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SINO-U.S. TRANSNATIONAL EDUCATION—"BUYING” AN AMERICAN HIGHER
EDUCATION PROGRAM: A PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION STUDY
Abstract
by Jerry Vincent Nix, Ph.D.
Washington State University
December 2009
Chair: Forrest W. Parkay

This study explores the social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions of a U.S.-
based transnational education (TNE) program in China. TNE refers to education programs
provided by an institution located in another country, and this study focused on higher (tertiary)
education

Six questions provided the focus for this study: (1) What are the organizational
dynamics of the TNE program? (2) How do social, political, economic, and cultural dimensions
influence program operation? (3) How do Chinese government policies influence program
operation and quality? (4) Does the program reflect standards outlined by professional
associations that monitor TNE program quality? (5) What satisfactions and dissatisfactions do
TNE students report? (6) What satisfactions and dissatisfactions do TNE instructors report?

In the U.S., “Northeast College” a private, four-year institution initiated the TNE
program, partnering with five Chinese universities. In China, the Director of Northeast China
Programs, International (NCPI)—a private, for-profit company—administered the program.

Data were gathered at two of the five universities while the researcher was an NCPI-hired
instructor during 2007-2008. Data consisted of observational field notes, TNE program

documents, correspondence with NCPI staff, and semi-structured interviews with students and

instructors.
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Four key findings emerged from this case study : (1) Chinese government policies appear
to foster “academic capitalism” and to encourage “buying” higher educations programs from
developed countries; in turn, institutions such as Northeast College appear willing to “sell” their
educational program; (2) the TNE program lacks transparency and accountability measures that
characterize the vast majority of U.S. colleges and universities; (3) the primary goal for this TNE
program is profit ($10 million gross in 2008),—at best, student learning is a secondary goal; and
(4) the Director of NCPI relied on the Chinese cultural concepts of guanxi (a complex network
of interpersonal connections, in which favors or service for others are reciprocated) to establish
the program and “face” (sense of worth and perceived status) to market the program to students
and their parents.

The study concludes with nine policy recommendations to diminish the negative

consequences of buying, selling, and trading higher education programs in a global market.

X



TABLE OF CONTENTS

SECTION PAGE
DEDICATION. ...ttt ettt ettt ettt e st e e et esteestesseenseesseeseenseensesseenseansesseenseeansaeensseennns v
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS......ooiitetee ettt sttt et et e st et e ensesseenseensennsens v
ABSTRACT ...ttt ettt ettt et e st e et e et e s seesteesaesseenseeseenseensesnsenseensenneenns viii
TABLE OF CONTENTS. ...ttt ettt ettt ettt e s naeeenaeeensaeennnee e X
LIST OF TABLES. ...ttt ettt et e e et esseeensaeesnsaesnseeenneens Xix
LIST OF FIGURES. ...ttt sttt ettt e et essee e XX
NOMENCLATURE.....cote ettt ettt et e st e b e e e e neeee s XX1
CHAPTERS
CHAPTER 1 — Introduction to and Context of the Study..........cccoevvviiieiiiiniiiieeeee, 1
1.1.0 INtrOAUCTION. .....eiiiiieiiieiie ettt ettt e st e e et eeeneeeeeenes 1
1.1.1 BACKEIOUNA........eiiiiiiieiiieciie ettt ettt ettt e e et e e et e e easaa e e e e e eennsnaeeeaeannns 1
1.1.2 Transnational EQUCAtION. ........c.coiiiiiiiiiiiiiieie e 2
1.1.3 The Emergence of TNE in China.........cccooiiiiiiiiiiniiiieeieeiee e 3
1.1.4 The Environment for TNE in China..........cccoceeiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeee e 4
1.1.4.1 Corruption and Academic CapitaliSm............ccccveeviuieeniiieiriiiiieee e 5
1.1.5 Marketplace Values and Higher Education.............cccccooeiiieiiiiiiiiiiiieceeeeeee 7
1.1.6 Academic and Organizational Standards ............ccccceevieriiiiiiniieiieee e 8
1.1.7 Quality Concerns over TNE..........ccciiiiiiiiiiic e 9
1.1.8 Significance of the Study .........cooviiiiiiiii e, 11
1.1.9 Purpose of the Study.......cc.oeeviiiiiiiiiiieceeee e 12



