector by restructuring the universities into state-owned institutions. For better governance, the
Soviet educational model was introduced into the Chinese higher education system that replaced
the initial western model. Under the new model, HEIs in China must follow central authority on
all education matters. A small committee of the Chinese Communist Party was established into

every university governance. College students were now trained in specialized fields of study



using common syllabi and textbooks. Assignments upon graduation were also arranged by the
government quota plans. This model was in place until the late 1990s (Li, 2004; Wan, 2006).

From 1967 to 1976, China’s higher education was devastated by the Cultural Revolution.
According to the data retrieved from the national bureau of statistics (2005), the gross enrollment
rate (GER) of Chinese higher education was 2.7 percent in 1978. The number of graduating
students could not meet the needs of national development, particularly after the implementation
of economic reform and opening policies in 1978. To address the deficit, China embarked on
higher education reform beginning in the early 1990s. In 1993, the State issued the “Outline of
Educational Reform and Development ”. In 1998, the Ministry of Education promulgated the
“Action Plan for Invigorating Education towards the 21 Century”, outlining major objectives of
China’s education reform.

Started in the late 1990s, the Chinese higher education sector went through an
unprecedented enrollment expansion. Between 1998 and 2004, college enrollment grew on
average by 26.9 percent annually. New regular undergraduate students increased from 1.08
million in 1998 to 4.47 million in 2004 (the National Statistics Bureau of China, 2005). In 2016,
the total attendance of higher education reached 40 million. The GER increased to 37.5 percent
(Ministry of Education, 2016).

The massive increase of the Chinese higher education enrollment brought about the
desire to improve the higher education quality. Meanwhile, the complex challenges of competing
in the global economy, especially after China joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in
2001, further spurred the demand for quality improvement. In 1998, Chinese President Jiang
Zemin announced at the centennial celebration of Peking University that China would like to

7



build "world-class" universities in the 21st century. To promote actions, the "Project 985" was
initiated right after Jiang's speech, complementing the previous educational initiative "Project
211". In addition, sponsored by the central government, Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU)
began to conduct research and produced the Academic Rankings of World Universities (ARWU)
to determine the quality gap between Chinese HEIs and the world's best universities.

Every education system is shaped to some extent by its national economic and political
environment. Since the economic reform was implemented in 1978, China’s economy has been
on the upsurge for forty years. With the GDP growth rate averaging between 7 and 8 percent a
year in recent decades, China nowadays has become the world’s second-largest economy (World
Bank, 2015). The change has built up a solid economic foundation for higher education
development. Meanwhile, the forty-year stable political environment has also safeguarded the
upgrading of Chinese higher education, enabling the system to make further progress toward

international stature. China’s campaign of building world-class universities thence started.

Statement of the Problem
The performance of Chinese higher education had been far behind those of western
countries, where modern universities were first launched. According to the data derived from the
National Center for Education Development Research (NCEDR) (2001), graduates of two-year
associate degrees in China only amounted to 3.8 percent of those employed in 1999. By the end
of the twentieth century, no Chinese university had been recognized in the top 200 universities in
any rankings in the world, nor was any Chinese scholar awarded a Nobel Prize in medicine,

physics, chemistry, literature or economics.



However, the situation has greatly improved since China conducted higher education

reform with the explicit goal of building “world-class” universities. The results were illustrated

by a rapid ascension of a few Chinese universities in global rankings. For instance, in 2003,

when Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU) released its first ARWU report, only 14 Chinese

universities were included in the top 500. None of them was listed in the top 200. By 2016, the

number has increased to 45 among the top 500, two of them debuting in the top 100. In 2017,

Tsinghua University further jumped to the 58", and Peking University positioned at the 71%

(ARWU Report, 2017). Moreover, more and more Chinese universities have regularly attained

major global rankings. (Tables 3, 4, 5 and 6)

Table 3: Standings of Top Chinese Universities in ARWU from 2003 to 2017

ARWU
Peking
Tsinghua
Fudan
Shanghai

Jiao Tong
Zhejiang

University of

Science &

Technology of

China

151-
200
151-
200

151-
200
151-
200

Source: ARWU Ranking Report (2003-2017)

http://www.shanghairanking.com/ ARWU?2017.html

151-
200
151-
200
151-
200
151-
200
151-
200

(accessed February 9, 2018)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

101-
150
101-
150
151-
200
101-
150
151-
200
151-
200

2015

101-
150
101-
150
151-
200
101-
150
101-
150
151-
200

2016

71

58

101-
150
101-
150
101-
150
101-
150

2017

71

48

101-
150
101-
150
101-
150
101-
150


http://www.shanghairanking.com/ARWU2017.html

Table 4: Standings of Top Chinese Universities in THE from 2011 to 2018

THE 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Peking 37 49 46 45 48 42 29 27
30
Tsinghua 58 71 52 50 49 47 35
Fudan 193 155 116
University of Science & 153 132
Technology of China
Source: THE World University Rankings (2011-2018)
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2018/world
(accessed February 9, 2018)
Table 5: Standings of Top Chinese Universities in QS from 2015 to 2018
Qs 2015 2016 2017 2018
Peking 57 41 39 38
Tsinghua 47 25 24 25
Fudan 71 51 43 40
Source: QS World University Rankings (2015-2018)
https://www.topuniversities.com/gs-world-university-rankings
(accessed February 9, 2018)
Table 6: Standings of Top Chinese Universities in USNWR in 2015
USNWR 2015
Tsinghua 59
Peking 41
Fudan 96
Shanghai Jiao Tong 136
Zhejiang 106
University of Science & Technology of China 131
Nanjing 180
Sun Yat-sen 198

