International Journal of Accounting Finance and Social Science Research (IJAFSSR)

ISSN: 3049-3552
Volume 3 Issue 6, November-December 2025, pp 26-42

THE ROLE OF CPEC UNIVERSITIES IN ADVANCING SINO-PAKISTANI
EDUCATIONAL INTEGRATION: OPPORTUNITIES, CHALLENGES, AND POLICY
IMPLICATIONS

SAEED ULLAH
School of Marxism, Xi’an Jiaotong University
Xi’an 710064, China

SAJJAD ALI
School of Marxism, Xi’an Jiaotong University
Xi’an 710064, China

HAZRAT UMAR
School of Comparative Education, Beijing Normal University
Beijing 100875, China

MUKHT YAR ALI
School of Marxism, Xi’an Jiaotong University

Xi’an 710064, China

Corresponding Author: saeedullah2000pk@gmail.com

DOI: https://doi.org/10.63452/1JAFSSR.2025.3603

ABSTRACT

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has become a broad framework for global connectivity, with
the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) emerging as its flagship project. Beyond
infrastructure and trade, CPEC is reshaping higher education cooperation between China and
Pakistan. This paper examines the role of CPEC universities and related initiatives in fostering
educational integration under the BRI. It highlights how university alliances, scholarship
programs, and joint research centers function as knowledge hubs that drive technology transfer,
capacity building, and people-to-people exchange. While these efforts strengthen Pakistan’s
higher education system and advance China’s educational diplomacy, challenges persist in areas
such as quality assurance, cultural adaptation, and reintegration of graduates into the domestic
labor market. The study argues that CPEC universities are not just academic institutions but
strategic nodes in a knowledge corridor, combining education, diplomacy, and development. It
calls for balanced policies that promote cooperation while safeguarding autonomy, ensuring that
integration delivers sustainable and equitable outcomes for both countries.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), proposed by Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2013, is among
the most ambitious development strategies of the twenty-first century. Initially understood as a
network of infrastructure, trade, and investment corridors linking Asia with Europe, Africa, and
beyond, BRI has since evolved into a multidimensional platform encompassing cultural,
technological, and educational cooperation (Huang, 2016; Cai, 2018). Within this framework, the
China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is widely regarded as the “flagship” project,
symbolizing both China’s geostrategic engagement with South Asia and Pakistan’s aspiration to
serve as a hub of regional connectivity (Wolf, 2019). While existing literature has largely
focused on CPEC’s economic and geopolitical dimensions, including energy infrastructure and
trade facilitation (Small, 2015), a growing but less explored dimension is the educational
cooperation emerging through CPEC-linked universities, research centers, and cultural initiatives
(Yang, 2018). For Pakistan, where higher education faces challenges such as inadequate funding
and low research output (Hoodbhoy, 2009; Zaidi, 2015), these partnerships offer access to
advanced technologies, laboratories, and international academic exchange (Haider & Fang,
2016). For China, they provide both soft power opportunities (Nye, 2004) and avenues for
educational diplomacy, deepening its role as a global education leader. At the same time,
significant challenges complicate the integration of higher education within the CPEC
framework. Quality assurance and accreditation remain contested, with joint degree programs
often struggling for recognition (Qazi et al., 2019). Linguistic and cultural differences
particularly between Mandarin and Urdu hinder smooth collaboration, while brain drain raises
concerns about whether Pakistan can retain the talent trained in China (Haider & Fang, 2016).
Furthermore, scholars caution against academic dependency, warning that reliance on Chinese
models and funding may undermine Pakistan’s institutional autonomy (Wolf, 2020). Against this
backdrop, this paper argues that CPEC universities are more than academic institutions; they
function as strategic nodes in the broader BRI, combining education, diplomacy, and
development. By situating higher education at the center of CPEC, this study contributes to
literature that often prioritizes infrastructure and geopolitics, while offering a balanced analysis
of opportunities, risks, and policy implications for Sino-Pak educational integration (Ministry of
Planning, Development & Reform, 2017; Wolf, 2019).

