
 

Managing Recent Disruptions and adapting to a 
post-COVID World: The case of China 

Shen Wenqin∗ 

Futao Huang 
I’d like to invite our fourth speaker, Doctor Shen Wenqin from Graduate School 
of Education, Peking University of China, to give a talk. Wenqin, are you there? 

Shen Wenqin 
I’m here. 

Futao Huang  
Good, as I introduced, your title is about COVID-19 and higher education in 
China: impacts and response. So please.  

Shen Wenqin 
Good morning, everyone. Thank you very much for the invitation and I’m very 
honored to have the opportunity to share my observation on the impact of 
COVID-19 on Chinese higher education.  

As you can see it in China, the COVID-19 pandemic was well controlled after 
March 2020. Nonetheless, the vast majority of Chinese college students are still 
unable to return to campus for classes between March and July 2020, and college 

∗ Shen Wenqin is Associate Professor of Higher Education at Peking University. He mainly 
study the higher education system from the perspectives of history and science studies 
(Sociology of Science, philosophy of science, etc). He authored and co-authored publications 
focused on transnational history of idea and practice of liberal education (China, UK and US), 
international academic mobility (especially the mobility of doctoral students and postdocs) and 
doctoral career trajectories. 

41RIHE International Seminar Reports, No.25, 2022



courses during this period are basically online. Just after the break of COVID-19, 
the Chinese government quickly launched initiates to start online courses and 
universities develop a lot of online courses in a short time. And based on the 
statistics of the Chinese government, there were more than 1.07 million courses 
after the break of the COVID, and totally more than 70 million college students 
participated in the online learning. 

And also, the Chinese government did a survey of the quality of online learning. 
And according to the survey result, more than 80% of teachers have confidence 
in online learning and are willing to continue online teaching or mixed teaching 
after the pandemic. Also, we can see that the webinar or the online lecture 
become very popular after COVID-19. Before COVID-19, Chinese university, 
for example, my university and other Chinese leading university invited a lot of 
foreign scholars to visit Chinese universities, but because of COVID-19, they 
cannot come to China. A lot of Chinese universities hold online webinars or 
seminars to adapt to this situation. And what’s the advantage of webinars? I think 
after COVID-19, a lot of teachers and universities recognized that Webinars had 
a lot of advantages compared to traditional seminars. Firstly, the international 
webinars are much cheaper than before. Before COVID-19, if we want to invite 
the international scholars to give lectures or talks in China, we have to pay for 
the flights and accommodations which are quite expensive.  

And secondly, we can solve the inequality of the academic resource between 
institutions. Because in the form of webinar, lots of audiences from different 
universities can participate.  

And also COVID-19 has a huge impact on funding of universities. Firstly, 
because of COVID-19, China’s economic growth has been negatively affected, 
and the revenue of the government reduces a lot. It means the government cannot 
support higher education as generously as it used to. For example, we have 
Double First-Class program which targets Chinese elite university to promote 
them to world-class position. And after COVID-19, the funding for this program 
has been cut by about 1/3. Funding for many research projects has also been cut. 
At the same time, due to the impact of the epidemic, there are fewer channels for 
universities to increase their revenue through academic capitalism. Before 
COVID-19, an important source of income for universities is continuing 
education programs, many of which have been halted due to the pandemic.  
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Also, we are very interested in the impact of COVID-19 on Chinese students 
learning abroad. We all know that China is the first source country of the 
international students. So, it’s interesting to know what’s the impact of 
COVID-19 on the international mobility of Chinese students. After COVID-19, I 
and my research team interviewed a lot of Chinese college students, and we 
interviewed more than 100 college students until now. And based on these 
interviews, we have some preliminary conclusions and findings. First, we can see 
that learning abroad is still the best choice for many college students in China, 
especially for students who apply to study abroad in 2020. Secondly, you can find 
the UK and the USA are the most preferred destinations. Some researchers have 
predicted that after COVID-19, East Asian countries will become more popular 
destinations for Chinese students. But according to our interviews, it is not the 
case. At the same time, Singapore as an English-speaking country becomes more 
popular. From the figure shown in the ppt, we can see which countries they apply 
for and what’s their most preferred country, and what’s their final destination. We 
can see that very few students changed their destinations because of COVID-19. 
But we also predicted that there may be a difference this year. We predicted that 
the impact of COVID-19 on studying abroad may be significantly different 
between 2020 and 2021. Why? Because for college students who choose to study 
abroad in 2020, the decision to go abroad has been made before COVID-19. And 
a lot of sunk costs have been invested in this. So, they cannot change their mind. 
And also in early 2020, when COVID-19 broke out, a lot of students had already 
given up their opportunity to be admitted in graduate education programs of 
Chinese universities. So, they did not have other choice. They have to go abroad. 
Thirdly, the number of college students went broad in this year in 2021 further 
decreased in many universities, but we did not have nationwide data yet.  

