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Introduction

In order to achieve the sustainable development of universities, since 2015, the State
Council, the Ministry of Education and other relevant departments in China have
successively issued documents to promote the construction of world-class universi-
ties (Tian & Lu, 2017). For instance, Zhejiang University, one of the top three univer-
sities in China, signed a cooperation agreement with thirty international university
presidents for its university’s sustainable development (O’Malley, 2021). Starting
from 2018, Chinese colleges and universities have changed their teacher employ-
ment system from staffing of government-affiliated institutions to a contract-based
appointment system (Zhang & Zhang, 2020). However, the intensified academic pres-
sure lowered teachers’ enthusiasm in teaching but increased their job insecurities and
anxieties (Tian & Lu, 2017; Xu, 2021).

Performance evaluation has been widely used in higher education institutions
(HEIs) around the world, as neo-liberal discourses drive radical reforms (Bamberger
et al., 2019; Stromquist, 2012; Zheng & Kapoor, 2020; Zipin & Brennan, 2012).
HEIs have been conceptualized ‘as business corporations engaging in international
trade rather than operating as a public good’ (Adamson, 2012, 285), and quality
assurance mechanisms have been imported from the business sector to monitor the
productivity of academics. This importation has been justified as creating ‘a culture
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of continuous organizational and professional self-development and self-regulation
that will provide a better value-for-money service that is compatible with the needs of
the global (post)modern knowledge economy and learning society’ (Worthington &
Hodgson, 2005, 98, italics in original).

These conceptualizations are matters of policy. Indeed, such framing proffers
meaning through the rights, duties and obligations offered to citizens via state mech-
anisms. Wrapped up with the frame of neo-liberalism is a notion of development that
centres on externally validated and imported versions of ‘the real’. Such versions are
set up as ‘profitable’ in that they seemingly confer future gains for the system and
individuals. In effect, macro-Discourses (Gee, 2012) position explanatory attempts:
big-D/Discourse (Gee, 2012) frames consideration of how language is embedded in
society and social institutions (Gee, 2012); big-D/Discourse is

‘...composed of distinctive ways of speaking/listening and often, too,
writing/reading coupled with distinctive ways of acting, interacting, valuing, feeling,
dressing, thinking, believing with other people and with various objects, tools, and
technologies, so as to enact specific socially recognizable identities engaged in
specific socially recognizable activities.” (Gee, 2012, 152).

Big-D/Discourses provide means of recognizing and getting recognized in
multiple ways; they concern enactment and recognition. They are about socially
accepted association in language and other expressions of thinking, feeling, etc., and
how we use tools, technologies and props so that we might identify ourselves as a
member of a socially meaningful group to signal that we are filling a social niche in
a recognizable fashion (Gee, 2012, 158). Big-D/Discourses are mastered by encul-
turation into social practices through scaffolded interaction with others (Gee, 2012,
167-168). Behaviour becomes meaningful only against the Discourse, or a set of
complementary or competing Discourses that ‘can “recognize” and give meaning
and value to that behaviour’ (Gee, 2012, 190). In turn, policy missives that position
individuals and groups in specific ways may be ‘readerly’ in that they offer limited
scope for resistance or ‘writerly’: room for manoeuvre is built into their fabric.

This chapter focuses on issues surrounding quality assurance in HEIs in China,
specifically the performance evaluation of individual staff. Since the 1970s, China has
reformed its higher education sector with key policies and projects as the government
has promoted and invested heavily in its universities. Its ambition is for universities
to have ‘the potential to enter the world-class league’ (Yang, 2012, 157), an indica-
tion that China has embraced at least some of the concepts of neo-liberalism, such
as competitiveness. Here, performance evaluation is considered important in moni-
toring the performance of academic and administrative staff. The College Perfor-
mance Evaluation (CPE) was introduced in 2007 to optimize the competence and
potential of its staff in order to achieve the development of HEIs and to enhance
the career prospects of high performers. Nevertheless, many Chinese HEI staff seem
dissatisfied with CPE. Their performance is assessed every three years, which they
feel is burdensome and, since performance evaluation is linked with staff salaries,
the issue of fairness in CPE has been questioned (Yu & Ji, 2014).

In this chapter, CPE for individual staff in one university in China is addressed. It
presents the contexts of the introduction of the CPE and traces its implementation. In
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particular, it looks at the responses of academics being evaluated and of administrators
charged with implementing the system and notes signs of resistance to the policy.
Emergent challenges to CPE are identified and discussed.

The theoretical basis for the chapter is drawn from debates around policy transfer
and a heuristic of positioning. The predominance of neo-liberal Discourse in the
processes of education policy-making and implementation means that nation states
such as China operate increasingly within a global setting (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010), in
which similar policy strategies are found across different contexts. In recent decades,
there has been the desire and impetus for China’s best higher education institutions
to ‘follow the lead of European and North American universities, from curriculum
to financial practices to new governance structures’ (Yang, 2012, 157). However, the
relevance and applicability of foreign policies and practices directly transferred from
the ‘West” have been questioned since the late imperial era in China (Tan & Chua,
2014).