Source: U.S. News & World Report (2015)
https://www.usnews.com/rankings
(accessed by February 9, 2018)

Since the plan of building world-class universities was implemented at the very

beginning of the new century, these universities achieved the goals of academic excellence in

global higher education range in a period of fewer than twenty years. This rapid development is
10


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2018/world
https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings
https://www.usnews.com/rankings

astonishing for a developing country with an antiquated higher education system. Chinese
higher education’s rapid leap has attracted international attention (Marginson & Van Der Wende,
2006; Salmi, 2009; Hazelkorn, 2009; Sonnez, 2015; Paulk, 2017). However, relatively few
details on the progress have been reported in academic research compared to the cases in other

countries.

Purpose of the Study

Since Tsinghua University appeared in all these rankings, and thanks to its prominence in
the Chinese educational system, it was determined that this institution that traces its beginning to
the missionary effort in China would serve as the case study. Through examining the
transformation that Tsinghua University went through in achieving its international stature, the
study aims to explore how a Chinese higher education institution built a “world-class” university.
These exercises taken by the University of Tsinghua may inspire higher education leaders in
other countries with new ideas to improve their educational systems and the performance of their
HEIs. Moreover, by comparing the actual course of events with theory, this study aims at
developing a comprehensive explanation on the Chinese practice of building “world-class”

research universities in the context of global ranking competition.

Research Questions
While previous research has shown the impact of university rankings on higher education
reforms in other countries (Rhee, 2011; Ward, 2013; Erkkila 2014; Okebukola, 2013; Hazelkorn,

et al., 2009; Bernasconi, 2011), this present study focuses only on a Chinese case. Through

11



exploring the transformation of Tsinghua University in the process of developing its international
stature in global rankings, the study aims to answer the following three questions:

(1) How did Tsinghua University become a world-class research university?

(2) How did international university rankings impact the transformation?

(3) Why did Tsinghua University improve so rapidly? (What are the reasons behind the

rapid improvement?)

Theoretical Foundation

Establishing research universities in countries where they do not exist or upgrading
existing universities to serve as research universities is a worldwide phenomenon (Mohrman,
Ma, and Baker, 2008). A successful effort in building a world-class research university does not
occur in a single institution by itself. Rather, it must perform within a holistic context in which
economic, political, social and cultural factors all play different roles. Therefore, the analysis on
a given case in terms of building world-class universities should be based on a theoretical
foundation.

Salmi (2011) proposes a tertiary education ecosystem to analyze the development of
HEIs. According to this theory, eight forces can systematically influence the performance of a
research university. These include (1) the political and economic stability, rule of law, basic
freedoms, (2) vision, leadership, and reform capacity, (3) governance and regulatory framework,
(4) quality assurance and enhancement, (5) resources and incentives, (6) articulation and

information mechanism, (7) location, (8) telecommunications and digital infrastructure. Salmi
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asserted these key forces can have a facilitating or constraining effect in each case, depending on
the circumstances (Salmi, 2011).

Several scholars have identified the common characteristics of "world-class" universities
based on a series of empirical studies (Niland, 2000, 2007; Altbach, 2004; Khoon et al. 2005).
Salmi (2009) synthesized them into three complementary categories: (a) a high concentration of
talent; (b) abundant resources to offer a rich learning environment and to conduct advanced
research; and (c) favorable governance features that encourage leadership, strategic vision,
innovation, and flexibility that enable institutions to make decisions and manage resources
without being encumbered by bureaucracy. Salmi suggested these three sets of factors—talents,
resources and visionary leadership—constitute the common features that high ranked research
universities share (Salmi, 2009). As a theoretical model, this study will employ Salmi’s three

factors to analyze Tsinghua University’s performance.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework grounding this study is Hazelkorn’s (2009) model for
analyzing the impact of university rankings on higher education. In the theory, Hazelkorn
suggests that rankings can influence higher education in three dimensions: academic responses,
institutional responses, and policy responses (Hazelkorn, 2009).

Academic responses refer to a series of institutional practices in promoting academic
research and knowledge. The exercises may include the recruitment of academic talent and post-
graduate students who show promise as researchers; encouraging faculty to publish research

papers in targeted journals by offering high rewards; and offering priority funding to productive
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disciplines. Nowadays, the knowledge-producing capacity of HEIs is considered a manifestation
of national competitiveness. The academic output is the shared indicator captured in major global
rankings. Despite disproportional weighting distribution on research outputs, such methodology
guides HEIs across the world making research a priority of university function, rather than
teaching and learning.

Institutional responses refer to activities related specifically to institutional administration
such as the organization's restructuring, institutional decision-making, and project
implementation. The particular actions consist of merging departments; changing administrative
policies, making a strategic plan, and allocating institutional resources. Hazelkorn (2009)
indicates that institutional restructuring and the reorganization of research institutes and graduate
schools according to ranking criteria often require special or targeted investment.

Policy responses are presented mainly by the actions taken by national education
authorities. The activities may include making national education reform objectives and policies,
promulgating legislation and regulations, implementing corresponding initiatives, as well as
granting funds.

