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Human Resources

C hina’s education system produces millions of univer-
sity graduates with technical or related degrees every 

year. In fact, they accounted for 30-40 per cent of China’s six 
million graduates in 2009 alone. At the same time, the un-
employment rate among graduates has stayed above 20 per 
cent for years, and companies in China often complain about 
graduates’ lack of practical knowledge and experience, 
which makes them less readily employable. The problem 
also persists at the level of skilled workers who have a tech-
nical college or similar secondary education background.

Resolving this problem cannot be achieved quickly, but all 
the time demand for skilled workers keeps on growing. As 
a result, China-based companies and Chinese education 
institutions are coming up with ways to fill the gap in ex-
perienced talent by co-designing more practical academic 
courses or focusing on vocational training.

Too Much Theory
In recent years, China has embarked on a massive expan-
sion of higher education: Whereas in 1998 there were 3.4 
million students enrolled at university in China, in 2009 this 
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was primarily quantitative. The proportion of academics in 
the entire Chinese workforce is around seven per cent, far 
behind developed nations, which have a ratio of 25-40 per 
cent.

The downside to such rapid expansion is a mismatch be-
tween the course selection offered by Chinese universities 
and industry requirements. Most research and development 
(R&D) in technical fields has a distinctly theoretical focus. 
Applied research is less emphasised and links with corpo-
rate enterprises are rare, while the study curricula and di-
dactic methods are often not suitable to the needs of compa-
nies. In addition, university studies have traditionally been 
strongly associated with white collar positions – technical 
disciplines included.

Vocational education has historically played a rather minor 
role in Chinese higher learning and only recently has the 
importance of developing a national education policy for 
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tions for vocational training were originally incorporated in 
pre-reform-era state-owned enterprises and have been spun 
off in the modernisation drives of the 1990s. Since becoming 
independent entities, many have been upgraded to univer-
sity or college status, which more often than not has caused 
a shift in focus away from applied use to theory.

Working with Industry
To answer the need for technical staff with practical quali-
fications and hands-on experience, a number of foreign 
companies, local vocational or academic institutions, and 
their overseas counterparts have begun co-operating. These 
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Learning 
by Doing
There are a Number of 
Ways to Develop Technical Talent in China
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co-operations have resulted in the sharing of know-how in 
didactic methods and application techniques.

Following the global trend for the internationalisation of 
academia, many leading universities in China have started 
joint programmes with partner institutions to build a net-
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pertise. A prime example is Tongji University in Shanghai, 
one of the most prestigious Chinese universities and a centre 
for engineering research. 

Tongji University has established a number of international 
programmes in technical subjects with partners in France, 
Italy, and Australia, among others. With historically strong 
ties to Germany, Sino-German academic co-operation at 
Tongji University is especially intensive. The Sino-German 
College for Graduate Study set up in 1998 offers graduate 
students a programme to earn a master’s degree in a range 
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engineering. 

In 2004, the sister programme of the Chinese-German School 
of Applied Sciences was set up, offering undergraduate 
bachelor degrees in mechatronics, vehicle service/customer 
service, and facility management. The four-year course aims 
to introduce the German academic model of applied sciences 
study to Chinese universities. Currently, a consortium of 26 
partner universities from across Germany pools its resources 
in the programme. 

One-third of the technical training courses are held by Ger-
man professors and lecturers from industry, and participants 
also study German and English as part of their curriculum. 
During the first three years at Tongji University, a total of 
seven months is dedicated to practical courses and intern-
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other term in an enterprise, where they also have the chance 
to prepare their bachelor thesis on a usage-based topic. 

One of the industry partners of the school, Marquardt 
Switches in Shanghai, is actively involved in a course pre-
paring the Chinese programme participants for job inter-
views. Marquardt GM Peter Schaumann reasons: “this is a 
good way to become familiar with the students, so we will 
know who to later select for internships in our company.” 

During the internships, the Head of Engineering develops 
applied research projects with the interns, such as work-
ing on switch pilot batches at the company’s laboratory. 
“Compared to German trainees, their practical skills still lag 
behind, but they make up for this through their motivation 
and dedication,” notes Schaumann. “Structured analytical 
thinking and a Western working style take some time to sink 
in, and it takes one to two years to really know if a student 
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opportunity to get to know them early on.”