To address the above, the chapter firstly outlines positioning theory, the basis for
the tripartite heuristic to be used. It then examines the ways in which policy is framed,
at the macro-level, explained, at the level of policy text, and formed (positioned), at
the local level through the exchange of emails and interviews. The chapter concludes
with a discussion of the data in the light of globalization and neo-liberal reform.

Positioning Theory

For some time, the literature has noted positioning theory as a means by which one
might understand and consider the day-to-day perspectives of everyday discourse
and language. From its origins in narrative psychology, it has broadened its scope
and appeal (Burr, 2003). Importantly, writers such as Harré (2004), Harré and van
Langenhove (1999) and Drewery (2005) have explored how we are created as subjects
by interaction through language. Specifically, positioning theory enables researchers
to uncover and explore how °...we come to take up certain identities and not others’
(Drewery, 2005, 306). It is a relatively new phenomenon and as such has no single
definition, but this should not detract from its importance, especially if a particular
way of conceiving of positioning theory can be garnered for the purposes of policy
analysis.

Positioning as a ‘discursive process whereby selves are located in conversations
as observably and subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced story lines’
(Davies & Harré, 1990, 48) is useful as a means by which snapshots of experience
and perspectives might be understood. However, some, particularly Drewery (2005),
argue for a more dynamic interpretation to explain how subjective experience is
produced. She cites opportunities for critical reflection and analysis of preferred
forms of subjectivity through the formation of differing types of ‘position calls’,
that is, implicit invitations to take up subject positions. Indeed, when writing about
counsellors and counsellor educators, Drewery highlights the need for the develop-
ment of ‘...sensitivity to the constitutive effects of conversations’ (2005, 306) and
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in so doing helps us think about ‘...the productive impacts of colonizing language’
(2005, 307). Her call concerns the interpersonal; the area of consideration is that of
the conversation, the immediacy of the moment of discursive production.

For Gee (2012, 112), little-d/discourse consists of °...stretches of language which
“hang together” so as to make sense to some community of people, such as a contri-
bution to a conversation or a story’. In this way, sense-making can be uncovered
in moment-by-moment discursive events through empirical matters. Importantly,
language is embedded in society and social institutions (Gee, 2012, 112). There
is, then, a need to uncover and examine the ways in which wider societal matters
construct understanding, and so, in contrast, Gee highlights Discourse, as indicated
above. For positioning theory, this distinction is noteworthy. Van Langenhove and
Harré (1999, 103) write that, ‘Positions usually involve not only speaking and writing
rights, duties and obligations, but also expectations as to how someone in a certain
position will exercise their rights...” Through a variety of discursive acts (conversa-
tional moments), positions can be offered and amended, taken up or resisted (Barnes,
2004).

Positions are fluid. They change from moment to moment depending on interpre-
tation and sense-making. This constant flux seems in contrast to the observation that
people behave consistently. Notably, in this matter, positioning theory maintains that
our ’selves’ are made in discursive moments, not through our biological makeup,
and only make sense in terms of social referents. A person is not ‘subjected’ to
pre-existing discourses, but, rather, subjectively constructs such discourses for them-
selves. Within the person/conversation reference, positioning is a process whereby
speakers construct personal stories through discourse, and such stories are taken up,
amended or resisted. In this way, actions are made intelligible and determinate as
social acts (Tan & Moghaddam, 1995).

But it is also the case that wider Discourses abound in such instances and, in turn,
offer positions of their own (Bamberg, 2004). In this regard, Discourses constitute
the individual position in relation to other people from a number on offer (Hollway,
1984). Speakers become ‘the person’ who is ‘already positioned’ in a top-down
fashion (Bamberg, 2004) as Discourses provide the meaning’ within which posi-
tions are taken. There is, then, a need to consider both macro- and micro-positioning.
As Bamberg (2004) states, it is possible to reconcile the two views of the subject,
allowing ‘us to study individuals’ resistance to dominant [D]iscourses, and the emer-
gence of alternative subject positions as well as subversive practices’ (Willig, 1999,
554).

In order to understand human behaviour and, thus, understand education, the
analyst must understand how people use Discourse to construct meaning in specific
contexts (Slocum-Bradley, 2009). This describes a social world ordered through
construction; of note, here is the socio-political: the micro-politics of discursive acts
and formational activities within Discourse.

For policy analysis, there are three points to consider. First, the social, cultural and
political milieu which precedes the formation of text must be of concern. Second,
texts themselves do not constitute policy: they are but physical explanations of events
and discussions. Third, discursive processes themselves actively form policy: they
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position policy-explanation and policy-framing within the bounds of the institution
and so give policy form (Adams, 2016). Accordingly, this chapter uses a tripartite
heuristic to examining policy (Adams, 2016) and the ways in which wider Chinese
policy-frames and policy-explanations are formed (positioned) at the local level.

