


The Adaptability of Vocational Education Curricula to the Evolving Labour Market Needs in China: Challenges and Strategies

		Abstract
In recent years, vocational education reform has become an issue of common concern for the government, academia, and the education sector, as the difficulty in finding employment for Chinese university students and the labour shortage of senior technical personnel continue to intensify. This study conducted a systematic review of the literature on the adaptability of vocational education curricula to the rapidly evolving labour market needs in China, analysing findings from diverse sources, including academic journals, industry reports, and government publications, during the period of 2010–2024. This study followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. The literature search was conducted on Web of Science and Ebsco. From a pool of studies, 36 publications were selected for detailed evaluation. The results of the analyses show that the current major directions of vocational education reform are enhancing curriculum responsiveness through regular industry input, fostering partnerships between educational institutions and businesses, and integrating advanced technologies and soft skills training into vocational programs. The main research objects include the gap in curriculum updates, insufficient industry-education collaboration, and inadequate skill training for emerging industries. To address these challenges, the study suggests strategies such as improving the alignment of vocational education with market demands, developing multi-skilled training programs, enhancing teacher capabilities, and implementing supportive policy reforms. The findings underscore the need for a dynamic and proactive approach to vocational education reform in China to ensure the workforce remains competitive and adaptable in a globalised economy.
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Introduction
Vocational education is one of the leading branches of education across several nations. It plays a significant role in the economy of a state. The level of training future skilled workers, and therefore the standard of their qualification, depends on the quality of educational services provided in vocational (vocational and technical) education institutions (Kovalchuk et al., 2022). Vocational education in China has a rich and multifaceted history, reflecting the country's dynamic socio-economic landscape. Its origins can be traced back to the late Qing Dynasty (1644-1912), when it began to take shape under the influence of Western educational models. This period marked the beginning of a structured approach to technical and vocational training, aimed at equipping individuals with the skills needed to support the burgeoning industries of the time (M. Xu et al., 2017).
The development of vocational education continued during the Republican era (1912-1949), with the establishment of numerous schools dedicated to technical training. These institutions played a crucial role in providing the workforce with the practical skills necessary to sustain industrial growth. However, the trajectory of vocational education underwent significant changes with the founding of the People's Republic of China in 1949. The new government prioritised a planned economy, and vocational education was redirected to meet the needs of this economic model. The 1950s and 1960s saw the establishment of many technical and vocational schools, reflecting the government's commitment to building a skilled workforce to support national development.
However, the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) posed a significant disruption to the education system, including vocational education. Many schools were closed, and the focus shifted to political education and labour, sidelining the technical and vocational training that had been prioritised earlier. This period of upheaval had long-lasting effects on the vocational education system, creating gaps that needed to be addressed in the subsequent decades.
The reform and opening-up policies initiated in 1978 marked a turning point for vocational education in China. These reforms emphasised modernisation and economic development, renewing the focus on vocational training as a critical component of national growth. The 1985 educational reform further highlighted the necessity of vocational education in meeting the demands of an increasingly market-oriented economy. This period saw significant expansion and improvement in vocational education institutions, aligning them more closely with the needs of the labour market. The vocational education policy in China is strongly governed by ‘economic logics’ in the context of neoliberal globalisation, even as it exhibits various ‘Chinese characteristics’, and developing vocational education is seen as a solution to promoting Chinese economic and social development (Liu & Hardy, 2023).