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 The Belt and Road Initiative and the Expansion of Educational Diplomacy

Since its announcement in 2013, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has been widely studied as a
geo-economics and geopolitical project, emphasizing infrastructure development, trade
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facilitation, and connectivity (Huang, 2016; Cai, 2018). However, recent scholarship underscores
that BRI has also evolved into a comprehensive framework of cooperation, encompassing
cultural, scientific, and educational domains (Cheng, 2020). The Chinese government has
consistently emphasized the “people-to-people bond” (renxin Xiangtan) as one of the five pillars
of BRI, situating education as a critical tool for fostering long-term partnerships and enhancing
soft power (Nye, 2004; Li, 2019).

China’s global education diplomacy under BRI manifests through initiatives such as the Silk
Road Scholarship Program, the establishment of Confucius Institutes, and the formation of
university alliances across Asia, Africa, and Europe. Research highlights that these initiatives not
only expand access for foreign students but also serve China’s strategic interest in cultivating
goodwill and international influence (Yang, 2018; Pan, 2019). While critics argue that such
programs may risk promoting dependency or cultural asymmetry (Brady, 2017), others
emphasize their role in creating alternative frameworks of South—South cooperation in higher
education (King, 2019).

2.2 Higher Education and the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC)

The China—Pakistan Economic Corridor, often labeled the “flagship” of BRI, has been
extensively analyzed in terms of infrastructure, energy, and security (Small, 2015; Wolf, 2019).
However, a growing strand of scholarship acknowledges its emerging educational dimension. In
2017, the launch of the CPEC University Alliance, comprising over fifty Chinese and Pakistani
institutions, signaled an institutional commitment to academic collaboration (YYang, 2018). The
alliance facilitates joint research, dual-degree programs, faculty exchange, and conferences
aimed at strengthening bilateral cooperation in science, technology, and policy studies.

Studies show that thousands of Pakistani students now pursue higher education in China under
government-sponsored scholarships, particularly in disciplines directly aligned with CPEC
projects such as engineering, renewable energy, and information technology (Haider & Fang,
2016; Qazi et al., 2019). Furthermore, collaborative research centers have been established in
areas including sustainable agriculture, artificial intelligence, and energy innovation, reflecting
the integration of academic partnerships into broader development goals (Wolf, 2020).

Despite these initiatives, empirical analysis of their effectiveness and long-term impact remains
limited. Current studies tend to be descriptive, outlining the establishment of partnerships
without systematically assessing outcomes in terms of research productivity, knowledge transfer,
or institutional capacity building. This presents a critical gap for academic inquiry.
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2.3 Soft Power, Knowledge Diplomacy, and South-South Cooperation

The theoretical lens of soft power (Nye, 2004) provides a valuable framework for understanding
China’s education diplomacy under CPEC. By investing in universities, scholarships, and
cultural institutions, China seeks to shape perceptions, build trust, and secure long-term influence
in Pakistan. Education thus functions as a form of knowledge diplomacy, extending beyond
state-level agreements to foster people-to-people connectivity (Knight, 2013).

At the same time, CPEC educational initiatives can be situated within the broader discourse of
South-South cooperation in higher education. Unlike traditional North—South partnerships,
which often reproduce asymmetries of power and dependence, Sino-Pak collaborations are
framed as mutually beneficial exchanges rooted in shared development goals (King, 2019).
However, some scholars argue that asymmetry persists due to China’s dominant financial and
institutional position (Wolf, 2020). This raises questions about whether CPEC universities
promote balanced cooperation or inadvertently create new forms of dependency.

