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[bookmark: OLE_LINK9]Abstract
This research provides a comprehensive and critical examination of the strategic construction of a China-ASEAN vocational education community, framed within China’s "Western Development" strategy in the new era. As regional integration accelerates under the Belt and Road Initiative, vocational education—particularly in sports and physical health—has become a cornerstone for socio-economic synergy. By employing systematic literature reviews, empirical data from National Higher Vocational Quality Reports, and qualitative case studies of "Double High Plan" institutions, this study uncovers the structural intricacies of regional cooperation.
The findings indicate that while the political landscape supports trilateral engagement between China, Thailand, and Vietnam, the "Degree Ceiling" for sports vocational graduates persists due to limited domestic pathways for progression. To mitigate these barriers, the study proposes a trilateral cooperation model. A key component is the establishment of the International Student Affairs Office at the Thailand National Sports University (TNSU) and the Hanoi University of Physical Education and Sports (HUPES) to manage academic mobility and provide specialized "Top-up" Bachelor’s degree programs, establishing a solid foundation for advanced postgraduate opportunities and a seamless educational corridor. This research serves as a policy roadmap for a sustainable and high-quality vocational ecosystem in the region.
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1. Introduction
Testing and evaluation are vital components in competitive sports, serving as cornerstones for evaluating athletes’ capabilities and refining training programs (Haff & Triplett, 2021). Similarly, in the field of vocational education, the evaluation of institutional cooperation frameworks is essential for sustainable development. This study focuses on the China-ASEAN vocational education community, a strategic initiative under China’s Western Development policy.
Under China’s Western Development policy, economic and educational ties between China and ASEAN countries have grown significantly (Wang & Li, 2021). Vocational education, especially in sports and physical education, plays a crucial role in talent development and people-to-people exchange. The integration of regional standards allows for a more fluid movement of expertise and labor, which is essential for the burgeoning sports industries in Southeast Asia and Western China.
This study is based on the research project “Research on the Construction of China-ASEAN Vocational Education Community under the Background of China Western Development in the New Era” (Project No. ZGDMKT2021ZD014), funded by the China-ASEAN Vocational Education Research Center. The research team includes members from China (Guangxi College of Sports Education), Thailand (Thailand National Sports University), and Vietnam (Hanoi University of Physical Education and Sports), who provided vocational education data from their respective countries (Lan & Wang, 2023; Shi & Lan, 2022).
Despite policy support, a key barrier remains: the lack of an operational coordination mechanism between Chinese and ASEAN institutions (Nie, 2021). Moreover, associate degree graduates in Western Chinese vocational colleges struggle to find bachelor’s-level progression pathways (Lan & Wang, 2023). According to Drinkwater, Pyne, and Mckenna (2008), the design and interpretation of fitness testing requires careful consideration of athlete populations. Similarly, the design of vocational education cooperation frameworks requires consideration of institutional differences across countries. Glassbrook et al. (2022) emphasized that performance tests must account for practical needs and differences among athletes—a principle equally applicable to institutional cooperation (Bezmylov, Shynkaruk, & Murphy, 2020).
2. Research Objectives
The primary goal of this research is to establish a sustainable framework for educational cooperation between sports-focused vocational institutions in China and their counterparts in the ASEAN region. Building upon the foundational research funded by the China-ASEAN Vocational Education Research Center (Lan & Wang, 2023; Shi & Lan, 2022), this study aims to achieve the following specific objectives (Li & Zhang, 2022; Lian & Gao, 2019):
· Theoretical Analysis: To analyze the theoretical underpinnings of the China-ASEAN vocational education community within the context of regional economic integration and the "Western Development" strategy.
· Barrier Identification: To identify the systemic challenges, including educational standards, resource allocation, and policy coordination, that hinder effective international student mobility (Nie, 2021).