In the 21st century, vocational education in China has continued to evolve, with a strong emphasis on technology and innovation. The government has implemented various policies to enhance the quality and relevance of vocational training. For example, the 2014 plan to build a modern vocational education system aimed to create a more responsive and adaptive framework. Efforts have also been made to elevate the status of vocational education, making it a more attractive option for students and reducing societal biases that traditionally favour academic education.
Despite these advancements, several challenges remain. One of the primary concerns is the adaptability of vocational education curricula to the rapidly changing labour market in China. The integration of new technologies, shifts in industrial demands, and the emergence of new job sectors require a continual reassessment and updating of vocational training programs. Ensuring that curricula are relevant and effective in preparing students for the current and future job market is a complex task that involves collaboration between educational institutions, industries, and policymakers (Agbaria & Shmueli, 2019). Vocational education’s growth, quality, and social acceptance are usually hampered by the disconnect between the creation of policies and their actual application (Molla, 2025).
This study delved into these issues. It identified the key challenges faced by vocational education in maintaining its relevance and proposed effective strategies to address them. 
Problem  
The rapid transformation of global economies, driven by technological advancements and shifting market demands, necessitates a corresponding evolution in vocational education systems. In China, the need to align vocational education curricula with the dynamic requirements of the labour market has become increasingly critical. As the country transitions from a manufacturing-based economy to one driven by innovation and services, the skills and competencies demanded by employers are evolving at an unprecedented pace (C. Wang & Zhao, 2020) 
Vocational education in China has traditionally focused on imparting practical skills for specific trades and industries. However, this focus has often resulted in curricula that are slow to adapt to new technological developments and emerging industry needs (Jing et al., 2022). This misalignment poses significant challenges, as outdated curricula can lead to a skills gap, where graduates are ill-prepared for the contemporary job market (J. Xu & Po, 2023)
Several scholars have highlighted the importance of updating vocational education to better match labour market needs. For instance, (Yinglun et al., 2023), (Jessica Yu, 2022) (Ghosh & Ravichandran, 2024) emphasise the necessity of integrating modern technologies and innovative teaching methods into vocational training programs. Similarly, (Zhao & Selvaratnam, 2024) argue for the importance of fostering closer collaborations between educational institutions and industries to ensure that curricula remain relevant and responsive.
Despite these calls for reform, significant obstacles remain. These include bureaucratic inertia, a lack of industry-education partnerships, and insufficient investment in teacher training and curriculum development (Zhao & Selvaratnam, 2024). Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive strategy that not only revises the content of vocational education but also rethinks its delivery mechanisms and institutional frameworks. Therefore, the need for this study cannot be overemphasised.
Methods
To answer the primary question, which was how well the current vocational education curriculum in China aligns with the evolving labour market needs, a systematic literature review was conducted, combining primary research studies related to the adaptability of vocational education curricula to the rapidly evolving labour market needs in China. According to (Saleh et al., 2023), a systematic literature review is a methodical review approach that follows specific guidelines for identifying, selecting, and synthesising relevant research articles to address a clearly defined research question. It is a structured approach to research, aiding researchers in analysing selected literature through systematic procedures (Sholihan et al., 2023). This approach helps provide evidence-based insights for decision-makers, including faculty members and educational leaders.
In the context of this study, the systematic literature review blends findings from diverse sources, including academic journals, industry reports, and government publications. This comprehensive analysis identifies key challenges in aligning vocational education with market demands, such as a gap in curriculum updates, insufficient industry-education collaboration, and inadequate skill training for emerging industries. The study suggests strategies to address these challenges, emphasising the need for a dynamic and proactive approach to vocational education reform in China to ensure the workforce remains competitive and adaptable in a globalised economy.