2.4 Challenges in Sino-Pak Educational Cooperation

Several studies have identified challenges that constrain the effectiveness of CPEC-linked higher

education initiatives:
Quality Assurance and Accreditation: Joint degree programs often face problems of
recognition, raising questions about equivalence across domestic systems (Qazi et al., 2019).
Language and Cultural Barriers: While Confucius Institutes in Pakistan and Urdu centers
in China aim to bridge the divide, limited linguistic competence continues to hinder
collaboration (Haider & Fang, 2016).
Brain Drain and Return Migration: Although many Pakistani students benefit from training
in China, not all return to Pakistan, undermining domestic human resource development
(Zaidi, 2015).
Dependency Risks: Scholars caution that reliance on Chinese funding and academic models
may compromise Pakistan’s academic autonomy (Wolf, 2020).
While these critiques highlight valid concerns, the existing literature has not sufficiently
engaged with empirical data to assess the real magnitude of these challenges. This
underscores the need for research that combines policy analysis with field-level evidence.

2.5 ldentified Research Gap
Overall, the literature on BRI and CPEC demonstrates that:
1. BRI as an educational project is acknowledged but often overshadowed by its economic and
geopolitical analysis.
2. CPEC’s educational dimension is frequently noted in policy reports and descriptive
accounts, yet systematic academic studies remain scarce.
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3. Existing scholarship has not adequately examined whether CPEC universities genuinely
strengthen Pakistan’s higher education system or whether they primarily serve China’s soft
power agenda.

4. There is little critical engagement with how these initiatives impact knowledge production,
research collaboration, and human capital development in Pakistan.

This study seeks to address these gaps by providing a critical assessment of the role of CPEC
universities in fostering Sino-Pak educational integration, situating them within the dual
frameworks of knowledge diplomacy and South—South cooperation. By doing so, it contributes
to a more holistic understanding of CPEC as not only an economic but also a knowledge
corridor, with implications for higher education, diplomacy, and development.

3.0 CPEC UNIVERSITIES AND INSTITUTIONAL INITIATIVES

3.1 The Emergence of the CPEC University Alliance

The China—Pakistan Economic Corridor University Alliance (CPEC-UA) was formally launched
in 2017 during the Association of Belt and Road Universities (ABRU) meeting in Xi’an, China.
Bringing together more than 50 universities from both countries, the alliance was designed to
facilitate academic exchange, collaborative research, and human capital development (Yang,
2018). Its stated objectives include fostering cooperation in science, technology, policy studies,
and cultural exchange domains directly relevant to CPEC’s broader developmental agenda (Qazi,
Ahmed, & Hardaker, 2019).

CPEC-UA represents a formalized effort to institutionalize educational cooperation under the
BRI framework. Activities include joint conferences, dual-degree agreements, and collaborative
research centers. For instance, Pakistan’s Higher Education Commission (HEC) signed several
memoranda of understanding (MoUs) with Chinese counterparts to promote academic mobility,
thereby embedding higher education into the official CPEC roadmap (Qazi et al., 2019). While
still in early stages, the alliance has become a symbolic marker of educational integration,
demonstrating that CPEC is more than an infrastructure corridor it is also a knowledge corridor
(Wolf, 2020).
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CPEC-UA Initiatives and Strategic Impact

Year Initiative/Activity Key Features Strategic Impact

2017 Launch of CPEC-UA (Xi'an, 50+ universities from China Formalized framework for
ABRU meeting) and Pakistan joined cooperation

2018-2019 Joint conferences & Topics: science, technology, Encouraged academic dialogue
academic forums policy studies, cultural aligned with CPEC

exchange

2019 MoUs between HEC and Dual-degree programs, Enhanced academic integration
Chinese universities mobility schemes & mobility

Ongoing Collaborative research Focus on renewable energy, Linked higher education with
centers IT, and social sciences CPEC's development roadmap

Table: 3.1

3.2 Joint Research Centers and Specialized Institutes

Beyond the university alliance, several joint research centers and specialized institutes have
emerged as tangible outcomes of Sino-Pak collaboration, such as the China—Pakistan Joint
Research Center on Earth Sciences (CPJRC-ES), established by the Chinese Academy of
Sciences and Pakistan’s Higher Education Commission to focus on natural disasters, resource
management, and environmental sustainability (Cheng, 2020); the China—Pakistan Joint Cotton
Bio-Tech Laboratory, which supports agricultural innovation in genetically modified cotton
strains vital to Pakistan’s textile economy (Haider & Fang, 2016); and the CPEC Consortium of
Universities, a growing network of research clusters addressing renewable energy, artificial
intelligence, and related fields (Yang, 2018). These centers operate not only as research hubs but
also as capacity-building platforms, training Pakistani researchers in advanced methodologies
and linking them with global academic networks (Pan, 2019). However, evidence of sustained
productivity—such as co-authored publications in high-impact journals—remains limited,
indicating the need for more systematic evaluation of their long-term effectiveness (Wolf, 2020).
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CPEC-Related Collaborative Research Initiatives