|0 \Y, (51 1 10T (0] (oo 2 SRR 13

1.2.1 Research QUESTIONS. .........cociuuiiiieiiiieeeeiieee ettt e eeee e e e ettt eeeetae e e e e e e e e eennnsssnsnnes 13
1.2.2 ReSEArCh DESIZN.......eiiuiiiiiiiiieiieee ettt 14
1.2.3 Conceptual FramewWorK...........cccvuiieiiiieiiiiiiiece et 16
1.3.0 Organization of the Study and Outline of the Report...........cccoeiieiiiiiiiiinnnnne. 16
CHAPTER 2 — Review Of the LIterature........cc.cevuieiiieiiieiiieieeiieee et 18
2.1.0 INtrOAUCTION. ..cuteiiiieiii ettt ettt sttt ettt e e e eeeneees 18
2.2.0 Transnational EAUCAtION.........cceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiteee e 18
2.3.0 Economic Globalization and TNE...........cccooiiiiiiiiiie e 22
2.4.0 Trade Liberalization: Impacting TNE...........cccooiiiiiiniiiieeeeeee e, 26
2.5.0 The Rise of TNE GIobally........ccccviiiiiiiiiiiiecieeeee et 32
2.6.0 Current Regulation and Practice of TNE in China...........ccccceviiiiiniiiiienieeen. 35
2.7.0 General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) ..ooceeviiiiieiieiiiieeeeee e, 42
2.8.0 Quality efforts in Higher Education.............ccccoooiiiiiiiiiniiieeeeeee e, 45
2.9.0 SUMIMATY ....eetiiiiiiieeeeiiteeeesteeeeerteeeeesrareeeessareeeesseeeeessssseaesssssaeesasesseessesssssnnnnnns 51
CHAPTER 3 — MethOdOIOZY......coiiiiiiieiiieiieee ettt 53
3.1.0 INtrOQUCTION. ...ttt ettt ettt e eee e enaee s 53
3.2.0 ReSEATCh DESIZN.....uiiiiiieiiiiiieiie ettt s 54
3.2.1 Case Studies as StrateZies........cueeruieruierrieeniieriiieniieereeieesteeieeseeeeeesaeeeeas 55

3.2.2 Types of Case StUAICS .....ccccueeeiuieeeiiiieeiieeeee et e e e e 57

3.2.3 Rationales for Single-case design...........cccevueeiieeiiiiiiieniieiee e 60

3.2.4 Case Study Units of ANalysiS......cccceeviiiiiieniiiiierieeieee e 61

xi



3.2.5 Generalizabilty of Case Studi€s ........ccccecveieiiieeiiieeieeeee e 62

3.2.6 Advantages and Disadvantages of a Case Study Strategy.............cccee..n. 63

3.3.0 Site SLECHION. ...cutiiiiieiieeiie ettt ettt ettt et e e en 65
3.4.0 Data CollECtION. ... eeitiieiiieiie ettt ettt ettt et et e b e sae e s 67
34,1 SAMPIING ...ttt e 67