Literature search and Identification 
This study followed the principles and guidelines of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA), which is a set of guidelines designed to help researchers report systematic reviews and meta-analyses clearly and transparently. This method according to (Lee, 2016), ensures that studies are accurately and comprehensively presented, allowing readers to assess the quality and reliability of the findings.
The literature search was conducted on Web of Science and Ebsco, using the following methods and keywords for the search: title, abstract, and keywords including vocational education or training, curriculum OR program OR syllabus, adaptability OR flexibility OR responsiveness, and China. The literature search interval was from 2010 to October 2024, generating 735 abstracts.
The relevant literatures were screened according to the process shown in Figure 1 below. The screening was then carried out in the following steps:
1. The topic of the study was the adaptability of vocational education curricula to the evolving labour market needs.
2. The content of the study was highly relevant to the vocational education curriculum.
3. The object of the study was highly relevant to vocational education in China.
Through the above screening, 301 articles were excluded for not being relevant to curriculum adaptability, and 177 articles were excluded for not being in the research settings. After a full-text review of the remaining 54 abstracts, 18 secondary source studies were excluded, resulting in 36 publications for detailed evaluation.

Figure 1 Flowchart of literature search and selection
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Current State of Vocational Education in China
Vocational and technical education and training (TVET) in China has undergone significant changes, particularly since the reforms and opening up in 1978. According to Fan et al. (2024), these reforms have led to a rapid transition from quantity expansion to quality improvement in vocational education. Initially, the focus was on increasing the number of vocational schools, but over time, the emphasis has shifted to ensuring the quality of education provided. This shift has positively impacted the workforce and the economy by enhancing labour productivity and driving economic development.
Xu (2024) highlights that the current state of vocational education in China is characterised by increased government support. This means that vocational education at the moment is one of the government's top priorities, which has been receiving various forms of support ranging from finance, equipment, infrastructure and the like. Vocational education is a key part of the national education system, playing a significant role in preparing individuals for specific careers. This is akin to how traditional schools teach subjects like math and science, but with a focus on imparting specific job-related skills.
Xin Lin (2024) further elaborates on the development of vocational education, particularly in regions like Wenzhou City. The integration of the private sector with vocational education is seen as crucial for enhancing technical skills, promoting industrial advancement, and driving economic growth. This integration aligns with the increasing importance of the private economy in China, highlighting the role of vocational education in supporting economic development through the cultivation of a skilled workforce.
Key Policies and Reforms
Several key policies and reforms have significantly influenced the development and current state of vocational education in China. The major game changers are highlighted in the table below:
Table 1: Key Policies and Reforms Shaping Vocational Education in China
	Policy/Reform
	Description
	Impacts

	Reforms and Opening Up (1978)
	Economic reforms that opened China to global markets and investment.
	Initiated the transition from quantity expansion to quality improvement in vocational education.

	National Vocational Education Reform Implementation Plan (2019)
	A comprehensive plan to modernise vocational education, including curriculum updates and industry collaboration.
	Enhanced the quality and relevance of vocational education, fostering industry-education integration.

	Vocational Education Law (2020)
	Legislation to provide legal support for the development of vocational education.
	Strengthened the legal framework, ensuring sustainable development and government support.

	Dual System Pilot Programs
	Programs modelled after Germany’s dual system, combining classroom instruction with hands-on training.
	Improved practical skills and employability of students by integrating theoretical and practical learning.

	Private Sector Integration Policies
	Encouraged collaboration between private enterprises and vocational institutions.
	Promoted industrial advancement and economic growth through enhanced technical skills training

	Internet Plus Vocational Education (2021)
	Initiative to incorporate digital technology in vocational training.
	Expanded access to high-quality vocational education through online platforms and resources.


