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  Abstract 
The Professional Education Teaching Standards revised in 2025 explicitly define 
the cultivation objective of vocational undergraduate education as “high-end 
skilled talents,” marking a significant positioning upgrade from the “highly skilled 
talents” cultivated by higher vocational (junior college) education. This paper elu-
cidates the triple connotations of “high-end” from a theoretical perspective—
namely, the high level of the industrial sector, the high level of competency, and 
the high level of knowledge structure—and analyzes the triple logics underlying 
this positioning upgrade: industrial upgrading, typological education, and talent 
cultivation. On this basis, it reveals the triple tensions that the transformation from 
policy texts to educational practice faces, i.e., the tensions between “upgrading” 
and “preserving the essence,” between “theory” and “practice,” and between 
“standardization” and “distinctiveness.” Furthermore, it explores the key pathways 
for implementing cultivation objectives from four dimensions: curriculum system 
reconstruction, practical teaching innovation, platform building for industry-edu-
cation-science synergy, and assessment reform oriented toward “competence + in-
novation.” The study concludes that the key to the successful transformation of 
cultivation objectives in vocational undergraduate education lies in finding a dy-
namic balance between “academic height” and “vocational nature,” thereby forg-
ing a distinctive development path that differentiates it from both higher vocational 
junior colleges and application-oriented undergraduate institutions. 

Keywords 
Vocational undergraduate education; cultivation objectives; high-end skilled tal-
ents; positioning upgrade; practical transformation 

1. Introduction 

Since the pilot launch of vocational undergraduate education in 2019, the focus of discussion has shifted from 
“whether to establish it” to “how to achieve high-quality development.” As of June 2025, the number of vocational 
undergraduate institutions nationwide had reached 87, marking a new stage of large-scale development (Deng et al., 
2024). The Outline of the Plan for Building a Strong Education Nation (2024-2035), for the first time, incorporates 
skill-oriented higher education institutions into the national top-level design of higher education, placing them on 
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equal footing with research-oriented and application-oriented universities (Wang, 2023). The Professional Educa-
tion Teaching Standards revised in 2025 systematically design teaching requirements for three levels—secondary 
vocational, higher vocational (junior college), and vocational undergraduate—with 64 standards specifically for 
vocational undergraduate education, and explicitly define the cultivation objective of vocational undergraduate pro-
grams as “high-end skilled talents.” 

The change from “highly skilled talents” to “high-end skilled talents”—a single word shift—reflects a hierar-
chical upgrade and competency reconstruction of vocational undergraduate education while maintaining its typo-
logical identity (Chen & Wang, 2025). However, how to translate this policy statement into concrete institutional 
practices remains an urgent challenge for every vocational undergraduate institution. This paper aims to clarify the 
conceptual boundaries and the upgrade logic of the “high-end skilled talents” objective, and then explore effective 
pathways for transforming this objective into teaching practice. 

2. Positioning Upgrade: Connotation and Logic from “Highly Skilled” to “High-End” 

2.1 Conceptual Distinction between “Highly Skilled Talents” and “High-End Skilled Talents” 

Clarifying the differences between these two types of talents is the logical starting point for understanding the po-
sitioning upgrade. The “highly skilled talents” cultivated by higher vocational (junior college) education emphasize 
mastery of professional knowledge and technical skills, possession of comprehensive vocational qualities and action 
capabilities, with a focus on practicality and proficiency of technical skills, and greater specialization (Fu & Fang, 
2026). In contrast, the “high-end skilled talents” cultivated by vocational undergraduate education emphasize the 
ability to engage in technology research and development, transformation, process design, and technical practice; 
to translate scientific and experimental achievements into practical applications; to produce mid-to-high-end prod-
ucts, provide mid-to-high-end services, solve relatively complex problems, and perform relatively complex opera-
tions; and to possess a certain level of innovation capability, with greater professionalism, complexity, and trans-
ferability. 

The triple connotations of “high-end” are particularly critical: first, high industrial level—targeting high-end in-
dustrial sectors such as traditional industry upgrading, strategic emerging industries, and future industries; second, 
high competency level—moving from skilled operation to solving complex problems and technological innovation, 
capable of performing technical improvement, process design, and even innovation and R&D to a certain extent; 
third, high knowledge structure—shifting from a single skill to a composite knowledge structure integrating “prac-
tice–theory–innovation” (Zhao & Liu, 2023). As some studies have pointed out, talents cultivated by vocational 
undergraduate education are oriented toward high-end industrial positions and emerging technical positions, 
equipped with deeper theoretical knowledge and a more composite knowledge architecture. 

