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Moving away from
a manufacturing-led
economy, China sees
innovation as driver of
sustainable growth
By KARL WILSON in Sydney
karlwilson@chinadailyapac.com

E

ducation will be the key as
China transitions itself from
a manufacturing economy
to one based on science,
technology and innovation, and
research and development (R&D).
The old system of education is
slowly changing, said Jeongmin
Seong, a senior fellow at consultancy
McKinsey & Company in Shanghai.
Speaking at the 2017 Sydney China
Business Forum on Sept 25, he said
the focus of education in China today
is shifting from “memory knowledge”, where students memorize
facts, to one more focused on “creative thought”.
He told the forum, titled Capitalizing on China’s Digital Revolution,
that the pace of transition is “happening so fast that the old system
will take some time to change”.
But, does this matter to the tech
giants sprouting up all over China?
“No, not really,” Seong said. “You
ﬁnd companies will take the best and
then put them through their own inhouse education programs.”
The government has already set in
motion major reforms to the education system with the release of the
National Plan for Medium and Longterm Education Reform and Development (2010-20) seven years ago.
“Education is the cornerstone of
national rejuvenation and social
progress, and a fundamental way
to improve citizens’ quality and promote their all-round development,
bearing the hope of millions of families for a better life,” the policy document said.
Education funding is growing
annually, with 3.9 trillion yuan ($586
billion) last year, an increase of 7.57
percent from 2015, according to preliminary statistics released by the
Ministry of Education in May.
Spending on preschool education
in 2016 reached 280.2 billion yuan,
up 15.48 percent from the previous
year.
Investment in compulsory education totaled 1.76 trillion yuan, an
increase of 9.76 percent year-on-year.
Children in China are entitled to
nine years of compulsory education.
Expenditure for high schools was
615.5 billion yuan, an increase of 6.75
percent from 2015, while the ﬁgure
for higher education exceeded 1 trillion yuan, up 6.22 percent from the
previous year, according to Xinhua
News Agency.
Since the beginning of the 21st
century, free compulsory education
has become the norm in urban and
rural areas, while vocational education has made headway fast.
According to the 2010-20 national
plan, “remarkable progress” has been
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Targeting ‘creative thought’
made in achieving education equity.
“Education development has vastly enhanced the quality of the entire
nation, and stimulated innovation
in science, technology and cultural
prosperity, thereby making irreplaceable and significant contributions
to China’s economic growth, social
progress, and the betterment of people’s livelihood,” the document said.
It noted that today’s world is undergoing great development, profound
changes and major adjustments.
“Both world multi-polarization
and economic globalization are
witnessing in-depth development.
Science and technology are making
rapid strides, and competition for
talent or professionals is intensifying
with each passing day.
“China is currently at a key stage
for reform and development, as allround progress is being made in economic, political, cultural and social
development as well as in promoting
ecological civilization.”
As industrialization, IT, urbanization, marketing and internationalization develop, China has transitioned from a populous nation to
one with a larger scale of human
resource depth, the document said.
“China is seeing increasing pressure from its vast population, limited
natural resources, the environment,
and the transformation of its economic growth pattern.
“The future development and
great rejuvenation of the Chinese

nation are predicated on talent or
professionals, and on education.”
For an economy to successfully
transition from manufacturing, an
educated population well-versed in
science, maths, technology, innovation and engineering is required.
The Chinese government has, for
a long time now, recognized that old
growth models are no longer relevant in the digital age.
The emphasis today is on innovation as the key driver toward more
balanced and sustainable growth.
China recognizes that emerging
technologies and the digital economy not only improve efficiencies but
also improve production and services across all facets of life.
While China prides itself on its
many advances in technology, it still
recognizes that many will be left
behind.
There is still a great deal of work to
do, said Bruce Ren on the sidelines of
the Sydney China Business Forum. As
chief strategy officer for top Chinese
robotics company UBTech, Ren said
education will determine the future.
UBTech set up in Shenzhen
because of its tech-savvy young population, Ren said, adding that the
southern city is already an important
tech hub for R&D.
“Education is the key,” he said.
“The fact is, we are hard-pressed to
get the skills we need … the competition is ﬁerce.”
JD.com, a major Chinese e-com-

merce company, recently visited
Australia to recruit more than 100
engineers specializing in artificial
intelligence (AI).
“We are not only looking for talent
in Australia, but globally,” a spokesperson for the company said.
“The trip to Australia was tied to
an AI event in the country which had
engineers from around the globe, so
we spoke to candidates both from
Australia and from other markets
as well.”
JD.com is also talking to a number
of Australian universities to form
joint ventures for R&D, especially in
the AI ﬁeld.
Much of the research into innovation and technology now being carried out in universities around the
world is backed and ﬁnanced by the
private sector.
Francisco Marmolejo, lead tertiary education specialist with the
World Bank in Washington DC, said
research has become globalized, just
like other domains of human activity.
“The physics research paper on
the Large Hadron Collider (the
world’s largest particle accelerator)
published in 2015, with more than
5,000 authors, may be an extreme
case, but it conﬁrms that research no
longer can be conﬁned to one laboratory of an institution,” he said.
“Chinese universities have
advanced notably in their proactive
approach toward joint research, and,
in general, joint academic collabora-

tion with peers and institutions from
all over the world.”
Marmolejo added that such openness has yielded positive effects, not
only for Chinese universities but also
for peer institutions abroad.
Australia is still a major draw card
for Chinese students, with a long
history of educational exchange,
according to Partnership for Change,
a report published last year by the
East Asian Bureau of Economic
Research at the Australian National
University (ANU) in Canberra and
the China Center for International
Economic Exchanges in Beijing.
After China’s opening-up begun
in 1978, its ﬁrst academic exchange
agreement with a foreign university
was established between Peking University and ANU in December 1980.
Since then, the relationship has
expanded dramatically. Australian
universities have signed more than
1,200 agreements with Chinese institutions — even more than with the
United States — according to 2014
data from representative body Universities Australia.
In particular, scientiﬁc exchange
and research collaboration is
expanding rapidly.
Export income related to international education is now Australia’s
third-largest export after iron ore
and coal, worth almost A$20 billion
($15.6 billion) per year, according to
the latest Australian Department of
Education ﬁgures, from 2015.