Besides that, the impact of COVID-19 on education exchange is also of concern. 
The Chinese government had a very big program for educational exchange. It 
was called CSC program which sponsored lots of students, especially doctoral 
students to go abroad for exchange or for seeking Ph.D. degrees. Before 
COVID-19 in 2019, about 10,000 Chinese students get funding from the China 
Scholarship Council to visit oversea for 6 to 24 months or to seek doctoral 
degrees abroad. This number is huge because it’s all at the doctor level. And after 
COVID-19 in 2020, according to the government statistic, more than 7,000 
Chinese doctoral students received funding from the Chinese scholarship council 
to visit oversea for 6 to 24 months. I think it declined a little, but this did not 
include students who seek Ph.D. degrees abroad. So, I think compared to 2019, 
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it’s not a big change. We can see that this year, the number of the funding from 
the China Scholarship Council declined, but the reduction is not huge. In 2021, 
more than 8,900, Chinese doctor students receive the funding from the China 
Scholarship Council for exchange or Ph.D. degrees. 

Finally, I want to take Peking University and Tsinghua University, as examples to 
see how Chinese elite universities respond to COVID-19. In my university 
Peking University, you can see that a lot of university researchers participate in 
research related to the pandemic and also campus was locked down during the 
pandemic. We quickly arranged students to return to campus after the pandemic 
was well controlled. And we also have a lot of online courses and we sent doctors 
from the School of Medicine to Wuhan to fight the pandemic. International 
cooperation suffered, especially in STEM fields. We find it quite difficult to 
continue the cooperation between Peking University and other western 
universities in STEM fields.  

At Tsinghua University, a very interesting experiment in response to the 
epidemic is the cloned course. Tsinghua university developed some online 
courses, and they share these courses with other universities. Students from 
Tsinghua University and another university took the same course at the same 
time.  

At the very end, I want to share my thoughts on how to manage or adapt to a post 
COVID-19 environment. First, I think we should reaffirm higher education as 
public goods. Chinese universities get lots of public funding from government 
and they rely on public funding very much. This is a disadvantage, but also this is 
an advantage. This means that universities do not need to operate according to 
market principles, for example, we do not fire university faculty due to financial 
difficulties. We just cut salaries. And secondly, we can see that compared with 
traditional teaching and learning models, new forms of communication such as 
online learning and online meeting have a unique advantage. And thirdly, the 
impact of COVID-19 on study abroad and international collaboration may 
continue, which is a big challenge for us. The number of Chinese college 
students studying abroad this year and next year may further decline. 
International cooperation become more difficult, because in-depth collaboration 
require face-to-face communication to transfer knowledge. Online meeting is not 
enough to establish international cooperation. In that case, I think early career 
researcher who lacks international network may have difficulties in establishing 
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their own international cooperation network. And this will put them in a 
disadvantaged position compared to the senior scholars who have already 
established the international work. Early career researchers may face great 
difficulties. If COVID-19 did not end, I think that’s another huge challenge for 
the academic community. That’s my final sharing. Thank you very much. 