342 TIERIVIEWS. ..ttt ettt ettt ettt et e ettt e e ate e et eeeanbeeeeenneee 70

3.4.3 DocumMENt ANALYSIS.....cccvieeiiieeeiiieeiieeeieeeeieeeeree e eesvee e sreeeerreeearaeeaeens 71

3.4.4 Participant ODSEIVatiON..........ccveervieeiieeeiieeeireeeiireeeeeeeseeeesaeeesseeesseeens 72

3.4.4.1 Challenges for the Researcher as Participant...........ccccceeeeeennernnee 74

3.4.4.2 The Participant as Instrument: Researcher Competence................. 76

3.4.5 Direct ODSEIVATION. ... .eiiuiieiiieiieeiieeiie ettt ettt ettt st 79

3.4.6 Physical ATtiIfactS.....ccccuiieiiieeciie ettt et erae e e e 79

3.5.0 Data Reliability......ccccviiiiiiieeiie ettt e e e e eeaaae e e 79
3.6.0 Data ANALYSIS.....cceiuiiieiiieeiieeciie ettt et e et e e e e e e e et e e e e e e ntba e e e e e e nnanaaaeens 82
3.6.1 ANALytiC Strate@IeS......ceruieruiieiieiieeiieeie ettt ettt e 82

3.6.2 Qualitative Data ANalySis.......cccoueeriiireriiieeiiieeiie et e eiiree e e e 83

3.6.3 Data RedUCLION........ooiiiiiieiieeieee ettt 85

3.7.0 RETIEXIVITY .c.uviiieiiieeiie ettt ettt et e et e e e e e e ta e e e taeessteeesssaeesssaeesseeesseeennns 87
3.8.0 Ethical ISSUES.....cueiiiieiiieiieie ettt et e e 88

Xii



L A S e ettt —————————— &9

3.8.2 Data CollECtiON. .....eeiiieiiieiieiie ettt 90

3.8.3 Analysis and RepOrting..........c.ceecveeriiieiiiieeiieeeieecieee e 90

3.9.0 SUIMIMATY ...cciiiiiiieeeiiiieeeeciiee e eeitee e ettt eeeesiaeeeeesetreeeesssaeeeeanssaeessssnnsssssssssssnenneens 91
CHAPTER 4 — Setting for the Study........ccceeeviiiiiiieciieceece et 92
4.1.0 The Site and its SUD STteS......c.eeriiiriiiiiieieee e 87
CHAPTER 5 — Results and Data ANalysisS.........ccceeeeiieiiiieniiieeiieeciee e e esve e esveee e 100
5.1.0 INtrOQUCTION. ... .eiiitiiiiieiie ettt ettt et st eesaee e ee e e e abeeeeenes 100

5.2.0 Overview of the StUdY.......cccueeeiiiiiiiiici e e e 101

5.3.0 TRE StOTY ...ttt ettt ettt ettt e st e bt e et ee e ennbeeesnnes 108

5.3.1 GENG TN 108

5.3.2 PrODBICMS. ..ttt 110

5.3.3 Yunnan Campus and Administration...........ccceeeeuveeecveeeniieeenveessveeens 111

5.3.4 Fujian Experiential Education Workshop..........cccccceeevviiviiiieeennnnee, 116

5.3.4.1 Second Day of the Workshop.........cccoeeeeeiiieciiiiiiiieiies 118

5.3.4.2 Fujian Headquarters...........cccceeueeniiiieeniee e 119

5.3.4.3 Student Practicum Reports..........cccccvveeevieeecieeeciiiieee e, 120

5.3.4.4 Organizational Structure..........ccocceeveeriieeeriieeeeriiee e 120

5.3.5 Tianjin Campus and Administration...........ceeceereeereeeerieeeeniieeeennne 121

Xiii



5.3.6 NCPI Students' Satisfactions and Dissatisfactions.........cccceeeeeeeeeenn... 123

5.3.6.1 Students and Perceptions..........cccceeeveeeevieeniiieeniee e 126
5.3.6.1.2 MI. Wel.uuiiiiiiiiieiieiieeeee e 126
5.3.6.1.3 MS Fel.iouiiiiiiiiiiieieceecee e 127
5.3.6.1.4 MS Fang......cccceeviiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeieeeeeeeeee e 128
5.3.6.1.5 Mr. Wang.......coovueiiniiiiiiieiiiieeeeeieeee e 129
5.3.6.1.6 M'S XiUYING...cueeiiiieriiiiiieniiieiee sttt 130
5.3.6. 1.7 MI. Liiciiiiiiiiiiieceeeeee e 131
5.3.6.1.8 M. Lil.cooiiiiiiiiieeiee e 133
5.3.6.1.9 MS Na..oiiiiiiiieiee et 134
5.3.6.2.0 MS Zhang.........ccceeevuieeeirieeciieeciie e 135