· Pathway Innovation: To propose practical cooperation pathways, specifically focusing on the "2+1+2" model, to address the limited academic progression opportunities for Chinese associate degree graduates.
· Evaluation Framework: To develop a multidimensional evaluation framework for trilateral cooperation, ensuring quality control and long-term institutional sustainability (Xiong et al., 2019).
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Guided by the research objectives and literature review, the following hypotheses are proposed for this study (Matulaitis et al., 2019; Teramoto et al., 2018):
H1: China’s Western Development policy provides sufficient political and economic momentum to foster a China-ASEAN vocational education community.
H2: The absence of an operational coordination mechanism at the institutional level is the primary structural barrier to the internationalization of sports vocational education (Nie, 2021).
H3: The “2+1+2” model (two years of vocational training in China, one exchange year, and two years of top-up bachelor’s studies in Thailand) can significantly bridge the “Degree Ceiling” gap for sports vocational graduates.
H4: Trilateral cooperation between Guangxi College of Sports Education (China), Thailand National Sports University (Thailand), and Hanoi University of Physical Education and Sports (Vietnam) serves as a scalable pilot model for regional educational integration.
4. Research Methods
This study employs a mixed-method research design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), integrating quantitative empirical analysis with qualitative case studies to ensure a holistic understanding of the research problem. This approach is consistent with the methodology of the original funded research project (Project No. ZGDMKT2021ZD014).
4.1 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
A systematic literature review was conducted using major academic databases, including PubMed, Google Scholar, and CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure), covering the period from 2000 to 2024 (Li & Zhang, 2022). The review focused on keywords such as "China-ASEAN education community," "sports vocational training," and "internationalization of higher education." This theoretical mapping provided the basis for the comparative analysis of educational systems (Lian & Gao, 2019).
4.2 Empirical Data Collection and Analysis
Secondary data were retrieved from official sources, including the 2016–2021 China Vocational Education Quality Reports and institutional statistical data from Guangxi College of Sports Education (Lan & Wang, 2023). Trilateral insights were provided by the international research team members from Thailand and Vietnam, ensuring the inclusion of diverse regional perspectives.
Quantitative data, particularly regarding student enrollment trends and resource distribution, were analyzed using SPSS 20.0 (Liang et al., 2022). To determine the weights of various cooperation factors, the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) was utilized (Saaty, 1980; Yixiong et al., 2019). The consistency ratio (CR) for all expert judgments was maintained below 0.1 to ensure the reliability of the hierarchical model.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK14]4.3 Qualitative Case Study Design
Using the case study methodology outlined by Yin (2018), three institutions were purposively selected as representative models:
· Guangxi College of Sports Education (China): Acting as the primary "sending" institution and the research lead.
· Thailand National Sports University (Thailand) and Hanoi University of Physical Education and Sports (Vietnam): serving as receiving institutions, providing bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral pathways under a trilateral academic mobility framework.
Qualitative data obtained through expert interviews and policy document analysis were subjected to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to identify recurring challenges and successful strategic interventions.
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The findings of this study illustrate a complex landscape of opportunities and challenges within the China-ASEAN vocational education sector. Data analysis reveals that the "Western Development" strategy has indeed acted as a catalyst for regional integration.
5.1 Hotspots for China-ASEAN Vocational Cooperation
Based on the thematic analysis of literature and policy documents, four primary "hotspots" of cooperation were identified (Wang & Li, 2021; Xiong et al., 2019). These areas represent the most active and promising domains for institutional synergy.
Table 1: Key Hotspots of China-ASEAN Vocational Cooperation and Supporting Evidence
	Hotspot
	Description
	Supporting Evidence
 

