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China’s Thirteenth Five Year Plan for Education, released by the State Council on 10 January 2017, 

includes reference to plans to drive quality across China’s university system. Originally called World Class 

2.0, these plans are now referred to as “Double First Class” or “shuāng yī liú”. 

On 24 January 2017, the Ministry of Education (MOE), the Ministry of Finance (MOF) and the National 

Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) released a document called “Implementation measures 

to coordinate development of World-class Universities and First-class Disciplines Construction” [in 

Chinese], providing more detail on the “Double First Class” initiative. 

The implementation measures set out targets for “Double First Class” in three steps 

 by 2020: to develop a number of world-class universities and a group of world class disciplines1 

  by 2030: to have more universities and disciplines among the best in the world; a number of 

universities and a group of disciplines to be among the best in the world; to have significant 

improvement in China’s overall higher education strength y 2030: to have more universities and 

disciplines among the best in the world; a number of universities and a group of disciplines to be 

among the best in the world; to have significant improvement in China’s overall higher 

education strength 

 by 2050 : the number and quality of world class universities and disciplines to be among the best 

in the world, China to have become a higher education power. 

 
1 When the plan refers to a discipline, it means a narrow field of study or discipline cluster offered by an 
individual university. For example, two universities might meet the standard to be considered world class in 
Earth Sciences. This would count as two disciplines under the “Double First Class” plan. 
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The “Double First Class” project will run on a five year cycle, in line with the Thirteenth Five Year Plan. 

Under the project, around 100 disciplines will be supported, including disciplines that are close to 

becoming world class, those related to national security and vital interest, and emerging and 

interdisciplinary subjects.  Disciplines that are urgently needed, support industry transformation and 

development, or support regional development will be given priority. 

The implementation measures call for improvements in student exchange, credit transfer and 

qualifications recognition with world class foreign universities, and encourage deeper academic 

exchange and scientific cooperation with foreign institutions. China is seeking to become more involved 

in setting international standards and regulations around academic and student mobility, as part of its 

goal to play a more influential global role in education (China and Australia are the only two countries to 

have ratified the Asia-Pacific Regional Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications in Higher 

Education (the Tokyo convention)). 

China will establish a “Double First Class” professional committee, comprising government bodies, 

universities, research institutes and industry personnel. This committee will make recommendations for 

selection and participation of individual universities in the project, although the final decision on 

selection will rest with the MOE, MOF and NDRC. Successful universities will set individual plans, which 

will then receive approval at the State Council level (through the MOE, MOF and NDRC). 

Central universities will be supported by central government finance, while provincial level universities 

included in the project will be supported by provincial government funding. Provincial governments are 

encouraged under the implementation measures to look for multiple ways to increase funding, policy 

and resources support for the project, including seeking support and resourcing from local communities 

and industry to establish long term support mechanisms. The “Double First Class” project will include a 

dynamic adjustment mechanism, so that universities that do not perform will be removed from the 

project. 

According to the implementation measures, Chinese universities will be encouraged to rationalise and 

to classify themselves into different groups, based on their characteristics and functions. Hubei province 

has issued an implementation opinion exploring the possibility of merging and reorganizing its provincial 

higher education institutions, with an aim to have at least two universities among the best in the world 

by 2030. Shanghai and Shandong province have included similar initiatives to rationalise and reorganize 

in their plans, with Shanghai issuing a structural plan separating higher education institutions according 

to their function and type. Liaoning province has set a target to cut around 15 universities and 39 

disciplines by 2020. 

China is likely to see more university mergers and reorganisations in the future, to consolidate education 

resources and increase competitiveness in institutions under the “Double First Class” project. 

To date, 21 provinces have issued their “Double First Class” plans, and so far 11 provinces have specified 

total funding exceeding RMB 40 billion. Guangdong province alone has set a target to raise RMB 5 billion 

over the period of the Thirteenth Five Year Plan, to support the construction of “Double First Class” 

institutions and disciplines in that province. 

For further enquiries, please contact the Education and Research Section of the Australian Embassy in 

Beijing. 
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