It is unsurprising that HEIs and individual academics respond in different ways
to the positions offered by top-down policy missives. As a result of local contex-
tual factors, such as geography, history or culture, and their interactions with global
forces (Adamson, 2013), some resist, some comply, and some appropriate inno-
vations (Adamson, 2012). They are used against pressures from outside a social
group; established values will be defended, if considered threatened by external
ideas (Bache & Taylor, 2003). Compliance occurs when HEIs or individuals within
the institutions follow imposed requirements with a high degree of fidelity. Appro-
priation occurs when they choose to adapt policy missive positions under their own
terms. This can be described, to a certain degree, as defiance resulting from ‘appro-
priation of the instruments of neo-liberal ideology for their own purposes, including
self-strengthening’ (Adamson, 2013, 9).

Policy Framing: Reforms in Chinese Higher Education

The changes to Chinese HEISs in recent decades mirror China’s transformation from
a highly centralized, planned economy to a socialist market economy (Mok & Chan,
2012). Reforms in the 1970s led to education supporting economic growth in the
mid-1980s (Yang, 2008, 2012), and the monopolistic role of the state was reduced
as a result (Mok & Chan, 2012). All students, after the issuance of new regulations,
became fee paying in 1997 (Shan & Guo, 2014), and significant financial invest-
ment was injected into the development of world-class universities. For example,
Project 985, sought to ‘fast-track the designated institutions to become high-level
and research-intensive through focal investment by central and provincial govern-
ments’ (Yang, 2012, 157). A globalizing Discourse became embedded in the higher
education narrative. It conferred on education the duty to expand its horizons and
internationalize its efforts. China has emerged in recent years as a regional educa-
tion hub and choice for international students to undertake their university studies
(Wen & Hu, 2018). The differentiation of institutions became a mechanism whereby
merit could be awarded. Accordingly, in 1993, the government bestowed the right
for universities to organize themselves under the macro-management of the govern-
ment within the Outline for Reform and Development of Education in China (Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China and The State Council, 1993). Further-
more, in 1999, in order to develop education as an industry and promote quality higher
education in China, the government encouraged nongovernmental sectors to orga-
nize schools according to The Central Committee of the Communist Party of China
and The State Council’s Decision on Deepening Education Reform and Promoting
Quality Education (General Office of The Central Committee of the Communist
Party of China, 1999). To compete with the rise of private-run universities in the
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market-driven economy, state-owned universities in China had to undergo reforms
with the implementation of performance evaluation for assuring quality in teaching,
research and services. This re-positioning of the higher education academy was an
acceptance of the position calls offered by the globalized higher education industry.
It was, and still is, a site for vernacular globalization (Appadurai, 1996) or ‘the ways
in which local sites and their histories, cultures, politics and pedagogies mediate to
greater or lesser extents the effects of top-down globalization’ (Rizvi & Lingard,
2010, 65).

Policy Explaining: College Performance Evaluation

The nationwide use of the College Performance Evaluation (CPE) in state-owned
universities commenced in 2007 (Ministry of Personnel of the People’s Republic of
China, 2007). Despite the weaknesses of CPE, some studies found that its imple-
mentation can motivate teachers to perform better in teaching, research and services
(Zhu, 2013). Central here were ideas about efficiency and hard work. The policy was
positioned as a motivating force for low-performing academics. There are four types
of posts ranging from the primary title of assistant, intermediate title of lecturer and
senior titles of associate professor and professor. From 1986 to the start of perfor-
mance evaluations, there had been no specific research requirements for professors
and such a post was tenured. Thus, a professor might feel there was no need to focus
on research. Some associate professors were also reluctant to conduct research. In
order to build first-class universities in China (Peters & Besley, 2018; Song, 2017;
Yang, 2012), professors and associate professors are required under the new CPE
system to make significant contributions to their university in research, teaching and
community services. Academic positions were no longer considered ‘an iron rice
bowl’ or a secure job for life. CPE was developed as an incentive to university staff
at different levels. After the implementation of CPE, the four titles have remained,
but with ranks added to each title. Generally speaking, performance evaluation is
calibrated for eleven ranks. Ranks one to four are for professors; ranks five to seven,
associate professors; ranks eight and nine, lecturers; and ranks ten to eleven, assistant
lecturers. Such changes elevate status and tie this to the production of research. In
essence, meaning is imbued through positional mechanisms which offer rights in
return for accepted duties and obligations. The policy text desires to position higher
education staff as worthy or, indeed, more worthy, through title. The Discourse is
one of the production-oriented merits: produce or perish.