  
The table above depicts that China's vocational education system has evolved significantly due to a series of pivotal policies and reforms. The Reforms and Opening Up of 1978 marked the shift from merely expanding the number of vocational schools to enhancing their quality, initiating the modernisation of vocational education (Q. Wang & Langager, 2023). The National Vocational Education Reform Implementation Plan of 2019 aimed at updating curricula and fostering collaboration with industries, significantly enhancing the quality and relevance of vocational education (X. Li et al., 2023). The Vocational Education Law of 2020 provided a robust legal framework for vocational education, ensuring sustainable development and solid government support (Liu et al., 2024). The Dual System Pilot Programs, inspired by Germany’s dual system, combine classroom instruction with hands-on training, improving the practical skills and employability of students (G. Wang & Shi, 2024). Private Sector Integration Policies encourage collaboration between private enterprises and vocational institutions, promoting industrial advancement and economic growth through enhanced technical skills training. The Internet Plus Vocational Education initiative of 2021 incorporates digital technology into vocational training, expanding access to high-quality vocational education through online platforms and resources (de Seta, 2023). In the realm of vocational education, the implementation of Internet Plus strategies has led to the development of online open courses in independent colleges, expanding access to educational resources and fostering innovation in teaching methods(S. Wang & Qin, 2019). The integration of Internet technologies has played a key role in curriculum reforms, particularly in modern agricultural specialities, enhancing agricultural technology development and skills training (C. Sun et al., 2018). These policies and reforms have collectively transformed China's vocational education landscape, aligning it more closely with market demands and technological advancements.
Structure and Organisation of Vocational Education Institutions
Vocational education in China is structured and organised to meet the demands of the labour market and to support the country's economic development (Han et al., 2023). The system includes various types of institutions and follows specific policies and frameworks set by the government. Here’s an overview of how vocational education institutions in China are structured and organised:
Secondary Vocational Schools: These schools focus on teaching students practical skills that they can use in various jobs. They are different from regular high schools, which mainly prepare students for college (F. Sun, 2023). Instead, secondary vocational schools train students for specific careers, like plumbing, cooking, or computer repair. In China, Students usually go to secondary vocational schools after they finish nine years of compulsory education. Programs at these schools typically last for three years (Huang et al., 2024). This means that students spend three years learning and practising the skills they need for their future jobs. During this time, they also do internships or hands-on training in real work environments.
Technical Schools: These schools offer specialised technical training and are similar to secondary vocational schools but with a stronger emphasis on technical skills and knowledge in areas such as electronics, telecommunications, advanced manufacturing, and information technology. Both types of schools aim to prepare students for careers. However, technical schools place a stronger emphasis on technical skills. This means they focus more on teaching students how to use tools and technology related to their jobs (Johnston et al., 2016). Similarly, programs in these schools last between 2 to 3 years, and graduates receive an associate degree or equivalent certification, preparing them for technical and engineering roles in various industries.
Post-secondary Vocational Schools: These are also called higher vocational colleges that offer vocational education at the tertiary level. They include vocational colleges and technical institutes, and they offer programs in diverse fields such as engineering, manufacturing, healthcare, information technology, finance, and service industries. Their curriculum is designed to meet the needs of various industries and includes both classroom instruction and hands-on training (XIA & YANG, 2017). Students who go to post-secondary vocational schools have usually finished high school. This means they have completed their basic education and are ready to learn more specialised skills (X. Zhang, 2021).  The programs at these schools typically last two to three years. This is shorter than many university degrees, which can take four years or more. The shorter duration allows students to enter the workforce more quickly. For instance, a student studying to be a mechanic might complete their training in two years and start working immediately.
Adult Vocational Schools: In China, adult vocational education is designed specifically to cater to the needs of adults seeking to acquire new skills or enhance their existing ones. This type of education aims to provide flexible and accessible learning opportunities for working adults, allowing them to balance their education with other responsibilities such as work and family.
The duration of programs in adult vocational institutions varies depending on the specific course and its objectives. Typically, these programs are shorter compared to those offered in traditional vocational schools. This is to ensure that adults can complete their education and training without a significant time commitment, making it more feasible for them to continue working while studying. To accommodate the schedules of working adults, Adult Vocational Schools often offer part-time, evening, and weekend classes. These flexible scheduling options enable learners to attend classes at times that best fit their busy lives, thereby making vocational education more accessible and practical for a wider audience (Qiong et al., 2022).
Moreover, Adult Vocational Education programs in China cover a broad range of subjects and industries, including technology, healthcare, business, and manufacturing. These programs are designed to meet the evolving demands of the job market and to equip learners with the relevant skills needed to advance their careers or transition into new fields.
Governance and Administration
Though China is a centralised state, each province has its own autonomous jurisdiction. The central and local governments issue regulations that guide vocational education programs across the country.
At the central level, technical and vocational education is administered by various departments of the Government of China. The State Education Commission is responsible for the formulation of policies, overall planning, and the comprehensive arrangement of reforms and development. Several other government departments are involved in different aspects of vocational education, including the State Planning Committee, which is involved in forecasting human resource needs and planning placements for graduates; the Ministry of Labor, which focuses on labor market integration and workforce development; the Ministry of Personnel, which handles issues related to human resource management and development; and the Ministry of Finance, which provides financial resources and funding for vocational education programs(X. W. Zhang & Ayob, 2024).
The Ministry of Education (MOE) is the primary body responsible for policy formulation, overall planning, and regulation of vocational education. Other ministries, such as the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, also play significant roles in vocational training and workforce development.
Local governments, including provincial, municipal, and county authorities, take major responsibility for the development of vocational education at the district level. They handle various aspects such as the location of schools, managing the enrollment process for vocational programs, and assisting in the job placement of vocational school graduates. Local governments often form coordinating agencies comprising local educational authorities, labour departments, and professional departments. These agencies work together to ensure that vocational training meets regional economic needs. At the school level, boards of management are established to oversee the day-to-day affairs of different departments.