	1. Unified Standards
	Mutual credit recognition and joint development of vocational curriculum.
	Lan & Wang (2023); Ren & Liu (2019)

	2. Shared Resources
	Creation of digital teaching platforms and joint publication of materials.
	Gao & Zhong (2021); Mu (2020)

	3. Student Exchange
	Facilitating cross-border internships and technical sports training.
	Shi & Lan (2022); Diao (2021)

	4. Policy Coordination
	Government-led funding and trilateral institutional MOUs.
	Nie (2021); Zhang (2020)


5.2 Major Barriers and Challenges
Despite the momentum, the research identifies critical bottlenecks that impede the "Degree Ceiling" breakthrough for vocational students. The lack of a centralized coordination unit remains the most significant administrative obstacle.
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6.1 The "2+1+2" Model as a Strategic Solution
To address the critical barriers identified, the authors propose the "2+1+2" Model. This innovative pathway provides a seamless academic transition for Chinese associate degree graduates into international bachelor's programs in Thailand and Vietnam.
Table 2: Structural Components and Strategic Objectives of the "2+1+2" Model
	Period
	Location
	Primary Activity
	Barrier Addressed
 

	Years 1-2
	Guangxi, China
	Associate degree + basic Thai/Vietnamese language training.
	Technical preparation

	Year 3
	Thailand/Vietnam
	Exchange year: intensive language immersion and internships.
	Cultural/Language barrier

	Years 4-5
	Thailand/Vietnam
	2-year top-up bachelor’s degree program.
	"Degree Ceiling" breakthrough


Students may choose either the Thailand or Vietnam track based on their language training (Thai or Vietnamese). Both tracks lead to a bachelor’s degree and can be extended to master’s and doctoral levels at the same institution.
This model is consistent with the findings of Glassbrook et al. (2022), who emphasized that performance systems must account for individual and institutional differences. By utilizing the "2+1+2" structure, students achieve a globally recognized degree with zero-time loss compared to traditional four-year programs, while institutions benefit from a standardized coordination hub (Feng, 2020; Matulaitis et al., 2019).

7. Authors’ Recommendations for Trilateral Cooperation
Based on the empirical findings and the unique trilateral composition of the research team, the authors propose a concrete operational model to institutionalize the China-ASEAN vocational education community.
7.1 Recommendation for China (Guangxi College of Sports Education)
As the primary lead research unit, Guangxi College of Sports Education should strengthen its strategic role under the China-ASEAN Vocational Education Research Center. Key actions include providing pre-departure Thai/Vietnamese language training and aligning vocational curricula with TNSU standards to facilitate the "2+1+2" pathway (Lan & Wang, 2023; Shi & Lan, 2022).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK11]7.2 Recommendation for Thailand (Thailand National Sports University)
TNSU should urgently establish a dedicated International Student Affairs Office. This office will serve as the operational hub for the "TNSU Thai Test" development and the management of the 2-year top-up bachelor’s programs, specifically designed to capture the market of over 50,000 sports associate graduates from China annually (Pyne et al., 2011; Drinkwater et al., 2008). It should also provide pathways to master’s and doctoral programs for those who wish to continue their studies.
7.3 Recommendation for Vietnam (Hanoi University of Physical Education and Sports)
Building on its existing advanced degree infrastructure, Hanoi University should establish a similar coordination mechanism to receive Chinese graduates for bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral programs under a “2+1+2” framework similar to TNSU, with Vietnamese language preparation during the first two years in China. (Gao & Zhong, 2021).
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This research confirms that the Western Development policy provides a robust foundation for a China-ASEAN vocational education community. However, institutional gaps—specifically the lack of trilateral coordination units and limited bachelor’s progression—must be addressed. The proposed "2+1+2" model offers a scalable solution with zero-time loss for students, which can be extended to master’s and doctoral levels in both Thailand and Vietnam, serving as a pilot for regional integration in sports education.
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· Guangxi College of Sports Education, as the lead research institution, should further strengthen its coordinating role under the China-ASEAN Vocational Education Research Center and continue developing Thai and Vietnamese language training capacity for its associate degree students.
· Thailand National Sports University should finalize the TNSU Thai Test and the 2‑year top‑up bachelor’s program curricula immediately, and also establish clear pathways to master’s and doctoral programs for students who wish to continue their studies.
· Hanoi University should develop similar language proficiency standards and top‑up structures for Vietnamese‑track students, ensuring that bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral pathways are clearly defined.
· A formal trilateral MOU should be signed to operationalize the coordination hubs (including the International Student Affairs Office at TNSU and equivalent units in China and Vietnam).
· Future research should apply the proposed evaluation criteria (Input, Process, Output, Impact) to assess the effectiveness of the pilot model (Teramoto et al., 2018; Matulaitis et al., 2019).
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