5.3.6.2 Student Profiles Summary..........cccccovveveiieeeeeiiiiieeeeeee, 136

5.3.6.3 Student Satisfaction.............cecceeriieiiiiiieniieeeeee e 137

5.3.6.4 Student Dissatisfaction...........ceecueerieriiieniiesiieeieeieee e 140

5.3.6.5 Student Challenges..........c.ccoeveeeeriiercieeeiie e 142

5.3.6.6 Perceived Value of the TNE Program..........c.ccccoeeveeennen.. 145

5.3.6.7 Student Perceptions of the TNE Program..............cccceee... 148

5.3.6.8 Student Interviews: SUMMAry..........ccccveeveieeririeeeeeeeennen. 149

5.4.0 Researcher's Perspectives on the NCPI Program.............cccccoovviiiiniininnieen. 151

X1V



5.4.1 AdmInistrative OVETIOAd. ......coovveeeneeee e 151

5.4.2 Difficulties Assessing Student Performance...........cccceeeviiieinniieennne. 153

5.4.3 Understanding Chinese Student Behavior............coocoiiiiiiiiiieniinnnne. 154

5.4.4 Challenges of Retake Coursework...........cccccuveiviiieiciiiiiieeeeiiiieee e, 157

5.5.0 Dealing with the Unexpected..........ccccueeviieniiiiiiniiiiiienieeiee e 158

5.6.0 Perceptions of NCPI INStIUCLOTS. .....cccuveeeiuirieiieeeieeecieeecieeertieee e e e eivaeeee e e 159
5.6.1 Host Country Nationals,Chinese Teachers..........ccceeevveeieeeeiciiieeeeennns 159

5.6.2 Parent Country Nationals, U.S. InStructors.........ccccceeveercieeeriieenieeeennns 163

5.6.3 InStructor SUMMATY........cooviiiiiieeeeiiie e 167

5.7.0 Perceptions of NCPI Administrators in New YorK.........cccceeviiieeeiccniireeeeennns 168
5.7.1 Perceptions of Control over the NCPI Program............c.cccceecuviveeeennnnnns 172

5.7.2 Perceptions of Secrecy in the NCPI Program..........cccccoeeeeiieniiiennnnnee. 174

5.8.0 Toward a Model for TNE..........cooiiiiiiie e 177
CHAPTER 6 — Findings, Conclusion, and Recommendations.............c.ccceeecvvieniieencieeeeeennnns 182
6.1.0 FINAINES. ....eeiiieiiiie ettt ettt et ettt e bee st e e s e saee e 182

6.1.1 Chinese government policies appear to foster “academic capitalism”

and to encourage “buying” higher educations programs from developed

countries; in turn institutions such as Northeast College appear willing

to “sell” their educational Program..........cccceveueeiiinieiiiienie e 183

XV



6.1.2 The TNE program lacks transparency and accountability measures

that characterize the vast majority of U.S. colleges and universities..............

6.1.3 The primary goal for this TNE program is profit ($10 million

gross in 2008),—at best, student learning is a secondary goal.......................