Different types of vocational schools are managed by different departments. Specialised secondary schools are mainly administered by trade or professional departments. Vocational schools are managed by educational authorities and professional departments or enterprises that run the schools. Skilled workers' schools are managed by the labour departments.
At the tertiary level, there are two types of vocational institutions: vocational universities and vocational teachers' colleges. Both are run by local governments. Vocational universities provide advanced vocational education and training, while vocational teacher colleges focus on training educators for vocational schools.
According to Fan et al., (2024), the organisation of vocational education in China involves collaborative models with industries, enhancing the effectiveness and relevance of vocational training. Key features include school-enterprise cooperation, where vocational schools collaborate with enterprises to provide practical training and internships, aligning training programs with market demands; the dual system model, which combines classroom instruction with hands-on training in enterprises, improving practical skills and employability; and the Internet Plus Vocational Education initiative, which incorporates digital technologies and online platforms into vocational training, expanding access and flexibility.
The management of vocational education in China is multifaceted, involving various levels of education, governance structures, and collaborative industry models (Xin Lin, 2024). Central and local governments play crucial roles in policy-making and administration, ensuring that vocational training meets both national and regional economic needs. This comprehensive structure aims to equip the workforce with the necessary skills to support China's economic development and industrial advancement.
Figure 2: Management of vocational education in China at multiple levels

Table 2: Structure of Vocational Education in China
		Level
	Main Bodies / Institutions
	Key Roles & Responsibilities

	National
	• State Council 
• Ministry of Education (MOE) 
• Ministry of Human Resources & Social Security (MOHRSS)
	Sets overall policies, national curricula and standards; allocates central funding; coordinates vocational training with labor-market needs.

	Provincial
	• Provincial Education Departments 
• Provincial Human Resources & Social Security Departments
	Adapt national policies to local conditions; approve and fund vocational schools/colleges; manage teacher training and certification.

	Municipal / County
	• Municipal Education Bureaus 
• County/District Education Bureaus
	Oversee day-to-day management of vocational institutions; monitor quality and compliance with provincial directives.

	Institutional
	• Secondary Vocational Schools 
• Higher Vocational Colleges 
• Adult/Continuing Education Centers
	Deliver vocational curricula, skills training, and assessment; maintain partnerships with industry for internships and apprenticeships.

	Industry & Social Partners
	• Enterprises and Employers 
• Industry Associations 
• NGOs/Community Groups
	Collaborate on curriculum design, provide workplace training and apprenticeship opportunities, support lifelong learning initiatives.






