
 

 

 

 

 
Vol. 8(2), pp. 13-17, February, 2016 

DOI: 10.5897/IJPC2015.0357 

Article Number: A45C2FE57451 

ISSN 2141-2499 

Copyright © 2016 

Author(s) retain the copyright of this article 

http://www.academicjournals.org/IJPC 

International Journal of Psychology and 
Counselling 

 
 
 
 

Full Length Research Paper 
 

Past and Future: The Development of Animation 
Education in China 

 

Henry Ma 
 

The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hong Kong. 
 

Received 13 August, 2015; Accepted 9 October, 2015 
 

The rapid development of cultural and creative industries in China induces a growth in the development 
of intellectual property. Some of the original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) are gradually 
transforming themselves into original design manufacturers (ODMs) and original brand manufacturers 
(OBMs). The animation industry also benefits from the Government’s policy support and starts to 
develop and produce original titles animation. The change of production direction creates a great 
demand for creative workers, and naturally, the educational institutes become the obvious source for 
this creative talent. In 2014, the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China released a new 
General Higher Education Undergraduate Major Study Catalogue. This new catalogue put animation 
under the Theatre, Film and Television category. The changes made by all those institutions that do not 
focus on film and television study stop offering animation program as a major study. As animation 
industry is considered as a major developing area in China, a cut back of animation education 
programs will certainly affect the number of graduates in the coming years. By studying substantial 
literature on animation education development in China and interviewing a total of 48 teachers and 
students from 10 animation programs in Beijing, this paper traced the historical development of 
animation education in China, commented on the recent issues identified in the animation education 
and further argued about the changes that will actually benefit the future growth of animation education 
in China. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The recent changes of the General Higher Education 
Undergraduate Major Study Catalogue announced by the 
Ministry of Education of the People‟s Republic of China in 
2014 have promoted Art studies from secondary category 
of field of study to primary category. The changes not 
only provided a more systematic categorization in art 
studies, but also included  certain  impacts  on  animation 
  

education. As support from the Government in promoting 
animation industry in the last decade, many education 
institutes offered animation major in their curriculum. In 
2000, there were only two higher education institutes 
providing animation education programs. By 2010, there 
were more than 1,000 higher education institutes 
providing  about  2,000  animation  education programs in
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China. The rapid expansion of animation education was 
due to the intensive support of the development of 
cultural and creative industries by the Government. The 
animation industry, as one of the key cultural and creative 
industries, received direct support from the Government. 
The change of the Major Study Catalogue has put 
animation study under the Theatre, Film and Television 
category. This shall stop all those institutions that do not 
focus on film and television study offering animation as a 
major study. Under this situation, many animation 
programs have to stop running. There is a major concern 
on the drastic drop of quantity in animation graduates and 
creating an adverse effect on the development of the 
animation industry. 
 
 
EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF ANIMATION EDUCATION 
 
The development of animation education in China can be 
traced back to the 1950s. The Suzhou Art and Design 
School was the first education institute in China which 
offered a program to major in animation education, in 
1952. However, the program was suspended in 1953. In 
1959, the Shanghai Film School was established to 
nurture professional film makers for the Shanghai film 
business. A two-year animation program was also 
offered, and all of the instructors were from the Shanghai 
Animation Film Studio. The School was closed down after 
it generated two cohorts of graduates in 1963. In the 70s, 
the Shanghai Animation Film Studio kept nurturing 
animation professionals through various means, and it 
also supported the Beijing Film Academy in offering 
animation programs. Before the 80s, animation training 
was mainly focused at the Shanghai Animation Film 
Studio. The Studio nurtured and produced animators to 
support their own productions. The modes of training 
included small scale training courses as well as 
apprenticeship at the studio. Owing to the small demand 
and production scale in original animation and limited 
access to animation training, the animation industry 
remained small until 90s. In the 90s, the rapid growth of 
demand in OEM work from foreign enterprises in Japan 
and the USA attracted most of the practitioners, and 
people making original productions moved to OEM 
production organizations. Owing to the relatively low cost 
of labor, China attracted a large volume of foreign labor-
intensive animation production and gradually became 
focused on OEM in animation production for foreign 
enterprises (Wu, 2002). 
 