The three sets of responses interact dynamically. The extent and depth that an institution
is impacted may vary based upon different contexts. Likewise, in the real world, a variety of
factors may exert an impact on HEIs’ behaviors besides rankings. It is indeed difficult to separate
other variables from the impact of rankings on HEIs changes. However, Hazelkorn’s framework
outlines the dimensions of the influence of the rankings and explains the role that rankings play
in shaping higher education entities. Figure 1 below shows his conceptual framework in

flowchart format.
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Figure 1: Hazelkorn’s (2009) Framework Regarding Rankings’ Impacts on Higher
Education

External Driving

Forces:

Global
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Students
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National
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Academic Response
Institutional Response
Policy Response

University Rankings

University rankings are grading systems in higher education which rate the educational
performance of institutions and rank them sequentially in order. It was originated in the U.S in
the late of 19th century, and spread from national level to a regional level and then upwards to an

international scale in the 1990s. According to the Institution for Higher Education Policy (IHEP),

Definitions

there were, at least, eleven international ranking systems in the world by 2014. Four of them

enjoy the most popularity in the world. They are the Academic Ranking of World Universities

(ARWU) produced by Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU) in China; the Times Higher

Education World University Rankings (THE) launched by a British publication the Times Higher
Education Supplement; and the QS World University Rankings (QS), as well as the U.S. News &
World Report (USNWR).
Tsinghua University

Tsinghua University, one of the top Chinese universities, is located in Beijing of China. It

covers 1,112 acres, comprising 20 schools and 57 departments. The university accommodated
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47,762 students in the year of 2017, including 15,619 undergraduates and 19,062 graduate

students, along with approximately 13,081doctoral candidates (Tsinghua official website, 2018).

Table 7 portrays the university’s profile based on the information published on its official

website.

Table 7: Profile of Tsinghua University

Name Tsinghua University

Type Public
Established 1911
Schools 20
Departments 58
Undergraduate Majors 80
Academic Staff (by 2017) 3,416
Administrative Staff (by 2017) 8,710
Students (by 2017) 47,762

Undergraduate 15,619 (32.7%)

Postgraduate 32,143 (67.3%)
Campus Urban, 1,112 acres
Motto “Self-Discipline and Social Commitment”
Affiliations Association of East Asian Research University (AEARU);

Association of Pacific Rim Universities (APRU), C9, BRICS
Universities League

Source: www. Tsinghua.edu.cn (accessed March 8, 2018)

Party Secretary

The Party Secretary is a unique administrative position in Chinese higher education

institutions. Along with the university president who is responsible for the administration of the

university, a committee of the Chinese Communist Party headed by a Party Secretary is
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embedded in every public HEI in China. The Party Secretary’s position is often at the same rank
as the president of the university. In general, the Party Secretary is appointed by the Party
Committee of a higher rank. They play four roles in HEIs, including decision-maker,
administrator, coordinator, and political power representative (Jiang & Li, 2016). As an
important decision maker, the secretary has the power to appoint deans of schools and office
directors. As a coordinator, the Party Secretary needs to coordinate the relationship among the
president, department heads, internal and external organizations, particularly local governmental
departments that control university funds. As a political power representative, the Party Secretary
must observe the Party's policies, serving as a political nucleus in HEI. Overall, the Party
Secretary is highly involved in the institution's administration and governance in Chinese higher

education.

Significance of the Study

The study examines the transformation of a Chinese higher education institution in
building a world-class university, particularly in a context set apart by increasing global
competition in educational performance. It highlights methods of national higher education
management that may be an inspiration to the leaders in other universities to improve the internal
and external practices in their own higher education institutions.

First, the study contributes to literature that examines rankings' influence on higher
education reform, particularly regarding the exercises of building world-class research
universities. Although there have been numerous studies focused on the practice of building

world-class research universities worldwide, some of them lack sufficient details to prove the
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suggestion, particularly in terms of the Chinese cases. Few studies have been conducted to
discover how the Chinese HEIs have transformed and what roles rankings have played in the
transformation. By tracing the process of Tsinghua University’s reform and examining the
factors that contributed to its achievement, the current study aims at answering these questions
regarding how global rankings have influenced Chinese HEI's transformation into a top-notch
world research university.

Second, the study has important policy implications for Chinese higher education leaders.
After achieving its dream of putting Chinese institutions among the world best universities,
China should comprehensively reflect on the influence of rankings so as to make further
improvements. Being listed in the top 100 of the global rankings does not mean that the quality
of Chinese higher education has no room for improvement. The path to world-class universities
is littered with problems and challenges. Such achievements may bring both positive and
negative consequences to China’s higher education depending on whether or not China
overvalues the importance of ranking status. For further development of higher education,
Chinese leaders should identify potential problems in a rapid changing environment and attempt
to make further improvement in the future.

Third, the research enhances an understanding of the Chinese higher education system,
which may foster and facilitate educational cooperation between China and other nations. Over
the past decade, China has become an increasingly popular market for transnational education
ventures. Increasingly, higher education institutions and organizations worldwide have sought to
capture a share of the lucrative Chinese educational market. As the data provided by the
Observatory on Borderless Higher Education (2016) suggested, China had become the top host
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country of international branch campuses by the end of 2015, reflecting a dramatic increase from
13 in 2010 to 32 in 2015. However, researchers also suggested that there were various challenges
in these collaborations (Helms, 2008). Due to the misunderstanding of the regulations and
culture of the Chinese higher education system, many issues were raised during implementation
and impeded the establishment of an effective educational partnership with Chinese higher
education institutions. Through conducting this study, the researcher intends to bring a more
explicit and accurate depiction of the culture of the contemporary Chinese higher education

system.