6.1.4 the Director of NCPI relied on the Chinese cultural concepts

of guanxi (a complex network of interpersonal connections, in which

favors or service for others are reciprocated) to establish the program

and “face” (sense of worth and perceived status) to market the

program to students and their parents.............coeceerieeiieniiiiienicceesee e
6.2.0 CONCIUSION. ...ttt ettt et et e et seeesteesbeesnneenes
6.3.0 ReCOMMENAALIONS. .....cotiiiiiieiieiiii ettt e e s eaeee e

6.3.1 Undertake Further Research............cooccooiiiiiiiiie,

6.3.2 Improve Information to CONSUMETS..........ccccvreerieeeiieeriieeereeeevee e

6.3.3 Utilize Existing Quality Assurance Organizations.........c..cceceeeveenueeennne

6.3.4 Require Human Resources Training and Certification for TNE

Xvi



6.3.8 Reduction of English Requirements for TNE Courses...........cccecueen..e. 193

6.3.9 Maintain List of Approved Exporting Institutions.............cccceevueeeennnee. 193

6.4.0 FINal COMMENTS......ccuiiiiiiiieiieiie ettt ettt e e ebeeeeens 194
REFERENCES...... .ottt sttt ettt ettt e sttt e et esaeeseesaesseenseensesseensesnnennseenns 196
APPENDICES . ...ttt ettt ettt e e ss e et e esteeseenseensesseeseeneasseenseens 208
Appendix I — Pre-notification Letter.........ccovuiiiiiieiiiiecie e 209
Appendix IT — Site Selection QUESHIONNAITE.........cccveeerureeeiieeeiieeeiee e eeieeeeiareeee e 210
Appendix IIT — Initial Interview QUESHIONS.........cceveeeriieiiiieeieeeiee e e 211
Appendix IV — Student Interview QUESTIONS..........eevvreeriieeiiieeiieeeiieeeeeeeeirreeee e 212
Appendix IV B — Student Interview Questions (Chinese Translation)....................... 213
Appendix V — Instructor Interview QUESHIONS ........ccccveeeiieeeiiieeiiieeiieeeeeiiieeeee e 214
Appendix VI — Administrator Interview QUEStIONS ........ccceeevveeirieeeiiieeriieeee e 215
Appendix VI B — Administrator Interview Questions (Chinese Translation)............. 216
Appendix VII — Informed Consent............ccceeeeuiieiiiieeiiiieeieeeeiee e e e 217
Appendix VIII — NCPI Teaching Contract ...........cccceeeeeuieerieeeniieeeiiieeeesiiieeee e 218
Appendix IX — Email Correspondence..........c.oeeeveeeeieeeriieeiieeeiieeeieeeseiineeee e e e 231
Exhibit One: Welcome Letter.........cuoouieiiiiiiiiiiiiieieeceeeeeeeee e 231

Exhibit Two: EmMail Reply.....ccceeviiiiiiieiiiiece e 232

Exhibit Three: Email ANSWET........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiieiieeeeee e 233

Exhibit Four: Reply—Contract and Waiver ...........ccccceevvveeeiieencieeecieee e 234

xvii



Exhibit Five: Coursework and Campus Tour..........cccccceveeeeiieeniieeiiieee e 235

Exhibit Six: Meeting on CampPus..........ccccveeeeveeeiiieerieeeieeeereeeereeesreeeseree e 236
Exhibit Seven: Class ROSTET.........coouiiiiiiiiiiiieiieeeee e 237
Exhibit Eight: Earthquake Aftermath.............ccccoeviiiiiiiiieeeee e, 238
Exhibit Nine: Visit ANNOUNCEMENL.........ccouieriiiriieiienieeiieree et 239
Exhibit Ten: Control .........cccoiiiiiiiiieee e 241
Appendix X — First Teaching Schedule............coccoiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 243
Appendix XI — NCPI Teacher Evaluation Form............ccccoveviiiiniiieccieeeieeeiieeeen 244

xviil



LIST OF TABLES

TABLE/SUBJIECT ..ottt ettt ettt sttt ettt e s bt e bt e st e e e ssbeeeeanbteeeenseeaenne PAGE
Table 5.1 Background Information on Nine Interviewed Students...........c.cccocveeveiieinieeeeennns 125
Table 5.2 Factors of SatiSTaCtioN .........c.oeviiiiiiiiiiieeeee e e 139
Table 5.3 Factors of DissatiSTaction ...........cccocieiiieiiiiiiiiiieeeee e 141
Table 5.4 Challenges Faced..........coouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 143
Table 5.5 Annual Student Expenses at IBS/Yunnan..........c.cccccveeeiieeiiieeiieeeiieeeee e 147