In the past, teachers were evaluated by some leaders in a college, such as principals
and professors, with specific benchmarks designed by them. The new system added
an independent, normative performance evaluation system tailored to specific posts
linked to an employment contract. CPE was an initiative of the central government,
but minor changes can be made according to the specific contexts of each university.
CPE started with the premise that there was a balance between the deployment of
suitable posts and the resource distributions of a university. Based on the needs of
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different disciplines, the university could plan the recruitment of staff and identify
the requisite teaching and research qualities, bearing in mind its development plans
and available resources. Since 2006, state-run institutions should have open staff
recruitment according to the Interim Provisions for Recruiting Personnel in Public
Institutions (Ministry of Personnel of the People’s Republic of China, 2005). This has
enabled the competitive selection of staff both internally and externally. The norma-
tive evaluation system was a key issue in CPE. Its importance was how to effectively
manage the relationship of an individual’s career development with the goals of the
university. The system requires an integration of quantitative and qualitative evalu-
ations. The emphases were on professional competence and ethics. The evaluation
of professional competence assessed both academic research and teaching abilities,
while the evaluation of ethics focused on humanistic concerns for students. Finally,
the employment contract system was the legal component of CPE. It included the
provision of an agreement between teachers and their university according to the
nation’s educational laws. Contract management was useful to ensure that the rights,
duties and obligations of both sides could be understood and realized.

Such was central designation of the ‘ideal academic’. While a concentration on
research positioned the localized mediation of globalization, the ability to locally
re-purpose CPE positioned institution and individual within a local Discourse that
could be relied upon to traverse the day-to-day workings of the system. Discursive
positioning could, thus, take place in ways that could drive the positioning of the
institution itself. In turn, such systemic Discourses offered position calls for indi-
viduals and groups which, through their enactment, specify the ways and means by
which individual merit can be conferred.

Indeed, Zhu (2013) investigated the motivation effects of the internal system
on performance evaluation in two universities in Anhui Province, China. The self-
designed questionnaire included three positions: the factors influencing academics’
job satisfaction; their attitudes towards the performance evaluation; and sugges-
tions for improving CPE. The results indicated three motivational effects of perfor-
mance evaluation. First, most academics mentioned that, as it was now possible to
be recruited through competition, their motivation to conduct teaching and research
was enhanced. Second, CPE increased their responsibilities and pressures. Many
mentioned that the new appointment system encouraged them to improve their
teaching methods and apply for more research funds and projects. Third, CPE
strengthened the spirit of competition among academics and changed their working
attitudes. Four challenges were also apparent (Zhang, 2013). These concerned the
implementation of performance evaluation and the lack of linkage with the univer-
sity’s development goals; little regulation of the CPE, in that it was applied randomly
and not according to the appropriate schedule; a lack of strong administrative and
instrumental support (CPE was often ignored by HEI leaders, and there was a shortage
of trained personnel to conduct the evaluations); and excessive attention to short-term
instead of long-term performance evaluation.

It could be argued that this is a totalizing Discourse in that it develops a system
in tune with the needs of wider rights, duties and obligations, some of which are
clearly taken up by actors therein. However, it is also the case that conflict abounds.
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In this sense, the positions offered by attempts to explain policy give rise to discursive
moments that are resisted or amended.

In the early development stage, universities at the meso-level rather than their
subordinate departments were responsible for implementing CPE. In Sheng’s (2007)
analysis of Zhejiang University’s implementation of its performance evaluation
systems, the university believed that high-level teaching staff was an important
part of self-innovation and in building core competitiveness. After the successful
merging of Hangzhou University, Zhejiang Agriculture University and Zhejiang
Medical University into Zhejiang University in 1998, the university began employing
an increased number of young teachers with higher professional titles and degrees.
The university introduced a performance evaluation system in 2000, earlier than
many other universities. The foci of its performance evaluation were on building an
environment encouraging fair competition among university teachers and providing
more stages and opportunities for academics to develop their careers. In 2006, the
performance evaluation system was modified to become more quality-directed and
qualitatively oriented. When appointing individual teachers, the university’s devel-
opment goals were taken as a reference point. Each department tended to relate the
development levels of their disciplines with staff appointments. Preferential treat-
ment was skewed towards high-performing academics, national key disciplines, key
projects and key training bases for liberal arts and science. Teams, instead of indi-
viduals, could be appointed in competent departments or disciplines. The university
provided supervisors, funds and research teams to help the professional development
of young teachers. In addition, rather than having a fixed evaluation term of three
years, each department in the university could decide its own term of performance
evaluation. Usually, the predetermined time period was two to four years. Teachers
who were considered ‘excellent’ could apply for an extended time period of six years.
In special cases, for example, when a professor needed a longer time period to finish
fundamental research with clear research aims, there would be no time limit.

Thus can be seen Discourses played out through policy missives and local action.
These Discourses simultaneously frame the context for CPE in Chinese universities
and offer policy mandate ways of explaining their aims and intentions. In this regard,
they are double edged: in signalling such dichotomy Discourses offer positions from
which individuals and groups might choose. The scope for local interpretation confers
writerliness, but within globalized frames that centre on the production of corporal
bodies bound up with the advancement of state and institution.