Summary

Overall, in the age of the knowledge economy, the quality of higher education is
considered a symbol of national competitiveness. As one of the fastest-growing economies in the
world, China has engaged in the practice since the start of the new century.

Represented by a significant ascension of Chinese university standings in international
university rankings, China’s higher education system has made a significant improvement in
building world-class research universities over the past 16 years. The change has attracted
widespread attention from the public and the media. However, the scholarly research on the topic
is inadequate. Given the gap in the professional research literature, this study attempts to explore
how Chinese higher education has been able to climb the ladder in a relatively short period of
time and how global rankings have impacted upon Chinese higher education's transformation by

using Tsinghua University as an example. The study is meant to provide higher education leaders
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across the world with new references and insights to improve their practices in higher education
management.

The study is organized into four sections. The major literature on the practice of building
world-class research universities and the impact of rankings on the transformation is reported in
Chapter Il. Next, the research methods are described in Chapter I11. The process of the
transformation of Tsinghua University toward academic excellence is detailed as findings in

Chapter IV. Lastly, the results of the case study and its implications are discussed in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER I

LITERATURE REVIEW

The development of academic institutions has become a pivotal dimension of the 21°-
century knowledge-based economy. Amid a variety of practices for building a knowledge-based
economy, building “world-class” universities has become one of the common approaches
adopted by countries that urgently want to improve competitiveness worldwide (Rhee, 2011;
Mukherjee, 2011; Jayaram, 2011; Bernasconi, 2011). Despite various strategies, the impact of
global university rankings has appeared invariably in the transformations of these academic
institutions, either in an explicit way or in an implicit way. The role that the rankings have

played in the practice has attracted a lot of attention from researchers.

Literature Search Strategy

Using "university rankings™ as a key term and narrowing the publication years from 2000
to 2018, this author conducted a literature research in three major education databases: JSTOR,
oaFindr, and ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. There were over 7,190 publications on
university rankings, of which 1,680 were peer-reviewed articles. Sorted by relevance, over 40
articles were downloaded and read. In addition, academic conference papers published by
international agencies such as UNESCO, OECD, and the World Bank were also sought after.
The following paragraphs briefly synthesize the themes in these articles. In the discussion,
special emphasis is given to the impact of rankings on higher education institution management
and national education policies.
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History of Tsinghua University

The university was established in 1911, partly funded by the "Boxer Indemnity". In 1901,
after being defeated by the eight-allied powers in the Boxer Rebellion, the Qing government was
forced to pay the conquerors a substantial war reparation of 450 million silver taels (around $333
million U.S. dollars at the then exchange rate) in a course of 39 years according to the Treaty of
1901. As one of the invaders, the United States excessively claimed the indemnity. Historian
Hunt (1972) suggested that, according to the records of U.S. National Archives, Secretary of
State John Hay demanded the Chinese government pay $25 million U.S dollars in 1901, nearly
twice the American claims for damages made in the summer of 1900. When the heavy financial
burden exacerbated the hostility of the Chinese to foreigners, the United States federal
government became concerned that too much indemnity might upset China’s foreign trade,
within which American merchants had an important stake. The United States finally decided to
return the surplus amounting to nearly 11 million U.S. dollars to China, and required that “China
should devote the money only to education” (Hunt, 1972. p. 541). As a direct result, Tsinghua
College, a school primarily focused on preparing Chinese students to study in the U.S., was
funded.

After the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was founded in 1949, Tsinghua was claimed
by the Communists and was restructured with other institutions in the early 1950s. During this
period, Tsinghua functioned as a national industrial technology training college. After the

implementation of economic reform and policies in 1978, Tsinghua incorporated a

22



multidisciplinary system and gradually transformed itself into a full-range comprehensive
research university.

Over recent years, Tsinghua has been steadily climbing up in major international
rankings. In 2015, it was placed in the group of 101-150 in ARWU, 49" in THE, and 47" in QS
respectively. In 2017, Tsinghua improved its position to 48" in ARWU, 35" in THE, and 24" in
QS. Meanwhile, since 2016, Tsinghua has been ranked as the best engineering and computer
science school in the world, topping both Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and
National University of Singapore (NUS) (USNWR, 2016).

Since it was built, Tsinghua has produced many notable graduates. These include the
current Party General Secretary and Chinese President Xi Jinping, the former Party General
Secretary, President Hu Jintao, former premier Zhu Rongji, and former chairman of the National
People’s Congress Wu Bangguo. Tsinghua also has two Nobel Prize Winners, Tsung-Dao Lee
and Yang Chen Ning. The Chinese refer to Tsinghua as “China’s MIT”, comparing the impact of

the university with other prominent higher education institutes in the West.