 
RECENT DEVELOPMENT OF ANIMATION EDUCATION 
IN CHINA 
 
The vigorous support of the Government in developing 
cultural and creative industries in China made many OEM 
animation   production   companies   turn   part    of   their  

 
 
 
 
production scale into producing original titles. Moreover, 
many new animation production houses were formed to 
develop their own titles. Many Government and private-
funded animation bases also developed to provide 
support and facilities for animation productions (Wang, 
2012). All these developments, as well as the support of 
Government in expanding animation education, created a 
sudden boom in animation education development in 
China. 

In 2000, there were only two education institutes 
providing animation education programs in China. By 
2009, 1,279 higher education institutions were running 
1,877 bachelor degree animation programs in China (Li, 
2010). Owing to different backgrounds and focuses of 
these institutes, they were providing animation education 
that carried distinct characteristics of their institutes. 
Institutes providing animation education mainly belonged 
to four types of background, namely arts, art and design, 
film and television communication, and computing. Most 
of them developed animation programs based on their 
existing resources. Some education institutes emphasized 
art and design aspects while some focused on the 
technology and computer skills (Ye, 2010). However, 
most of these programs saw discipline-specific and 
practical skills as the most important element of training 
in their curriculum. 
 
 
ISSUES IDENTIFIED FROM THE RAPID GROWTH OF 
ANIMATION EDUCATION IN CHINA 
 
In recent years, the rapid development in animation 
education showed a success in producing thousands of 
graduates. However, many studies indicated that the 
rapid increase in the number of animation education 
programs created many problems (Pan 2012; Wang, 

2007). In 2013, a search with the keyword “动漫教育” 

(„animation education‟) in the China Journal Full-text 
Database popped up a list of 423 articles. Of these, 201 
studied the issues of animation education development in 
China. Most of them pointed out the various problems in 
the rapid expansion of animation education over the last 
ten years. They covered the human resources issues as 
well as the curriculum development issues in the 
animation education system. The major concerns were in 
the following three aspects: 
 
 
Inadequate qualified teachers:  
 

One of the key concerns was the inadequate resources 
to satisfy the rapid increase in the expansion of animation 
education programs. Owing to the historical development 
of the animation education system, there were only a few 
education institutes providing animation education in 
China. The booming demand for animation educators 
over  the  last  ten  years  created  a  major   shortage   of  



 

 
 
 
 
qualified animation teachers (Sun, 2005; Tao, 2010). 

Qualified teachers should possess both academic 
understanding and practical knowhow in animation work, 
as well as good teaching skills. However, the rushed 
development of new animation programs as well as over 
expansion of the student intake in the last few years 
created an insufficient supply of qualified teachers. Fresh 
bachelor graduates from animation disciplines might had 
been employed to take up teaching in the newly 
operating animation programs (Xu and Cui, 2010). 
 
 
Curriculum does not match the market demand  
 
Owing to the intensive support of the Government in 
developing new animation programs, many higher 
education institutes implemented animation programs 
irrespective of whether they had corresponding resources 
or not (Sun, 2005). Moreover, there was no agreed 
standard in the animation curriculum, some of the 
program managers might not have adequate knowledge 
and experience in animation education, and the 
developed program structures and program objectives 
were not well defined (Wang, 2012). Some of the higher 
institutes developed their own curriculum based on their 
existing resources instead of market demand.  
 
 
Focus or diversify in discipline knowledge  
 
Some scholars indicated that some of the animation 
programs were not focused specifically enough on 
animation study (Xu & Cui, 2010). They claimed that 
these programs were too broad in their area of studies 
and produced graduates who could not take up animation 
work independently (Sun, 2005). This phenomenon might 
be due to the inadequate qualified teachers in the 
programs, who substituted animation subjects with some 
other related subjects. On the other hand, the programs 
might purposely work in this way to allow a wider choice 
of job opportunities for their graduates.  
 
 
RESEARCH APPROACH AND DESIGN 

 
The majority of scholarly works shows the rapid development of 
animation education creates a lot of issues in the development of 
animation education. Most of them claimed the major problems lie 
on the above three issues. In order to explore deeper into this topic 
and identify descriptive research findings for the animation 
education in China, a qualitative research was conducted in Beijing. 