Policy Forming: The Study

This study investigates the effect of the implementation of CPE in a Foreign
Languages College located in Zhejiang Gongshang University in June 2014, when
the college was about to carry out the performance evaluation for the second time
after the first implementation in 2011. The college followed the same process of
CPE as Zhejiang University. In this study, the impact of the revised form of CPE is
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gauged. Email messages, interviews and documentary analysis were used to answer
three research questions, which are as follows:

1. What are staff attitudes towards the implementation of CPE?
2. What are the reasons behind their attitudes?
3. How did college leaders react to staff opinions towards CPE?

Table 12.1 shows the important assessment criteria in the first version of CPE
concerning teaching, research and services. The table includes only high-level
research and scores above five in services. These became the centre of disputes
among academics, as reflected in messages sent to the college’s email box that all staff
members had access to. Starting from June 2014, the main feedback collected from
staff members comprised 57 emails (Consent to analyse these emails was granted
by the staff who sent them. All emails were originally in Chinese and subsequently
translated into English). Twenty-eight staff who had not contributed to the email
debate discussed their views in interviews. They were asked five semi-structured
questions on their attitudes towards CPE; major concerns they have regarding CPE;
their evaluation of the effect of the current round of CPE; their attitude towards other
staff members’ reactions to CPE as expressed in public emails; and suggestions for
the future improvement of CPE. As some academics with negative views towards
CPE might have avoided talking openly for worrying about offending the leaders of
the college or any teacher who posted emails (with both positive and negative views
towards CPE), private interviews were conducted to find out if those academics who
had not sent emails held the same views as the email senders. Additional questions
were asked for elaboration on initial answers. Finally, documentary analysis and
interviews were carried out to determine leaders’ reactions towards staff feedback in
their email replies. Interviews were transcribed verbatim and subsequently translated
into English.

What was researched was the formation of policy at the local level. Rather than
identifying policy as something that is created on high and enacted in the workplace,
policy as positioning re-purposes the Discourse to be one of the local formations.
At its heart, it identifies local agentic action as the lifeblood of policy mechanisms.
Here, policy becomes something that is formed, at the local level, through discursive
moments whereby individuals and groups form that which they are trying to under-
stand. Two points arise here. First, such an orientation paints policy as dynamic and
ever-changing. It is not a static entity onto which is projected some version of the
real. Rather, the very act of trying to form an understanding is that which creates
the real itself. Second, policy formation is the interplay of offered rights, duties and
obligations with attendant acceptance, rejection or modification.

The Email Debate

After the release of the CPE outcomes and of the scoring rules used for all staff in
the college, there was a flurry of emails circulating within the department. Twelve

'é: 338079_1_En_12_Chapter TYPESET [__]DISK [_]JLE CP Disp.:6/9/2022 Pages: 209 Layout: T1-Standard




358

359

360

361

362

363

364

365

366

367

368

369

370

371

372

373

374

375

376

377

378

379

380

200 L. Zhang et al.

Table 12.1 Important assessment criteria in the first version of CPE

CPE components Indexes Evaluation points
Teaching Ranks four and nine X = M/N x 100/80
Ranks five and eight X =M/N x 100/90
Ranks six and seven X =M/N x 100/100
Research National project 20 10 (no funding)
Ministry or provincial project 10 5 (no funding)
Sub-provincial project 8 4 (no funding)
Bureau project 4 2 (no funding)
Services Principal/vice principal 24/20 points per year
Division director/vice-division 10/8 points per year
director
Provincial-level discipline 16/12 points per year
leader/university discipline leader
Supervisor of postgraduate students 5 points per year

M = average personal teaching load in a semester
N = the college’s average teaching load in a semester

were broadly in support of the CPE exercise, while 45 were against. An email from
Academic A was the trigger for an online discussion among academics. He scanned
all performance evaluation outcomes and expressed his dissatisfaction towards the
evaluation of research.

After an afternoon’s reading of the performance evaluation outcomes of more
than one hundred colleagues, it was surprising to find that, with the exception of a
few colleagues who are seeking promotions, most staff—and especially professors—
have very limited research achievements .... Some professors’ performance is mind-
blowing. (Academic A: email excerpt).

Academic B countered with four points:

1. This email letter is written out of spite and is intended to elicit sympathy from
others.

2. Hard power is important, soft power is also important.

As long as you are strong enough, you cannot be controlled by the rules.