Ranking and its Proliferations
Usher and Savino (2006) defined university ranking as a “list of certain groupings of
institutions, comparatively ranked according to a common set of indicators in descending order”
(Usher & Savino, 2006. p.1). They were originally conceived at the national level, with the
United States being the first to employ them. In his book “The Great Brain Race: How Global
Universities Are Reshaping the World”, Wildavsky indicates the earliest college evaluation in the

U.S. can be traced back to the 1895 “lllustrated History of the University of California”, in
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which a chart indicates a snapshot of the fitness level of the men at the University of California,
comparing the physical prowess of the undergraduates to those at Yale, Amherst, and Cornell
(Wildavsky, 2012). In 1906, James Cattell, an American psychologist at the University of
Pennsylvania, published “American Men of Science”, in which he ranked institutions on the basis
of the number of eminent scientists associated with an institution. The practice was regarded as
the first U.S. ranking attempt. Since then, a number of ranking practices were implemented
during the subsequent decades. Most of these earlier rankings focused on educational outcomes
represented by “great graduates” rather than on “institutional reputation” in these early-age
rankings.

Since the early 1960s, survey-based reputational methodology began to supplant the
previous systems. With the expansion of America’s higher education in the 1970s, the growth of
admission at elite universities led to a robust competition for reputation and ranking. Under such
circumstances, numerous ranking reports were produced and disseminated to students and
parents, informing them how to make a sound choice of colleges. These rankings include The
Gourman Report, published from 1967 to 1997; The New York Times Selective Guide to College
launched in 1981; and the U.S. News launched in 1983 (Usher & Savino, 2006; Salmi &
Saroyan, 2007; Wildavsky, 2010).

In the 1990s, national ranking spread to other regions. From North America and Western
Europe to East Asia, Africa and Latin America, university rankings or league tables were
developed in over 30 countries (World Bank data, 2007). Sooner later, as higher education
became globalized, international university ranking systems emerged and attracted a greater

public attention.
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The first international ranking was produced in 1997 by Asiaweek magazine. The ranking
only ranked the universities in Asia. In 2003, Shanghai Jiao Tong University released China’s
first international university ranking, “the Academic Ranking of World Universities” (ARWU).
Its birth caused a tidal wave in the rating world. The U.K. produced the Times Higher Education
(THE) and the QS World Ranking (QS) in 2004. Then, Taiwan issued the Performance Ranking
of Scientific papers of World Universities in 2007. In 2008, the U.S. News expanded the rating
worldwide and renamed it as the U.S. News & World Best Colleges Report. At the same time,
Spain, Indonesia, Russia, Netherlands, Australia, and the European Commission also participated
in the practices. According to the Institution for Higher Education Policy (IHEP), there were at
least eleven international ranking systems in the world by 2014.

In examining the causes of its unexpected growth, Marginson (2006) argues that the
prominence of higher education and the concomitant rise of ratings grew out of three key
developments. They are (1) mass higher education has become the norm across the world; (2)
research and innovation are key to most products and services, and the basic research conducted
in universities is the most fertile source of new ideas; (3) for governments, higher education has
become a place where social opportunities are provided, the source of innovations, and a site of
global networking (Marginson & Van Der Wende, 2006). All of these factors combined

contributed to the ranking proliferation.

Major International University Rankings

The ARWU
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The Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) is one of the major global
university rankings. It was first released by Shanghai Jiao Tong University (SJTU) in 2003, and
therefore it is called the “Shanghai Ranking”. This ranking periodically examines and ranks more
than 2,000 universities every year and then posts the top 500 on the website of SJTU. In the
system, each institution is given an overall points scale and ranked relative to other institutions.

The ranking assesses the performance of world universities by using six key indicators,
including the number of alumni and staff winning Nobel Prizes and Field Medals, the number of
highly cited researchers selected by Thomas Reuters, the number of articles published in 21
broad subject Journals of Nature and Science, the number of articles indexed in Science Citation
Index (SCIE), and Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), as well as the Arts and Humanities
Citation Index (AHCI) and per capita performance of a university (The website of ARWU).

The ranking initially used the quantitative information only. Data are collected mostly
from independent third parties, such as the official site of the Nobel Prizes, the official site of the
International Mathematical Union, and various Thomas Scientific sites. To improve the validity
and transparency of the ranking results, the authors of ARWU recently incorporated qualitative
data derived from surveys sent to the heads of faculties and departments of the top 100
universities worldwide across a wide range of subjects. According to the official website of
ARWU, the survey was designed with three sets of questions. The first question asks the
participants to list the top-tier journals in their primary subjects. The second question asks them
to identify the most influential and credible international awards, and the third question requires

participants to list the names of living researchers who have made the most important
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contribution to the body of knowledge in their subjects. They give the leaders criteria to evaluate
the top journals and awards in the survey, and update the results on the official website quarterly.

The ARWU is widely viewed as the first international ranking in the world. Due to the
imperfect methodology, it has been widely criticized by academics and worldwide higher
education leaders for its disproportionate focus on research publication indicators, the
overweighting of science-related disciplines, and the preference given to the academic papers
written in English (Altbach, 2006; Billaut, Bouyssou, and Vincke, 2009; Dill and Soo, 2005;
Usher and Savino, 2006; Ward, 2013).

The THE(S) & QS

The Times Higher Education World University Rankings (THE) released its first league
table report in 2004, in association with the research firm Quacquarelli and Symonds (QS). At
the outset, the name of the ranking was formally called the “THE-QS World University
Rankings”. However, the collaboration between the two companies ended in 2009. Following
that, the two companies produced their own versions of university rankings beginning in 2010.
While THE adopted a new scheme to create its rankings, QS chose to use the pre-existing
methodology.