Futao Huang 
Thank you, Wenqin. As a matter of fact, while you were talking, we already had 
two questions. One question was raised by [Participant B], and one more comes 
from Professor Yonezawa from Tohoku University. Can you see these two 
questions in the chat room? Or should I read them for you? 

Shen Wenqin 
Yes, I can see. Thank you. The first question is about the impact of political 
tension and national security issues on student mobility between British 
universities and Chinese universities in the post-COVID-19 era. According to our 
interviews, Chinese students still choose the UK as one of their most preferred 
destinations. And I think the UK gains some advantage compared to the US, 
because the relation between the US and China is even worse compared to the 
China-UK relationship. We find that some students change their destination from 
the US to the UK, but international collaboration, especially researcher 
collaboration will be impacted. 

China may face great challenges in the future in establishing international 
scientific research cooperation if the relationship between China and the United 
States do not improve. There is a division between the US and European 
countries in terms of research. For example, in the global research community, 
some infrastructure was based in European countries. It is difficult for China to 
establish this kind of cooperation and division of labor with Europe.  

The second question is about how universities are adapted to the budget cut. The 
first response I think is to cut the income of college teachers. In many 
universities, faculty salaries have been cut as a last resort to maintain faculty size 
in the crunch of university funding. 

Especially in some local universities, some teachers responded that the cut is 
quite a lot. But we just cut money, we didn’t fire people, everyone is in the same 
boat to overcome difficulties.  
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Futao Huang 
Thank you, Wenqin. Thank you for your answers. Thank you both for your 
questions. It seems we have one more question, I think. Wenqin, we have one 
more question. Can you see the third question? 

Shen Wenqin 
Due to COVID-19, more potential students will stay in China, rather than 
studying overseas. Are some universities happy about this? Because they can 
keep more potential students temporarily?  

I think some universities are happy about this, especially in elite universities. 
Before COVID-19, a lot of top students (it means that those students whose GPA 
are the highest) normally went abroad for graduate education. But because of 
COVID-19 and intense international relationships, some of them have to stay, for 
example, in my university the number of computer science students going abroad 
has dropped significantly. It means that lots of outstanding students have been 
retained due to the epidemic. But I think the trend will not change a lot in the 
long run. Because the infrastructure, research quality and research culture cannot 
be improved a lot in short term.  

Futao Huang  
Wenqin, thank you. So many questions and answers for Wenqin’s talk. Thank 
you. 
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COVID-19  pa n dem ic in  Ch in a  
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1) Guiding opinions on the organization and management of online teaching
in colleges and universities during the period of epidemic prevention and 
control (Ministry of Education, February 4, 2020)

2) The Ministry of Education makes direct deployment on whether college
students return to school and when to return to school

3) Relevant policies are flexibly adjusted according to the development of the
epidemic

4) the central government has also played an important role in providing free
online courses to the public.

5）Basic principles of governance of online learning: government-led,
university-based, and social participation

Governance and policy for higher education under conditions of a global pandemic: the case of China

Institutions: 1454 colleges and universities offer online courses (By May 8,2020)

Faculty members: 1.03 million university teachers participated in online courses (By 
May 8,2020)

Online courses: 1.07 million courses

Students: A total of 17.75 million college students participated in online learning

Satisfication :80% of teachers have confidence in online teaching and are willing to 
continue online teaching or mixed teaching after the pandemic

On March 13th, UNESCO released a distance learning solution to the world, recommending 
27 learning applications and platforms that are freely available worldwide. Aicourse.com, 
Ali Dingding, and Lanmoyun were selected.

On lin e lea rn in g du r in g th e COVID-19
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Technology Platform：Tencent Conference;Zoom; yanxiu, etc.