2.2 The Underlying Logic of Positioning Upgrade 

The positioning upgrade is not an arbitrary policy adjustment but is grounded in profound practical logic, including 
the logic of industrial upgrading, the logic of typological education, and the logic of talent cultivation. 

With the accelerated advancement of the new round of technological revolution and industrial transformation, all 
industries urgently need skill-oriented higher education institutions to cultivate more high-quality high-end skilled 
talents. The advent of the intelligent era has broken the traditional boundaries of skilled talents’ capabilities; the 
emergence of composite job positions imposes entirely new demands on the depth of knowledge, technical com-
plexity, and innovation capability of talents. 

As a higher-level extension of the vocational education system, vocational undergraduate education must enhance 
its “academic height” while retaining its “vocational nature,” achieving the integration of type and level (Pan & 
Zhang, 2024). Its inherent logic requires achieving “two exceedances”—the mastery and systematicity of theoretical 
knowledge should exceed that of higher vocational junior colleges, and the complexity and innovativeness of tech-
nical skills should exceed that of ordinary undergraduate education (Li, Yan, & Song, 2024). This determines that 
the core positioning of talent cultivation is to address complex technical challenges on the production front line and 
to serve as a critical bridge connecting laboratory technological inventions to large-scale workshop production ap-
plications. 

As Lin Yu, Director of the Development Center for Vocational Education of the Ministry of Education, pointed 
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out, the fundamental logic of vocational education is “from job to job”—the starting point of talent cultivation is 
job requirements, whereas the logical starting point of application-oriented undergraduate education is the 
knowledge system. The core of the positioning upgrade is to precisely respond to the upgraded competency require-
ments of job positions—targeting job needs, deconstructing knowledge, competencies, and qualities, and then re-
constructing curricula and teaching content. 

2.3 Clarifying the Boundaries of Positioning Upgrade 

The positioning upgrade of vocational undergraduate education must establish its “irreplaceability” by clearly de-
lineating its boundaries from higher vocational junior colleges and application-oriented undergraduate institutions. 
Compared with higher vocational junior colleges, it is a “level upgrade”—from skilled operation to solving complex 
problems and technological innovation. Compared with application-oriented undergraduate institutions, it is a “type 
distinction”—vocational education takes job requirements as its logical starting point, while application-oriented 
undergraduate education takes the knowledge system as its starting point. However, in reality, the talent cultivation 
plans of vocational undergraduate institutions still exhibit issues such as convergence in curriculum type structure, 
homogenization of teaching materials, limited increase in practical teaching hours, and significant reduction in 
mathematical and scientific foundations when compared with application-oriented undergraduate programs. The 
organic integration of “academic height” and “vocational nature” in vocational undergraduate education has not yet 
been fully realized, and this is the practical dilemma that the positioning upgrade must confront. 

3. From Positioning to Practice: Systemic Tensions in Transforming Cultivation Objectives 

Translating the positioning upgrade at the policy level into educational practice is by no means accomplished by a 
single document; it faces multiple structural tensions, such as the tension between “upgrading” and “preserving the 
essence,” the tension between “theory” and “practice,” and the tension between “standardization” and “distinctive-
ness.” 

“Vocational undergraduate education is first vocational, then undergraduate—the principle of adhering to the 
laws of vocational education must not change.” What vocational undergraduate education most needs to guard 
against is falling into the trap of the ‘five sole criteria’—adopting, in the name of standardization and strict require-
ments, things that vocational education inherently does not possess. Scale expansion should not dilute the unique 
‘typological foundation’ of vocational education, nor should it blur the boundaries with ordinary undergraduate 
education. 

The positioning upgrade requires students to achieve a higher level of theoretical knowledge mastery than higher 
vocational junior college students, but vocational undergraduate education cannot return to the old path of disci-
pline-centeredness. How to find a balance between the two extremes of ‘insufficient theory’ and ‘weakened practice’ 
tests the wisdom of each vocational undergraduate institution. 

The new standards leave room for institutions to independently design curricula and carry out talent cultivation, 
but at the same time, how to develop distinctive features and avoid homogenization while implementing national 
standards is a practical challenge facing vocational undergraduate institutions (Xing, Tan, & Gan, 2024). 

4. Practical Transformation: Key Pathways for Implementing Cultivation Objectives 

4.1 Curriculum System Reconstruction: From Disciplinary Logic to Job-Oriented Logic 

Curriculum is the core carrier for implementing cultivation objectives. The new standards require close alignment 
with the employment standards and new job requirements of industries and enterprises under new industries, new 
business forms, new models, and new technologies; in-depth vocational competency analysis; scientific determina-
tion of the professional orientation, cultivation objectives, and cultivation specifications; and the construction of 
modular and project-based curriculum systems. Specifically, the vocational undergraduate curriculum system 
should break through the traditional disciplinary framework, take “technical knowledge” as the core, and build a 
progressive modular curriculum structure based on real work scenarios, such as “course–course cluster–compre-
hensive project.” For example, Hebei Vocational University of Technology and Engineering has built a three-level 
progressive practice system of “course project – course cluster project – professional comprehensive project”: set-
ting small practical projects in core courses to consolidate skill foundations, then integrating knowledge and 
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technology from multiple related courses through course cluster projects, and finally cultivating composite high-
end skilled talents through professional comprehensive projects. 