THE improved its methodology of rating by collaborating with Thomson Reuters, a
multinational mass media and information firm. The new methodology contains 13 separate
indicators grouped into five categories: Teaching; research; citations; international mix; and
industry income. THE is the only ranking that examines a teaching environment compared with

other rankings. Besides institutional comparisons, the THE also includes subject rankings, as
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well as five national and regional league tables which include Asia, Latin America, Japan, the
U.S., and the BRICS and Emerging Economies.

QS is notable for its 48 subject rankings and graduate employability rankings, along with
five independent regional tables encompassing Asia, Latin America, Emerging Europe and
Central Asia, the Arab Region, and the BRICS. However, it has been criticized for over-reliance
on subjective indicators and reputational surveys, which tend to fluctuate from year to year
(Bookstein, Seidler, Fieder, & Winckler, 2010).

The USNWR

The U.S. News & World Report (USNWR) was created on the foundation of American
domestic university rankings. In 2008, the U.S. News expanded the rating worldwide and the
ranking was renamed the U.S. News & World Best Colleges Report. Data in its rankings were
collected primarily through surveys sent to each school annually, as well as from third-party data
sources like school websites and government websites. The ranking has gained enormous
influence in education and other relative sections since it was released. According to Smith
(2013), the U.S. News & World Best Colleges Report in 2014 attracted 2.6 million visitors and

18.9 million page views in one day.
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Table 8: Major International University Rankings in the World

Name of Ranking Year | Abbreviation | Country/Region Produced Institution
Academic Ranking of 2003 | ARWU China Centre for World-Class
World Universities Universities, Shanghai Jiao
Tong University, China

QS World Universities 2004 | QS UK Quacquarelli Symonds, a

Rankings 2010 British Company, UK

Times Higher Education | 2004 | THE UK Times Higher Education,

World Universities 2010 UK

Rankings

Webometrics Rankings 2004 Spain Cybermetrics Lab, Spanish

of World Universities Consejo Superior de
Investigaciones Cientificas,
Spain

Performance Ranking of | 2007 Taiwan Higher Education

Scientific papers of Evaluation & Accreditation

World Universities Council of Taiwan

U.S. News & World Best | 2008 us U.S. News& World Report,

College Rankings uUsS

CWTS Leiden Ranking | 2008 | CWTS Netherlands Centre for Science and
Technology Studies,
University of Leiden, The
Netherlands

SClImago Journal and 2009 Spain SCImago Research Group,

Country Ranking Spain

Ul GreenMetric Ranking | 2010 Indonesia Universities Indonesia,

of World Universities Indonesia

U-21 Ranking of 2012 | U-21 Australia Institute of Applied

National Higher Economic and Social

Education Systems Research, Australia

U-Multirank 2014 | U-Multirank European European Commission

Commission

What do these Rankings Measure and How do they Measure
By nature, rankings, be they at regional, national, or global levels, are used to measure
the quality of higher education. By selecting a range of indicators and assigning each indicator a
weight, ranking aggregates a final score and then ranks them sequentially to represent HEI’s

performance.
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Rankings are produced mainly by newspapers and magazines, universities, research
centers, or governments. Data used to produce these rankings are derived from three sources:
independent third parties such as public databases, surveys designed and distributed to various
education stakeholders such as students, university leaders, as well as employers; and university
sources. Each of the data sources has its advantages and disadvantages. The use of each source of
data and the different weight given to each indicator make a great deal of difference in the final
scores.

In most cases, research productivity is the most popular aspect assessed in rankings. This
is because, firstly, the research data are widely available and easily measurable; and secondly,
research productivity is considered the most important indicator of higher education quality
(Hazelkorn, 2003; Salmi & Saroyan, 2007). Accordingly, indicators related to research
publications are generally given the highest weight in rankings. For instance, the number of
articles published in a few particular journals and the number of citations account totally for
about 40 percent weight in ARWU, compared to 60 percent in THE and 20 percent in QS.
Moreover, since research and citation data are usually derived from Thomson Reuter's Web of
Science or Elsevier's Scopus, the databases in which only the bio- and medical sciences research
data are most accurate, the research in humanities have been much neglected.

Besides research productivity, other common items measured in major rankings include
university reputation, faculty/students ratio, the extent of internationalization, as well as the
resources and expenditures that an institution has. Table 9 shows the main indicators and

weightings employed in each of the four major international rankings.
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Such practice is highly debatable. Hazelkorn (2013) suggested the methodology ignored
the full breadth of higher education activities. Meanwhile, rankings are often criticized for
favoring a fraction of large prestigious institutions. According to the Institutional Association of
Universities (IAU), there are over 17,000 HEIs in the world. Most rankings publish universities
only up to top 200, which represent less than 1.2 percent of the world’s HEIs. In addition, despite
the huge difference in regional context and ranking methodology, the results of major
international rankings are often similar. The very top universities in the world are always
American and British institutions. For example, in all three major international rankings, ARWU,
THE, and QS, at least 15 American research universities and 2 British universities appear in the
top 25 every year. Harvard, MIT, Yale, Cambridge, and Oxford emerge in the top ten positions
in all global university rankings. For improving the spectrum, these major international rankings

have attempted to create sub-institutional rankings or subject rankings.
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Table 9: Indicators and Weights of ARWU, THE, and USNWR

Ranking System Main Indicators Weighting

ARWU 0 Quality of Education 10%
[J Quality of Faculty
1. No. Nobel Prize/Field Medal 20%
2. No. HiCi Researchers 20%
[] Research Output
1. No. Articles in Nature/Science | 20%
2. No. Articles in Citation Index | 20%