4. Do not send this kind of email letter again: it is useless, ineffective and
meaningless. (Academic B: email excerpt).

b

Nonetheless, an aggressive discussion arose around the issue whether it was fair
that academics who undertook more service could achieve better scores in their evalu-
ation than those who focused more on their teaching and research. The unfairness was
exacerbated by the fact that the colleagues with more opportunities to participate in
services were leaders of the department, and these leaders had formulated the perfor-
mance evaluation regulations through the department’s staff appointment committee.
For example, the Principal of the Foreign Languages College could achieve an annual
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score of 24 points for service, while a low-level colleague could reach a maximum
of three points. Academic C commented with irony:

It turns out that, as a university teacher, it is more important to serve the college, to become
leaders like you, and to win awards as a distinguished committee member or administrator,
than to teach a hundred more classes and to obtain more research projects. (Academic C:
email excerpt)

The second revision of CPE was then made by the college in an attempt to address
the criticisms. But it was hard to stop the already heated email debate. Academic D
was not satisfied with the second revision of CPE:

The new CPE seems to be better than last time’s weird standards. But in essence, they are
the same. The basic reason is that, only those associate professors who are not supervising
graduate students (around thirty academics), and lecturers and assistant lecturers (around
sixty academics), have to finish their high-level research and try hard to get service projects.
Others can easily pass the required scores in CPE. How can such CPE be fair to everyone?
(Academic D: email excerpt)

‘Others’, in Academic D’s message, refer to academics who held administrative
positions. Academic E suggested that such work should be paid from different funds:

Services should not be a part of CPE. The reason to include them in CPE was: some of us
were needed to do the college’s big and small works. There seems to be nothing wrong with
the reason. These administrative tasks should be paid from preset benefits and should not be
included in CPE. (Academic E: email excerpt)

Detailed counting of a division director’s score was proposed by Academic F.

A division director can have ten points per year, and during the three years, one can get thirty
points. But leading a national project or being awarded as a nationally celebrated teacher
only accounts for twenty points, and a national excellent teacher only accounts for twelve
points, and a provincial project scores only accounts for ten points. That means every division
director gets a national project plus a provincial project. Also, a division director’s concept
lessons were already included in the teaching performance. Thus, the final score of a division
director is truly quite high with repetitive bonus scores. This is off the scale! (Academic F:
email excerpt)

The consensus of critics was that the evaluation standards were still not fair and
not explicit enough. However, some emails commented that the problem of profes-
sors having poor research outcomes, as suggested by Academics A and C, was not
universal across the college. Others suggested that one reason for poor research
performance may be an unbalanced distribution of research resources—researchers
in liberal arts had far fewer opportunities and far less funding for research projects
than their counterparts in science. Eventually, the online discussion was concluded
by a respected professor who urged those opposed to the CPE to stop wasting time
arguing.
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Interviews with Staff

To ascertain other academics’ attitudes towards the CPE, seven interviews with
academics who had not participated in the email debate were conducted. They
were explicitly drawn from different age groups (24-29, 30-39, 40—49 and 50-
60), gender and positional ranks. The interviewees were given pseudonyms: Wang
(female, lecturer); Tian (male, lecturer); Chen (female, lecturer); Li (male, associate
professor); Sun (male, associate professor); Yin (female, professor); and Liu (female,
professor).

The seven agreed unanimously that the rules designed by leaders should be
followed, even though they agreed that the implementation of this CPE was not
very successful. When referring to colleagues’ feedback in the emails, all intervie-
wees showed both compassion and disagreement with the complaints. For example,
Liu observed,

It is understandable as they have to take care of their families, especially the male married
colleague. Thus, they have to fight for their salaries. But I think that sending emails to
provoke a war of words is irrational. It will make leaders dislike you and will get you into
trouble. (Liu, interview)

All teachers recognized the importance of having CPE but disliked the evaluation
system as operationalized. However, their concerns focused on different aspects. For
example, Wang shows her pessimism about being evaluated every three years until
retirement:

Every time after having a staff meeting about the performance evaluation, I will be depressed
and stressed for one or two weeks. I can foresee how much work is there waiting for me.
(Wang, interview)

In comparison, older colleagues like Yin were concerned more about the need to
institute transparent financial practices for all staff.

The college actually has provided detailed rules to ascertain each colleague’s salary; however,
how much the leaders of the college have obtained from the college and the ways they would
like to distribute the money are unknown to most staff. (Yin, interview)

When asked to suggest improvements to the CPE, the interviewees identified with
the ideas expressed by the colleagues who sent protest emails.

I would like to applaud those teachers who dare to send emails to protest against the CPE.
They’ve just expressed our thoughts. I don’t need to add anything online. (Chen, interview)

Reaction of College Leaders

The leaders of the college responded to staff concerns and revised the performance
evaluation regulations twice. Thus, there were three versions of the CPE in 2014.
The first revision was issued in June and incorporated very little change. The study
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in this chapter was based on the first and second revisions of CPE. The first version
was strongly criticized in the email debate. The second, produced in July, included
the lowering in scores for different service categories. Nevertheless, the opponents
called for a more transparent and detailed cost—benefit statement, as well as constant
and fair feedback, and amelioration of the CPE in the categories of teaching and
research. Consequently, the leaders further refined the teaching, research and service
regulations but were reluctant to include the transparent and detailed cost—benefit
statements.