4.2 Practical Teaching Innovation: From Meeting Credit Hours to Generating Competencies 

Practical teaching is the most distinctive feature distinguishing vocational undergraduate education from ordinary 
undergraduate education. The new standards explicitly require that practical teaching hours in vocational under-
graduate programs should account for no less than 60% of the total credit hours in principle. However, the upgrade 
of practical teaching is not merely an increase in the number of teaching hours but also an enhancement of quality 
and connotation. The new standards also explicitly state that vocational undergraduate programs generally do not 
require students to write traditional graduation theses; instead, process improvement, product design, technological 
innovation, skill demonstration, patent development, and the like may be used as graduation project outcomes. This 
reform breaks the “thesis worship” and guides vocational undergraduate institutions to scientifically determine de-
gree-awarding requirements centered on competency development. Vocational undergraduate institutions should 
build a progressive practical system of “basic–professional–comprehensive–innovative” levels, enabling students 
to integrate knowledge, hone skills, and cultivate professional spirit while solving real technical problems. 

4.3 Synergy of Industry, Science, and Education: From Shallow Cooperation to Deep Integration 

The integration of industry and education is the “lifeline” of vocational undergraduate education. Currently, coop-
eration between schools and enterprises in some institutions still remains at the level of establishing nominal bases 
or arranging short-term internships, without deep involvement of enterprises in curriculum system development, 
teaching content updating, or teaching process implementation. To break through this bottleneck, vocational under-
graduate institutions should promote the upgrade of industry-education integration—from primarily supplying 
highly skilled talents to equally emphasizing the supply of both highly skilled and high-end skilled talents as well 
as technological innovation services. Specific pathways include: jointly formulating cultivation standards with lead-
ing enterprises, co-building industrial colleges and training bases; establishing a closed-loop platform of “enterprises 
posing problems, institutions solving them, outcomes being implemented, and feeding back into teaching”; and 
building a multi-stakeholder governance pattern involving “government, schools, industries, enterprises, and re-
search institutes.” Shenzhen Polytechnic University has co-built specialized industrial colleges with leading enter-
prises in various sectors, embedding real enterprise R&D projects into the curriculum system reconstruction, teach-
ing evaluation, and feedback loops, providing a useful model for industry-education integration. 

4.4 Assessment Reform: From Academic Orientation to Competency Orientation 

The assessment system serves as the “baton” guiding the implementation of cultivation objectives. Vocational un-
dergraduate education should establish an assessment system aligned with its typological characteristics, breaking 
away from traditional single academic-oriented evaluation. In terms of internal assessment, it should establish de-
gree-awarding standards oriented toward “competence + innovation” and implement a system of “graduation cer-
tificate + skill certificate.” In terms of external assessment, it should introduce multiple evaluation subjects such as 
industry enterprises and third-party organizations. The core of assessment lies not in paper publication or academic 
indicators, but in whether the talent cultivation objectives have been achieved—whether graduates possess the abil-
ity to solve complex engineering problems, whether they have technological innovation awareness, and whether 
they can meet the demands of high-end industrial positions. 

5. Conclusion 

From “highly skilled” to “high-end,” the positioning upgrade of cultivation objectives in vocational undergraduate 
education is essentially a hierarchical upgrade and competency reconstruction of vocational education while main-
taining its typological identity. This upgrade is not a simple substitution of concepts, but a proactive response to the 
demands of industrial upgrading, a deepening implementation of the typological positioning of vocational education, 
and a precise grasp of the logic of talent cultivation. However, translating the positioning upgrade in policy texts 
into substantial improvement in educational practice still requires systemic changes in curriculum systems, practical 
teaching, industry-education integration, assessment reform, and other dimensions. As Lin Yu remarked, “The 
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eventual maturation of vocational undergraduate education ultimately depends on our practice.” Only by finding a 
dynamic balance between “academic height” and “vocational nature,” and by adhering to the essence of vocational 
education while drawing on the experience of ordinary undergraduate institutions, can vocational undergraduate 
education truly forge a distinctive development path that differentiates it from higher vocational junior colleges and 
application-oriented undergraduate institutions, become a source of pride for vocational education, and contribute 
to the diversification of the education system. 
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