[ Size of Institution 10%
THE [ Teaching (the Learning Environment) | 30%
71 Research (Volume, Income, and 30%
Reputation)
7 Citations (Research Influence) 30%
[J International Outlook (Staff, students,
Research) 7.5%
[J Industry Income (Knowledge
Transfer) 2.5%
QS 71 Academic Reputation 40%
1 Employer Reputation 10%
"] Faculty/Student Ratio 20%
[J Citations per Faculty 20%
[ International Faculty Ratio 52/0
[J International Student Ratio 5%
USNWR [J Global research reputation 12.5%
{1 Regional research reputation 12.5%
) Publication 10%
1 Books 2.5%
[J Conferences 2.5%
[J Normalized citation impact 10%
. 7.5%
[J Total citations
[0 No. of publication that among the 12.5%

10% most cited
[ % of total publications that are among 10%
the 10% most cited 5%
[J International collaboration
11 % of total publications with 5%
international collaboration

U No. of highly cited papers that are
among the top 1 % most cited in the
respective field 5%
[ % of total publications that are among

the top 1 % most highly cited papers
5%

Sources: Data from the official websites of the three major rankings. Retrieved from:
http://www.shanghairanking.com/subject-survey/survey-methodology-2017.html
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/methodology-world-university-rankings-2016-
2017
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https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/methodology-world-university-rankings-2016-2017

https://www.topuniversities.com/gs-world-university-rankings/methodology
and https://www.usnews.com/education/best-global-universities/articles/methodology

Rankings’ Impact

Over the past decade, there has been considerable research on rankings. Some examine
the indicators and weights used to create these rankings (Clarke, 2004; Dehon, McCathie, and
Verardi, 2009; Billaut, Bouyssou, and Vincke, 2009; Shin, Toutkoushian and Teichler, 2011).
Among them, one well-known study is “Should you believe in the Shanghai Ranking", written by
French researcher Billaut and his colleagues in 2009. The authors analyzed ARWU's
methodology by using the concept derived from Multiple Criteria Decision Making (MCDM).
They examined the consistency of each indicator with the measuring target and then pointed out
that the criteria used by ARWU were not relevant to assess the quality of academic institutions.
The research exemplarily represented a cluster of studies that argue about rankings'
methodology.

Other studies look at the rankings’ increasing impact on student’s college selection, HEIs
decision making, and national higher education policy et. al. (Hazelkorn, 2007; 2008; 2009; Dill
and Soo, 2005; Erkkild, 2013; Kehm and Stensaker, 2009; King, 2010; Shin and Kehm, 2013).
What follows here introduces the literature and synthesizes the views of these studies according
to the different aspects of rankings' impact they examined.

First, rankings are reported to have affected students' application decisions (Lipman
Hearne, 2006; Perna, 2006; Kallio, 1995; Clarke, 2007). In a research article, Clarke (2007)
synthesized that perceived academic quality, reputation of the institution in general, particular
academic programs, and commercially produced ranking publications are the four most

important factors that influence students' decision making in university selection. He suggests
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that these elements are taken into consideration particularly by those high-achieving students
from high-income families when they choose universities. Clarke concludes that rankings
contribute to the exacerbation of stratification and inequity of higher education (Clarke, 2007).

The impact of rankings on prospective students can be explained from a market
perspective. When students use rankings as an information tool to determine their dream
universities, rankings, in essence, represent a commercialization of goods. Based on the market
theory, the supply of a resource will increase when the demand for the goods rises with real
benefits offered to consumers. Given this perspective, it is not a surprise that rankings have seen
remarkable growth worldwide and have had a significant influence on students’ choices,
particularly under a worldwide higher education expansion environment.

Second, rankings are reported to have immediate implications on school admission (Dill
and Soo, 2005; Haycock, 2006; Clarke, 2007; Hazelkorn, 2007, 2008, 2009, etc.). Many
universities manipulate admission data in order to increase student enrollment, especially for
those students who are likely to be the assets in terms of improving or enhancing their positions
in the ranking race. Clarke (2007) synthesized these recruitment strategies into three categories:
(1) implementing the early-decision program; (2) offering larger amounts of merit aid to high-
achieving students; (3) investing heavily in student consumption benefits. Brewer and his
colleagues (2002) suggested that this pursuit of prestige through increased investments in
admissions selectivity is reinforced by commercial college ranking systems that use student input
as a primary measure in their assessment of institutions.

In addition, as reputation of the institutions is commonly measured in most ranking
systems, many universities have accordingly brought strategic changes in management for
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pursuing better performance. In a study conducted by Hazelkorn in association with the Program
of Institutional Management in Higher Education (IMHE) and the International Association of
Universities (IAU) in 2006, among 202 higher education leaders from the world, 137 admitted
that their institutions used rankings as a management tool to modify the priorities in order to
achieve a maximum academic productivity. The specific practices may include implementing
new curriculums; embedding rankings in ‘target agreements’ with faculties; establishing a
special unit to monitor rankings; providing more scholarships and staff appointments; and hiring
more Nobel laureates, etc. (Hazelkorn, 2007, 2009). In addition, in order to increase international
student recruitment and tuition revenue, many universities worked hard to improve and maintain
their international stature (Caldwell, 2010). On the UNESCO Forum on Higher Education held
in 2009, Hazelkorn (2009) observed that “because rankings usually favor large size
comprehensive institutions, many universities accordingly established or restructured research
institutions with special or target investment. And, the practice is pervasive across higher
education” (Hazelkorn, 2009. p. 6).