Qualitative research approach can promote a deep under-
standing of a social setting or activity in the perspective of research 
participants. Qualitative methodology implies an emphasis on 
discovery and description, and the objectives are generally focused 
on extracting and interpreting the meaning of experience. The study 
used a qualitative research approach to collect, analyze and 
interpret data. The aim of the study is to explore and identify the 
impact of the changes of the Government policy in the higher 
education system that will be made 
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to the future development of animation education in China. The 
research samples based on purposive sampling approach, 10 most 
influential animation schools were chosen in Beijing. Beijing is the 
capital of China and it is the most influential city in China. It is also 
the earliest area to develop creative industries thought and policies. 
The most influential animation schools, including the School of 
Animation in the Beijing Film Academy, the School of Arts and 
Design in Tsinghua University, the School of Animation in the 
Communication University of China, and the Central Academy of 
Film Arts, are all located in Beijing. There are about 138 higher 
education institutes in Beijing. Among these 138 institutes, 34 of 
them provide animation education programs. Owing to the fact that 
the study focuses on creative talent development, all those 
institutes providing vocational training were excluded. Ten 
education institutes providing bachelor degrees or above were 
included in the research sample. 

Data was collected using face-to-face semi-structured interviews 
for teachers and their corresponding final year supervisees. Each 
institute identified two teachers and their final year project 
supervisors in the academic year. Each teacher also proposed two 
supervisees to attend separate interviews. Two pilot interviews 
were conducted prior to the actual interviews and the questionnaire 
was improved based on the deficiencies of the pilot interviews 
identified. For various reasons, the study successfully interviewed 
18 teachers and 30 students. All the interviews were then 
transcribed into text and input to the qualitative data analysis 
software MaxQDA for further analysis. 

The first phase of the coding process attempted to identify and 
note the common patterns in the data, and create codes that could 
be used to develop a conceptual framework. The second phase 
recoded the interviews by using key codes that are identified with 
the conceptual framework, and completed several data summary 
tables to address the research questions. Throughout the data 
collection and analysis process, issues of trustworthiness were 
carefully addressed. A research protocol was formulated before the 
start of the data collection process and data analysis process. The 
protocol governed the procedures to contact potential research 
samples, how to address the research issues to prevent undue 
influence to the research participants, and how to handle the 
collected data. 

 
 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 

The study identified several major findings and they were 
further discussed in the following: 
 
 

Sub-standard animation programs 
 

Owing to the substantial support of the Government for 
the animation industry and animation education, many 
higher education institutes see this as a good opportunity 
to develop animation related programs. The number of 
animation education related programs increased 
drastically from 2 programs in 2000 to 447 programs in 
2006, and 592 programs in 2010 (Xaio, 2011). The rapid 
increase of animation programs in these years has 
created several immediate issues on the development of 
animation education in China. These problems are mainly 
concerned with the lack of qualified teachers, as well as 
inadequate facilities and inappropriate curriculum 
structure in many animation education institutes (Li, 
2010). 
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In order to tackle the insufficient number of qualified 
teachers to support the rapid growth of the animation 
education, the education institutes have devised some 
ways to resolve this problem. Firstly, the education 
institutes sent their teachers to reputable animation 
education institutes for intensive training. Secondly, they 
recruited practitioners from the animation industry to be 
their part-time teachers. However, these two measures 
have not been sufficient to offer a satisfactory solution to 
the program development. In addition, some education 
institutes wanted to catch up with the trend to offer 
animation education to students as soon as possible, and 
started their programs without sufficient consideration on 
the program details, related facilities as well as the 
employment prospects of the students (Wang, 2007). The 
problems of animation education in China is much more 
complex than inadequate qualified teachers. 

Although China had a very glorious period in producing 
some excellent original animation titles in the 50s, the 
overall number of productions was still very small and the 
production capacity remained insufficient to develop as a 
sustainable industry. Owing to the opening up of the 
China economy in the 80s, the low labor cost attracted a 
lot of labor intensive OEM animation productions to move 
to China. The promising situation of OEM animation 
productions at the time initiated many companies set up 
for purely OEM production. This move created a big 
impact on the development of the animation industry, the 
whole industry development in that particular period was 
redirected to OEM production. Qualified teachers with 
experience in original title production is very limited. The 
issue on inadequate qualified teachers will be more 
complicated as the growth in demand of nurturing 
creative talents. 
 
 
Employment rate as a key performance indicator for 
program 
 
The Ministry of Education of the People‟s Republic of 
China uses the graduate employment rate as one of the 
key measures for evaluating performance of higher 
education institutes. Thus, whether graduates are readily 
employable or not will be among the ultimate concerns of 
the education institutes. Moreover, the employment rate 
of the graduates of the education institute is also widely 
used in promoting the success of the respective 
programs. 