However, most students see the programme not as a fast-
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to earning a master’s degree or PhD. Almost 90 per cent of 
the school’s graduates plan to go on to further studies, and 
the programme’s partner enterprises have difficulties in 
convincing them to gain more valuable practical experience 
through employment instead. 

The programme director, Tobias Specker, explains: “The pro-
gramme participants face strong pressure from their families 
and environment to succeed. For companies seeking com-
mitment, it is important to develop a long-term strategy and 
provide a clear career perspective. One possibility is to offer 
opportunities for further education while at work, for exam-
ple through distance learning or weekend master’s courses. 
If this is not possible, it is better to be patient and concen-
trate on the longer perspective, so the students can join after 
completing their education a year or two later. Continuity 
of commitment in growing technical staff is often underesti-
mated at headquarters. It is therefore essential to have effec-
tive communication and co-ordination between the Chinese 
subsidiary and the overseas headquarters on this matter.”

Hands-on Experience
Below the university level, there exist a number of models 
for vocational education with a practical focus aimed at 
foreign companies in China. These range from short-term 
supplementary courses to complete vocational study pro-
grammes running over several years.

To introduce the German dual system of vocational training 
and practical experience, the German Chamber of Com-
merce in Shanghai and the Chien Hsiung Vocational School 
in Taicang, an industrial city in the outskirts of Shanghai, 
formed a programme with the support of a number of com-
panies in the region. In the first graduate class of 2010, 93 
trainees completed a three-year course to receive a basic 
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foundation in tool making or mechatronics, with two-thirds 
of the curriculum being practice-oriented.

Georg Hofäcker, General Manager of PWO High-Tech Metal 
Components in Suzhou and one of the initiators of the pro-
gramme, has employed graduates from both disciplines. 
“China will not make up for 100 years’ experience in voca-
tional training in a matter of a few years, but the direction 
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he says.

Even so, there remain some teething problems. Summing up 
his experiences, he states: “The instructors at the vocational 
school have not always paid the same attention to issues 
such as cleanliness and work safety as we have in the practi-
cal part of the programme. Also, we perceived that some of 
our employees from the mechatronics programme showed 
a certain sense of entitlement and saw themselves as white 
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Hofäcker estimates that the skilled workers out of the pro-
gramme are about as versatile on the workshop floor as 
if PWO had trained them for three years internally – with 
the difference of not having to pay a full salary during that 
time period and using less in-house resources for training. 
While the programme fees are paid for by the company, 
the employees have to repay the cost of training if they end 
their three-year contract prematurely. On the other hand, if 
the new employees prove able to further grow their skills, 
the company also offers them a development plan with the 
chance to become a working student at the company’s Ger-
man headquarters.

The Shanghai Bavarian Vocational Training Consulting 
Company also offers courses tailored to the needs of foreign 
enterprises. Students who complete a two-year curriculum 
with a Chinese vocational school have the opportunity to go 
through an additional one-year programme for tool makers 
focused on practical application, comprehensive exercises, 
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half-year at the programme’s own workshop laboratory, the 
students spend another three months as interns in partner-
ing enterprises and eventually complete a comprehensive 
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One of the companies making use of the programme is Ger-
man grinding machine producer Koerber Schleifring. Its 
participation is part of a multi-faceted strategy that is also 
supported by a co-operation agreement with Tongji Univer-
sity, where the company has equipped a grinding laboratory 
and takes part in applied R&D and course projects. In addi-
tion, Koerber Schleifring has established a training centre at 
its facility in Jiading. Originally designed to provide training 
and technical knowledge to Chinese customers, the com-
pany’s own service technicians also have the opportunity to 
go through several consecutive training courses on grinding 
applications there.

“Taking part in our internal technical training courses leads 
to greater motivation of the employees and we’ve realised 
that they become more active in developing their own 
ideas,” Martin Abendschein, a product manager at Koerber 
Schleifring acknowledges. “We see no alternative to a proac-
tive employee and trainee engagement in the face of a short-
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localisation policy. We only have a few positions filled by 
Europeans – to secure a consistently high quality level and 
to provide tutoring and up-to-date technical knowledge, but 
the goal is to make even these expat postings redundant in 
the medium to long run.”

Finding the Right Solution
The decision of whether to buy, grow, or import the neces-
sary talent depends of course on the requirements for the 
position in question and the labour market environment 
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natives for securing qualified technical staff broadens, the 
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such an array of programmes and approaches on offer, it is 
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