The curriculum
Generally, vocational education in China, like in every other country, is designed to address the skills required by various industries and to bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application. In secondary vocational schools, the curriculum includes general education subjects like Chinese, mathematics, and foreign languages to ensure a well-rounded education. Vocational training is provided in specific trades such as automotive repair, culinary arts, welding, and agriculture, with a focus on practical skills. (Jing et al., 2022) in their work “Vocational Education in China: Its History, Roles, Challenges and the Way Forward”, discuss the structure and content of vocational education in China, highlighting the combination of general education and specialised vocational training. 
Higher vocational colleges offer advanced technical courses in fields like engineering, healthcare, IT, business, and manufacturing, blending theoretical instruction with hands-on training. Students gain practical experience through internships and industry-based projects. Zhao et al in (“Reform and Innovation in Higher Vocational Education,” 2023) explores the curriculum of higher vocational colleges, emphasising the integration of advanced technical education and industry partnerships.
Technical institutes focus on specialised technical courses in areas such as electronics, telecommunications, advanced manufacturing, and IT. They provide extensive hands-on experience in state-of-the-art facilities. X. Li et al., (2023) detail the specialised courses offered at technical institutes and the importance of practical training.
Adult vocational schools offer flexible learning options such as part-time, evening, and weekend classes tailored to working adults. They provide practical training designed to meet the immediate needs of the job market. S. Guo & Shan, (2019) in “Adult Education in China: Exploring the Lifelong Learning Experience of Older Adults in Beijing: Adult Education in China”, discusses the curriculum and flexible learning options in adult vocational schools, highlighting their role in continuous skill development.
Assessment criteria across these vocational schools include exams and coursework to gauge theoretical understanding, practical skills assessments to evaluate hands-on skills through practical exams and projects, and final projects and internships to assess the application of knowledge in real-world settings.
Industry partnerships are crucial for vocational education in China. Local industry collaborations provide practical training and internships, joint training programs are co-developed to align education with industry needs, and job placement services assist with job placements and recruitment.
The Labour Market
The labour market in China is dynamic and continuously evolving, influenced by various factors such as economic policies, technological advancements, and demographic changes. China has one of the largest labour forces in the world, but it is also ageing due to low birth rates and increasing life expectancy (Lam et al., 2015). Rapid urbanisation has led to significant migration from rural to urban areas, where more diverse employment opportunities and higher wages are available. The labour market is dominated by the manufacturing and services sectors, with a decline in agricultural employment due to mechanisation and urban migration (Dias et al., 2019).
The Chinese economy is transitioning from a manufacturing-based economy to a more service-oriented one, with significant growth in high-tech industries, e-commerce, and financial services (Gupta et al., 2019). Technological advancements, such as automation and artificial intelligence, are transforming industries and increasing the demand for skilled workers in technology, engineering, and data analysis (Ballestar et al., 2021). To meet these demands, there is an increasing emphasis on vocational education and training, supported by government initiatives to improve workforce skills and adaptability (Fan et al., 2024). As wages rise, particularly in urban areas and high-demand sectors, there are also efforts to improve working conditions and labour rights (Yang et al., 2010).
However, the labour market faces several challenges. An ageing population could lead to potential labour shortages in the future and increase the demand for healthcare and retirement services (Peng, 2011). There are significant differences in income and employment opportunities between rural and urban areas, necessitating ongoing rural development and poverty alleviation efforts. Structural unemployment is also a concern, as there is often a mismatch between skills and job requirements, leading to efforts to create more high-quality jobs and reduce underemployment (Saccone & Valli, 2009).
Government policies play a crucial role in addressing these challenges and shaping the labour market. Job creation policies aim to stimulate employment, especially in emerging industries, and support small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) as key job creators (J. Li & Matlay, 2005). Reforms to the hukou (household registration) system are intended to improve labor mobility, with incentives for rural migrants to settle in smaller cities and towns (Wing Chan & Buckingham, 2008). The expansion of social security and pension systems, along with efforts to provide better healthcare and unemployment benefits, is also a priority. Additionally, significant investment is being made in education and vocational training to promote lifelong learning and continuous professional development (Glewwe et al., 2022).
In conclusion, China's labour market offers significant opportunities, particularly in urban and high-tech sectors, but it also faces challenges such as an ageing population, rural-urban disparities, and the need for skills development. Government policies focused on job creation, labour mobility, social security, and skills development are essential to ensure sustainable economic growth and social stability (Kan et al., 2022).