X1X



LIST OF FIGURES

FIGURE/SUBJECT .....cetiitititeieetentee ettt ettt ettt sttt sttt s e e PAGE

Figure 1.1 A Preliminary Model of Sociocultural Influences on a Transnational Educational

Program 1n ChiNa .........c.ooiiiiiiiiiieeeee et e 13
Figure 3.1 Four Types of Case StUAIS ........ceouiiriiiiiiiiiiiieie e 59
Figure 3.2 Case Study Chain of EVIAence..........cccoevuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee et 81

Figure 4.1 Sino-American Academic Collaboration Program: Northeast College and the Five

Chinese Partner University Sub SIteS........ccoivuiiiiiiriiiiieiiieiierie et 95
Figure 5.1 Typical NCPI ClasSIOOM.......cccuteiiiiriiiiieeiierie ettt ettt et e e s e e enaeeeeas 113
Figure 5.2 Sino-U.S. Transnational Education “Buying” Tertiary Education............c........... 180

XX



Academic Capitalism

ACE

Accreditation Mills

Agent
APEC
AUCC
AUQA
BRIDGE

Capitalism

CEPES
CERI
CHEA
CMP

CQAIE

Cross-border

Degree Mills

NOMENCLATURE / ACRONYMS

Universities' and faculty's increasing attention to market potential
(Slaughter and Leslie, 1997).

American Council on Education (U.S. based).

Dubious providers of accreditation and quality assurance that may
offer a certification of quality of institutions without a proper basis.

Third-party TNE negotiator between Chinese and U.S. constituents.
Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (Singapore based).

Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada.

Australian University Quality Agency.

British Degrees in Russia Project.

Economic and social system in which the means of production (or
capital) are privately controlled.

European Center for Higher Education (Romania based).

Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (France based).
Council for Higher Education Accreditation (U.S. based).
Contract Member Parties.

Centre for Quality Assurance in International Education (U.S.
based).

Crossing borders into another country, for example trade.

Dubious providers of educational offerings or operations that offer
certificates and degrees that may be considered bogus.
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Doha Round

ES

EU

Face

GATE

GATS

Globalization

Guanxi

HEI

IAU

IIE

Internationalization

IPR

MOE

NCITE

Doha Development Round or Doha Development Agenda (DDA) is
the current trade-negotiation round of the World Trade Organization
(WTO) which commenced in November 2001, in Doha, Qatar. The
negotiations collapsed on July 29, 2008 over issues of agricultural
trade between the United States, China, and India.

Educational Services.
European Union.

In China, face is similar to the Western concept of a good
reputation, but not always. Face is inseparable from the Chinese
concept of Guanxi.

Global Alliance on Transnational Education.

General Agreement on Trade in Services.

A continuing process through which regional economies, societies
and cultures have become integrated through a global network of
trade.

Quality connections.

Higher Education Institution.
International Association of Universities.
Institute of International Education.

A process of increasing involvement of enterprises in international
markets.

Intellectual Property Rights.
Ministry of Education (in China).

National Committee for International Trade in Education (U.S.
based).
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Neoconservatism

Neoliberalism

OECD

OERI

Project 985

QAA

SEC

TNE

UKIERI

UNESCO

WTO

Political philosophy which supports using economic and military
power to bring liberalism, democracy, and human rights to other
countries; originated in the U.S.

Label for the resurgence or reformulation of classical economic
liberalism. Opponents of Capitalism sometimes use this as a
pejorative.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (U.S. based).
Chinese project to enhance its universities' reputations and rankings.
Quality Assurance Agency (U.K. Based).

State Education Council (China based).

Transnational Education.

United Kingdom and India Education Research Initiative.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.

World Trade Organization.

xxiii