In June 2015, two leaders agreed to be interviewed about the CPE from their
perspectives. Pseudonyms are used. Ding was male, nearly 40 years old, and respon-
sible for teaching; Wen was female, nearly 50 years old, and in charge of research.
Ding’s interview was conducted online, and Wen’s interview was held in her office.
Both leaders agreed on the value of CPE but recognized that the system needed refine-
ment. Ding and Wen had some minor differences in their responses. For instance,
Ding was pleased with the effect of the new CPE regulations, while Wen seemed to
be not completely satisfied.

The outcomes of the last round of performance evaluation were okay. The
outcomes reached the expected goals. (Ding: interview).

It was acceptable. But research is about the long-time accumulation of work. For people of
my age, three years are okay for finishing all the tasks reviewed in the CPE... but young
academics may need much more time. Then their CPE can be much better. (Wen: interview)

In contrast to the academics, who cared most about the pressures from CPE and
the impact on their salaries, the leaders seemed more concerned about the indexes.

I think, as a university teacher, the most attention should be paid to performance in two
aspects: one is researching, one is teaching; the indexes related to these two aspects. (Ding:
interview)

The three parts are necessary, as a university academic. They are well recognized by the
public and we should have the three parts. (Wen: interview)

While all the academic interviewees considered the last round of CPE as unsuc-
cessful, the leaders held different ideas. Ding said most colleagues ‘recognized the
value’ of CPE, and Wen said the achievement of letting academics know the expec-
tations of their work by carrying out CPE should be ‘appreciated’. They considered
the feedback from colleagues in the emails as a ‘normal’ phenomenon. Ding thought
it was hard to satisfy everyone in an evaluation that was closely related to one’s
financial rewards. Wen thought teachers might introduce other issues while showing
their dissatisfaction over CPE. Both welcomed this channel for colleagues to express
their views and empathized with their feelings.

It should not be like, here is a piece of paper from the leaders and all colleagues must accept
it without complaint. We must consider everyone’s interests. (Ding: interview)

(Sending emails) was an outlet for their emotions. ... No matter what, as a way
of expressing their feelings, it’s fairly good. On the positive side, (emails) can provide
information about what needs to be changed in the CPE. (Wen, interview)
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The leaders had different interpretations of the reasons behind the negative
comments. Ding suggested that some academics did not grasp that service could
encompass any form of contribution to society—it was not limited to whether one
held an executive position or not. On the other hand, Wen did not criticize the nega-
tive comments. Rather, she admitted that there were ‘some shortcomings’ in the first
version of CPE. The leaders confirmed that they would further refine the regulations.
Ding mentioned that CPE indexes would be ‘much more detailed and sharpened’ in
the aspects of teaching and research to align them more closely with the college’s
development plan. Similarly, Wen proposed adjusting ‘the proportion and weights’ of
the three parts of CPE. She also mentioned the necessity of ‘better tailoring the CPE
regulations’ for junior colleagues. Ding mentioned that the service aspect, which had
been heavily criticized in the email debate, would be ‘weakened’. Also, Wen said
that all the CPE rules would be ‘simplified’ to avoid some rules becoming privileges
for some academics or leaders. The two leaders, however, did not agree on the effect
of the new CPE rules. Ding suggested the outcome was ‘very good’, on the grounds
that, after the implementation of the new CPE regulations, there were ‘no complaints’
or ‘no emails’ circulated. However, Wen did not think the outcomes could be viewed
as ‘very good’. She said that ‘at least’ changes had been made, implying there were
remaining challenges.

Discussion

This chapter has focused on the Discourse of neo-liberalism and the transformations
that have taken place globally in HEIs, with specific focus on China’s CPE system. It
has shown that the CPE was part of a move by the Chinese government to strengthen
the productivity and, therefore, the status of its HEIs, which had been identified as
playing a key role in the nation’s economic development. The chapter monitored the
different reactions of academics and leaders during the implementation of a revised
form of performance evaluation in a Foreign Languages College within a Chinese
university.