The Western Education Development Online Forum held in August 2020 attracted more than 3 
million listeners

Th e r is e of web in a r  in  Ch in a  

During the epidemic, many universities, including local 
universities, made full use of online conference 
platforms and invited international scholars to give 
online academic lectures. This breaks the monopoly of 
elite universities on international academic resources to 
a certain extent.

The rising of International webinars In China 
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Cost saving (especially international webinar)

solving the inequality of academic resources between institutions

A more diverse and larger audience

Th e a dva n ta ges  of web in a r

The impact of COVID-19 on China's economic growth

Double first-class Program funding has been cut by about one-third

The  training of off-campus personnel in universities has been greatly reduced

Im pa ct  on  fu n d in g of th e Un ivers it ies
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While very difficult to predict, it is quite likely that the numbers of Chinese students going abroad to several of the key 
receiving countries will slow or even decline.(Altbach,2019)

The willingness of students and parents to study abroad has not decreased significantly：A questionnaire survey 
of 4383 parents in China’s economically developed cities and regions such as Beijing, Guangzhou, Jiangsu, and 
Sichuan showed that 18.37% of the parents (805) hope their children will study abroad（Gu & Teng,2020）

Learning abroad is till the best choice for many college students in Chinese elite Universities

USA and UK are still the most preferred destinations. At the same time, Singapore has become more popular

thanks note: Chai Yilin, MO Ziyou and Feng Jing (there of them are all master students at Graduate school of Education, Peking University )interviewed 
more than 10 Chinese graduates who applied to go abroad. The analysis here is partly based on these interviews.

Im pa ct  on  s tu den t  m ob ility

Research :University researchers actively participate in research related to the epidemic

Teaching and student service: campus lock down during the epidemic

Arrange students to return to school in batches after the epidemic has slowed; on-line courses

Social service: 

1)Doctors from the University School of Medicine went to Wuhan to fight the epidemic

2) Provide free online courses to the public

International collaboration

Picture on up right: Peking University students on the high-speed rail back to Beijing

Picture on bottom right: Tsinghua University and UNESCO co-hosted a special conference on "Global University Special Dialogue: University 
Online Education and Prospects under the New Crown Epidemic"

Res ea rch  u n ivers it ies ' res pon s e to th e ep idem ic: th e ca s es  of Pek in g Un ivers ity a n d  
Ts in gh u a  Un ivers ity
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On February 17, Tsinghua successfully started classes as scheduled, 3923 courses were successfully opened online

At the same time, Tsinghua University also shares its online courses with some universities for free. These courses are called 
clone classrooms. Students from other universities who join the clone classroom can log in to the system together with 
Tsinghua University students to listen to the class. In the "clone class", students from the two universities attend classes 
simultaneously, and have the same teaching materials and the same teacher.

Res ea rch  u n ivers it ies ‘  res pon s e to th e ep idem ic： on lin e lea rn in g a n d  Clon e cou rs e-Ts in gh u a ’ s  ca s e

Probability Theory and Random Course Online Class of Tsinghua 
University; A clone class

Tsinghua University students watch the conference live

Xie Xiaoliang's team of Peking University invested in antibody drug research on the third day of the New Year. Their goal is 
to find neutralizing antibodies from the blood of convalescent patients.

Zhang Pingwen's research team of Peking University cooperated with China Mobile to complete epidemic risk assessment 
and suspected case detection based on trajectory big data

Res ea rch  u n ivers it ies ‘  res pon s e to th e ep idem ic： Figh t in g th e ep idem ic with  th e p ower  of s cien t ific 
res ea rch
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What we learn ?

1) state capacity is important, especially when dealing with emergencies

2) Reaffirm higher education as public goods: public funding is important, the resilience of public 
institutions during financial crisis

3) Compared with traditional teaching and academic communication models, new forms of 
communication such as online learning and online meetings have unique advantages
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Thanks for listening
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