Challenges of Curricula Adaptability
The rapid growth of industries, such as factories and technology companies, has led to the creation of new machines and methods, necessitating workers who can operate them. Vocational education in this regard is held in high esteem, due to its role in training individuals fit for such purposes. However, China, like many other countries, is grappling with the challenge of aligning the curriculum of vocational education to its ever-changing labour market demands. According to findings, the following are some of the current challenges.
Rapid Economic and Technological Changes: The pace of economic development and technological advancements in China is rapid. Vocational education curricula often struggle to keep up with these changes, leading to a mismatch between the skills taught and those required by the labour market. According to Z. Guo (2023), this misalignment can result in graduates who are not adequately prepared for the workforce.
Potential Reduction in Later Adaptability: According to Z. Guo, (2023), a major challenge is the potential reduction in later adaptability to changing environments. As vocational education becomes more specialised, the ability of graduates to adapt to new and evolving job markets may decrease, limiting their long-term career flexibility. The conflict between the quality of vocational education and the increasing demand for it also affects the status and attractiveness of vocational education.
Regional Disparities and Uneven Resource Allocation: There are significant regional disparities in economic development across China, leading to differing labour market needs. Vocational education often does not account for these regional differences, making it difficult to address local labour market demands. Additionally, J. Wang & Zhang, (2023) highlights the uneven allocation of resources as a significant challenge, with educational resources not distributed equitably across different regions and institutions.
Perception, Societal Biases, and Economic Disparities: Vocational education is often perceived as less prestigious compared to academic education, leading to lower enrollment rates and a lack of motivation among students. Societal biases against vocational education persist, with many viewing it as a less desirable educational path. Economic disparities also affect access to vocational education, as students from lower-income backgrounds may face barriers to accessing high-quality training, further perpetuating inequality and limiting opportunities for social mobility. Z. Guo (2023) observed that there is a general prejudice against this class of people, social disapproval, a low sense of self-identity, and a mismatch between giving and taking, which is why people generally prefer the academic path.
Policy, Governance, and Evaluation Mechanisms: Inconsistencies in policies and governance at different levels of government can affect the implementation and adaptation of vocational education curricula. Effective coordination between various stakeholders, including government, educational institutions, and industries, is crucial but often challenging. Additionally, there is often a lack of effective mechanisms for evaluating the relevance and effectiveness of vocational education programs and for obtaining feedback from employers and graduates to inform curriculum updates.
Strategies
To address the challenges posed by rapid economic and technological changes, which have created a gap between the curriculum of vocational education in China and the labour market needs, several strategies have been proposed.
Curriculum Reform and Update:  Liu et al. (2020) suggest that continuous curriculum reform is essential to keep pace with technological advancements and industry demands. They propose that vocational education institutions should regularly update their curriculum to include the latest technological trends and industry practices. This can be achieved through collaboration with industry experts and professionals who can provide insights into current and future skill requirements.
Industry-Academia Collaboration: Wang and Zhang (2018) emphasise the importance of establishing strong partnerships between vocational schools and industries. These collaborations can facilitate internships, apprenticeships, and on-the-job training programs, ensuring that students gain practical experience and are better prepared for the workforce. Such partnerships can also help in aligning the curriculum with industry standards.
Teacher Training and Professional Development: According to Chen et al. (2019), investing in the continuous professional development of vocational educators is crucial. Teachers need to be equipped with up-to-date knowledge and skills to effectively teach modern technologies and industry practices. Professional development programs, workshops, and exchange programs with industry professionals can enhance teachers' competencies.
Incorporating Soft Skills and Lifelong Learning: Zhao & Selvaratnam (2024) argues that vocational education should not only focus on technical skills but also on soft skills such as communication, teamwork, and problem-solving. Additionally, fostering a culture of lifelong learning can help students adapt to changing job requirements throughout their careers. Encouraging continuous learning and professional growth ensures that the workforce remains relevant and competitive.
Utilising Technology and E-Learning: C. Sun et al., (2018) highlight the potential of technology and e-learning platforms in vocational education. Integrating digital tools and online resources can provide flexible learning opportunities and access to a broader range of educational materials. E-learning can also support remote and continuous education, which is particularly beneficial in adapting to rapid changes in technology and industry demands.
Policy Support and Funding: Z. Guo (2023) stresses the need for strong policy support and adequate funding from the government. Policies that promote vocational education and provide financial incentives for both institutions and students can enhance the quality and accessibility of vocational training. Government funding can support infrastructure development, curriculum updates, and teacher training programs.
 Enhanced Career Guidance and Job Placement Services: Kan et al., (2022) recommend improving career guidance and job placement services for vocational students. Effective career counselling can help students make informed decisions about their education and career paths. Job placement services can assist graduates in finding suitable employment, thereby bridging the gap between education and the labour market.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk197682619][bookmark: _Hlk180402183][bookmark: _Hlk183680988]In conclusion, the results of the analyses showed that the current major directions of vocational education reform are enhancing curriculum responsiveness through regular industry input, fostering partnerships between educational institutions and businesses, and integrating advanced technologies and soft skills training into vocational programs. The outcomes of the study underscore the need for a dynamic and proactive approach to vocational education reform in China to ensure the workforce remains competitive and adaptable in a globalised economy.
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