Based on research results from Xiao in 2011, there are 
592 higher education institutes providing animation 
studies, including 275 bachelor degrees and 333 are in 
sub-degrees. This means that 28% of the higher 
education institutes in China provide animation related 
studies. The research further estimated that the total new 
enrolment of animation related students is around 45,000 
each year. Students have to study for four years to 
complete a bachelor degree program or three years for  a  

 
 
 
 
sub-degree program, thus the total number of students 
concurrently enrolled in animation education institutes 
would be around 150,000 (Xaio, 2011). Comparing the 
relatively slow growth of the animation industry to the 
rapid expansion of animation disciplines, massive 
unemployment of graduates in animation program is 
expected. 
 
 
Future demand on creative talents of original 
animation productions 
 
The flourishing of the OEM animation productions in the 
80s brought with it a great benefit to the Chinese 
economy. However, OEM productions also created some 
drawbacks to the development of the animation industry 
in China. Owing to the higher salary offered by the OEM 
companies, many experienced animators left the original 
animation production, which affected the growth of 
original animation development. In addition, OEM 
productions are subject to purely factory-style 
requirements, which does not encourage originality in the 
productions, so the animators developed in this 
environment do not possess any desire for originality and 
creativity. 

Since the animation industry is in a transformation 
stage, most studios are still producing primarily OEM 
work and a relatively small amount of original work, so 
the industry maintains a heavy demand for skillful 
animation workers in a purely practical sense. On the 
other hand, some newly transformed OBM companies 
still retain the original OEM concept in their production. 
The people in the industry do not understand the value of 
creativity in the development of their business, so most of 
the time they undermine the importance of recruiting 
creative talents. 

Owing to the industry demand for skillful animators 
instead of creative talents, many scholars perceive that 
knowledge acquiring is more important than creativity 
nurturing for students. 

The development of creative industries is a global trend 
for both developed and developing nations. The success 
of the development of creative industries largely depends 
on a continuous influx of creative talents to the market. 
As the current animation industry that focuses on OEM 
productions does not reliably provide these creative 
resources, nurturing creative talents to fit the demand of 
the animation industry should be among the primary 
objectives of higher education institutes. 
  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The recent released 2014 General Higher Education 
Undergraduate Major Study Catalogue put animation 
under the Theatre, Film and Television category. This 
shall create an effect that many higher education institutes  



 

 
 
 
 
have to stop offering animation as their major study. The 
number of animation programs currently operating shall 
be largely reduced. However, the cut back of the number 
of animation programs might not necessarily create an 
adverse effect to the development of the animation 
industry, on the other hand, it might bring positive impact 
to the overall development of both the animation 
education and animation industry in China. 

As indicated in numerous scholarly works, many higher 
education institutes that are providing animation education 
program actually do not possess the appropriate 
resources for offering these programs. If the total number 
of animation programs could be reduced to an 
appropriate level, the current resources like experienced 
teachers could be more effectively and efficiently used in 
animation education. The quality of animation education 
can be assured. Simultaneously, it can resolve part of the 
unemployment issue by reducing the number of graduate 
for each year to meet with the gradual growth of the 
animation industry. 

Modern animation production is multidisciplinary work. 
It demands talents with multidisciplinary understandings. 
It is understandable that there is no way to ensure that 
we can nurture a lot of multidisciplinary talents for the 
future growth of the industry, however we can ensure that 
different types and various levels of animation 
practitioners who can be trained in our animation 
education system in order to meet the demand of the 
growth. So the higher education institutes should take a 
closer look at their strengths and weaknesses and 
reposition themselves in a particular area that they are 
good at. Moreover, rapid changes in a globalized world 
create enormous uncertainties for the future, so schools 
should produce students who are flexible and adaptable 
to the future changes. Creativity is one of the key 
elements that can help students to be more flexible and 
adaptable. 

Cultural and creative industries have been heavily 
promoted in the past few years in China and some of the 
animation companies are moving from OEM production 
to ODM/OBM production. However this transition period 
might take a while, and the animation industry should 
maintain its capacities in various types of works including 
OEM, ODM and OBM, to enable balanced growth. Since 
different types of animation production demand different 
competences from students, higher education institutes 
can build on their individual strengths to develop diverse 
appropriate programs to fit the industry demand. Some of 
the institutes might focus on production skills while some 
of them might emphasize more on creative talent 
development. Moreover, traditional animation programs 
normally focus on animation film study, but the recent 
diverse development in digital media and content 
creation, alternative programs should be provided to 
students with a wider choice in both digital media and 
content creation that suit the demand of the new trend. 
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