Institution Collaborating Partners Research Focus Relevance to CPEC
China-Pakistan Joint Chinese Academy of Natural disasters, resource Supports environmental
Research Center on Earth Sciences & HEC Pakistan management, sustainability resilience for infrastructure
Sciences (CPJRC-ES) projects
China—Pakistan Joint Cotton Chinese & Pakistani Genetically modified Strengthens textile sector
Bio-Tech Laboratory agricultural research cotton innovation competitiveness
bodies
CPEC Consortium of Multi-university network Renewable energy, artificial Expands cross-disciplinary
Universities intelligence, socio- research capacity
economic issues
Table: 3.2

3.3 Scholarship Programs and Human Resource Development

One of the most visible dimensions of CPEC educational cooperation is the scholarship schemes
offered to Pakistani students by Chinese universities and the Chinese government. As of 2020,
more than 28,000 Pakistani students were enrolled in Chinese universities, making Pakistan one
of the largest sources of international students in China (Li, 2019). Many of these scholarships
are directly tied to CPEC, targeting fields such as civil engineering, renewable energy,
information technology, and transportation, and environmental sciences— areas aligned with
Pakistan’s developmental priorities under CPEC (Qazi et al., 2019). These scholarships play a
dual role: for Pakistan, they address skill shortages and build domestic human capital; for China,
they serve as instruments of educational diplomacy, cultivating goodwill among future leaders
and professionals (Nye, 2004; Wolf, 2020).

However, questions remain about the reintegration of graduates into Pakistan’s job market and
whether the skills acquired are being fully utilized (Zaidi, 2015).
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Mechanisms of CPEC Educational and Cultural Cooperation

Dimension Mechanism Benefits for Pakistan Benefits for China

Academic Alliances CPEC-UA, MoUs, dual- Access to global academic Institutionalized role in BRI
degree programs networks, capacity building knowledge corridor

Research Joint centers (e.g., CPJRC-ES, Solutions to local problems, Expands research influence and

Collaboration Cotton Bio-Tech Lab) skill transfer regional leadership

Human Capital Scholarships, training Bridges skill gaps in key Cultivates goodwill and soft

Development programs sectors power

Cultural Exchange Confucius Institutes, Urdu Language & cultural Strengthens people-to-people
programs understanding diplomacy

Strategic Symbolism CPEC universities as soft Higher education Consolidates China’s influence in
power tools internationalization South Asia

Table: 3.3

3.4 Cultural and Language Integration Mechanisms

Cultural exchange forms another critical component of CPEC-linked educational initiatives.
Confucius Institutes, currently operating in several Pakistani universities (e.g., at National
University of Modern Languages, Islamabad), provide Mandarin language training and cultural
programs aimed at easing communication barriers (Pan, 2019). Conversely, Pakistani institutions
have begun promoting Urdu language studies in select Chinese universities, albeit at a smaller
scale (Haider & Fang, 2016).

These initiatives serve two primary functions. First, they address the language barrier, which is
one of the key obstacles to effective academic collaboration (Qazi et al., 2019). Second, they act
as vehicles of cultural diplomacy, reinforcing the symbolic narrative of “all-weather Friendship”
between Pakistan and China (Wolf, 2020). While some critics argue that Confucius Institutes
advance Chinese cultural hegemony (Brady, 2017), their growing presence highlights the role of
cultural integration in educational cooperation.
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Cultural and Language Integration Mechanisms

Component Details Significance Challenges Sources
Confucius Institutes - Located in several Pakistani - Provides Mandarin - Criticized for promoting Pan, 2019
universities, e.g., National language training. Chinese cultural hegemony.
University of Modern - Eases communication
Languages. barriers in academic

collaboration.