The study shows the complexities at the macro (state)-, meso (college leadership)-
and micro (individual academics)-levels. The nature of CPE has required regular
revisions to align it with state goals, while also allowing for local contexts to be taken
into account. The positions of academics to the version of CPE that was introduced in
the college ranged from defiance to compliance. A large number of colleagues reacted
strongly and protested that the system was flawed and not fit for purpose: they formed
a version of the policy that was inequitable through its favouring people working in
leadership roles and omitting aspects such as financial transparency. On the other
hand, some academics suggested that protesting was futile and that it demonstrated an
unhelpful and divisive attitude—instead, academics should accept the decisions made
by the college leaders. In the data collected by emails, for example, only 12 of the
academics were in support of performance evaluation with approximately 45, or about
80%, against. The academics who were interviewed, however, all reflected support or
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compliance towards CPE. The college leaders displayed willingness to compromise,
although they did not fully adopt all the suggestions for improvement made in the
email exchanges. The leaders, thus, appropriated the CPE system by adjusting it to
the particular contexts of the college. However, this form of positioning was not an
act of defiance or subversion; it was an attempt to follow state requirements in ways
that satisfied the concerns of those whose careers and livelihoods were affected by
the CPE. The resultant negotiated settlement was, as positioned by one of the leaders,
imperfect (for instance, it did not incorporate a more transparent and detailed cost—
benefit statement), but at least there were no further email debates to complain about
the CPE after the release of the third revision. It seemed that some of the fears and
anger expressed by a number of academics had been assuaged to some extent.

It would seem that at the local level, and through discursive moments, the CPE
policy was formed as something that was inherently unfair and, in many cases,
unworkable. Here can be seen a predilection with matters such as equity and fairness,
aspects which, at the macro-level, national Discourses and frames seek to position
CPE as fair and profitable. Essentially, the Discourse of neo-liberalism, while framing
the debate and offering a position which individuals and groups might take up, resist
or amend, is challenged at the local level: ensuing policies centre on alternative
visions of equity and fairness.

The case of this college shows the need for state policies to be flexible in allowing
local leaders to adapt them to match the contexts of implementation and to achieve
buy-in from various stakeholders. It is also a reminder that ideological tensions
remain between policy-framers who adopt neo-liberal principles in determining the
role and nature of HEIs—as contributors to the economic well-being of the nation by
purveying a commodity (education) in a competitive market environment—and some
academics whose personal and professional interests and identities do not chime with
those principles, or whose circumstances do not permit them to participate in the new
order of HEIs on an equal footing. These tensions will never be resolved entirely, but
the flexibility for leaders to undertake non-subversive appropriation of state policies
has the potential to remove some of the frictions that might otherwise undermine the
effective positioning of the policies.

This research suggests that the introduction of CPE at the micro-level results in
positions that offer sites for resistance or compliance. At its heart, the process of
implementing CPE was an attempt to increase transparency and accountability at
all levels. Notably, those whom the policy initially benefited were the ones who
suggested the CPE audit. In this regard, CPE was positioned as an event that lauded
administrative functions over other aspects of higher education work such as research.
The invitation was, to some extent, a mirror of that which had prevailed previously,
whereby staff in senior positions held tenure due to administrative and teaching
functions. The position call redolent in the Discourse sought to celebrate research
as an integral part of the HE mission. Seemingly, later iterations of CPE attested to
this through better alignment with work that actually was undertaken by staff at all
levels.

Problematically, this was not accepted by all, and the positions offered were
resisted or amended by many, particularly those at lower ranks. On this matter, it is
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also clear that the hierarchical nature of HE was not contested through CPE. In fact,
the creation of differing grades at differing levels further drives the differentiation
of staff into hierarchical categories. This did not seem to be contested outside the
realms of work practice; it is notable that challenges to the form of CPE initially
produced were at the level of work type and its relationship to staff grading.

It is also the case that work type engendered differing positions to be held. Wen,
for example, did not feel that CPE offered much for research, whereas her counterpart
felt that in an administrative sense, CPE was acceptable. Positioned here are calls for
work type yet again: in one respect, the administrative overtakes research as being
the marker of success. This is rather simplistic though, when one considers that at the
heart of the CPE position is the use and exploitation of matrices. Indeed, the ways
in which CPE deploys metrics as a means not only to measure success, but also as
a means to identify the form that success should take, are demonstrative of much
that is at the heart of the neo-liberal project. Here is seen the growth of numbers
coming to represent that which they should be measuring, rather than the qualitative
matters themselves. The drive to get all staff to a certain number within three years
demonstrates the ways in which policy is data-driven, especially when such data is
quantitative.

The positions offered in this project are reminiscent of those of the Global Educa-
tion Reform Movement in general: the creeping advance of neo-liberal mechanisms
such as data-driven audit and globalization as powers for good that can release poten-
tial while pinning down accountability. Certainly, the positions offered by CPE were
not blindly accepted; in this regard, it is clear that there was much debate. And such
debate is healthy for it opens up to scrutiny the ways and means by which policy is
framed, explained and formed (at the local level).

Conclusion

The global neo-liberalism has driven China to implement a new CPE for generating
a more productive teacher force to build world-class universities and disciplines.
Through email messages, teacher and leader interviews and documentary analysis,
the study found discursive discourse negotiations among the teachers and leaders
in a Chinese university. Teachers’ various attitudes from defiance to compliance
suggested room for leaders to improve the CPE practice. To ensure the sustainability
of HEIs in China, the equity and fairness issues need to be reassessed in local CPE
implementation in the future.
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