Organizational theory suggests an organization's behaviors are shaped by both internal
and external forces (Greenwood/Hinings, 1993). In response to dramatic environmental changes,
a shift in organizational structures and activities may increase short-term profit performance and
long-term survival chances (Haveman, 1992). As rankings play an important external role in
higher education direction, it is not surprising that rankings have exerted such a great influence
in provoking internal structural changes, as well as institutional decision making.

Third, rankings are reported to have the ability to guide national higher education reform
(Wildavsky, 2010; Ward, 2013; Erkkila, 2014; Okebukola, 2013. et.al.). While human capital is
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an important output of universities, so is the research on which so much innovation and
economic growth depend. It is important for governments to strike the right balance in accessing
universities. Rankings inform governments as to whether their own policies are well considered
or their scholarship funds are well spent. In his book “The Great Brain Race: How Global
Universities are Reshaping the World”, Wildavsky suggested that rankings provided a gauge
whereby a nation that wants to increase the quality and quantity of its institutions can measure its
progress (Wildavsky, 2010).

Rankings can also have geopolitical implications. For instance, largely because its top
institution of higher education, L'ecole Normale Superieure rue d'UIm, Paris ENS was rated at
only 71st in the 2013 Shanghai Ranking report, the French government called for a large-scale
higher education reform which later expanded to other European countries (Ward, 2013; Erkkila
2014). Erkkila (2014) argued that the issues made the European university model a policy
concern for the European Union (EU). In the ongoing reforms, global university rankings play a
policy discourse role, guiding the planning of initiatives and funding allocation. In addition to
that, rankings also offer references for developing countries or regions to develop their own
indicators of excellence. For example, Okebukola (2013) reported that by emulating ARWU,
THE, and Webometrics templates, both Nigeria and the African Union have produced their own
national and regional rankings.

From the industry production standpoint, policymakers believe the quality of higher
education could be improved by controlling the quality of input; managing the process of
production, as well as measuring the outputs. The theory explains why rankings can profoundly

influence higher education systems in so many countries. However, successful institutional
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changes depend not only on the intended change itself, but also on the congruency of fit between
content, context, and process considerations (Damanpour, 1991).

Although it has become a common phenomenon that rankings lead HEIs to reforms, the
detailed transformation process of higher education system as a whole varies depending on
different national socioeconomic contexts. In 2009, IHEP observed 20 HEIs in Australia,
Germany, Japan, and Canada, investigating how rankings have influenced the universities in the
four countries (Hazelkorn, et al., 2009). It is reported that all the higher education systems in the
four countries have experienced a certain degree of transformation under the globalized ranking
culture.

For example, in Australia, the higher education system originally consisted of research
universities and vocational colleges. In order to deal with demographic pressure and enhance
"the quality, diversity, and equity of access to higher education” (Higher Education Funding Act,
1988), the Australian government conducted education reforms since 1987. As the reform
provoked severe funding tensions, many Australian universities relied on international
recruitment for funds. This new reality made Australian higher education institutions sensitive to
rankings. In order to improve higher education competitiveness, the Rudd government released a
new education reform plan in 2008, confirming that Australia intended to build a world-class
higher education system. In the process, Australian universities were given more autonomy
regarding institutional decision-makings. Higher education leaders paid serious attention to
rankings. Many HEIs conducted more and more ranking-oriented practices. They used rankings
as political leverage to lobby for funding. They invested more resources to improve research
productivity than teaching.
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In Germany, the higher education system underwent deterioration and is now embarking
on a path back to excellence. Germany was the country where the modern western higher
education system was created. German higher education institutions, therefore, were recognized
as the world's best universities. However, over the past two decades, few German institutions
were listed in top 50. For example, Munich University was profiled as 55" in the 2008 ARWU
report, while Heidelberg University stood at the 57" in THE in the same year. The situation
provoked wide concern in Germany and led to national higher education reform.

German HEIs embarked on the Initiative for Excellence (Exzellenzinitiative) starting in
2005. This marked a significant shift of their higher education development strategy from the
traditional emphasis on egalitarianism toward competition and decentralization. The initiative
promoted top-level research institutions through building a German “Ivy League”. Recognizing
the importance of benchmarking, the Centre of Higher Education Development, in association
with the German Academic Exchange Service and the weekly newspaper Die Zeit, published
German university rankings in 2005 (CHE University Ranking Website). Since then, the ranking,
along with the other international league tables, has sharply increased the German HEIs’
consciousness on educational performance. In German HElIs, these rankings are used to inform
and identify strategic plans, as well as to help the institutions to clarify their profile and missions.
The particular approaches used to promote ranking position include reorganizing departments;
merging small units into large ones to enhance their visibility, and constantly improve the
monitoring instruments.

Despite different social backgrounds and some potential negative effects, the rankings
served as a tool to develop policies that restored and reinforced the international statures of their
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HEIs. In contrast, in some developing countries the most popular reform practice to academic
excellence is to build world-class universities. According to the World Bank Forum Report of
“The Road to Academic Excellence” (Altback & Salmi, 2011), countries that have attempted at
building world-class universities for the sake of their national competitiveness include
Singapore, South Korea, Russia, India, China, Brazil, Chil