Urdu Language - Pakistani institutions - Addresses language barrier, - Still limited in scale and Haider & Fang, 2016
Promotion promoting Urdu in select facilitating better academic reach.
Chinese universities. collaboration.
Cultural Diplomacy - Confucius Institutes serve - Reinforces the “all-weather - Risk of being perceived as Wolf, 2020; Brady,
as vehicles for cultural friendship” narrative between advancing Chinese cultural 2017
diplomacy. Pakistan and China. dominance.
Table: 3.4

3.5 Symbolism and Strategic Value of CPEC Universities

CPEC universities and their associated initiatives hold symbolic significance beyond their
immediate educational functions. They embody the strategic convergence of development and
diplomacy. For China, these institutions are instruments of soft power projection in South Asia,
complementing economic investments with people-to-people ties (Nye, 2004; Li, 2019). For
Pakistan, they represent opportunities to internationalize higher education, gain access to modern
research facilities, and align academic curricula with global development trends (Yang, 2018).

Nevertheless, the strategic value of these universities should be critically assessed. While they
offer substantial opportunities, there is a risk that they function more as showcase projects than
as sustainable models of academic excellence (Wolf, 2020). Without careful monitoring and
investment in local capacity, CPEC universities may reinforce dependency rather than enable
Pakistan’s higher education system to become self-sufficient and globally competitive (Zaidi,
2015).
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Symbolism and Strategic Value of CPEC Universities

Component Details Significance Challenges Sources
Symbolism of - Represent the - Soft power projection for China in - Risk of being perceived as Nye, 2004; Li, 2019
CPEC convergence of South Asia. showcase projects rather than
Universities development and - Opportunities for Pakistan to sustainable models of excellence.

diplomacy. internationalize higher education

and gain access to modern
research.

Strategic Value - Align Pakistan’s - Promotes international - Potential for reinforcing Wolf, 2020; Zaidi,
education with global collaboration and modern research dependency on China’s academic 2015
development trends. facilities. model rather than fostering self-

sufficiency.
Table: 3.5

4.0 OPPORTUNITIES FOR EDUCATIONAL INTEGRATION

4.1 Capacity Building and Institutional Development

One of the most significant opportunities arising from CPEC universities is the potential for
capacity building within Pakistan’s higher education system. Partnerships with Chinese
institutions provide access to advanced laboratories, modern pedagogical methods, and research
infrastructure that many Pakistani universities struggle to establish independently (Haider &
Fang, 2016; Qazi, Ahmed, & Hardaker, 2019). For example, joint engineering programs enable
Pakistani students and faculty to benefit from China’s strong emphasis on applied research and
innovation, particularly in sectors such as renewable energy, civil engineering, and information
technology (Cheng, 2020).

These collaborations also support faculty development through exchange programs, workshops,
and co-teaching initiatives. By aligning Pakistan’s curriculum with global standards, CPEC
universities can gradually bridge the gap between local needs and international competitiveness.
In the long term, such partnerships may enhance the quality of teaching, research output, and
global rankings of Pakistani universities (Qazi et al., 2019; Li, 2019).

4.2 Human Capital Development through Scholarships

Scholarship programs linked to CPEC have created unprecedented opportunities for Pakistani
students. As noted earlier, Pakistan is among the top five countries sending students to China,
with over 28,000 students enrolled in Chinese universities by 2020 (Li, 2019). These
scholarships are strategically oriented toward STEM disciplines that directly support CPEC
projects, such as energy technologies, transportation systems, and computer science (Haider &
Fang, 2016).

www.ijafssr.com Copyright © The Author, All rights reserved Page 35




International Journal of Accounting Finance and Social Science Research (IJAFSSR)

ISSN: 3049-3552
Volume 3 Issue 6, November-December 2025, pp 26-42

For Pakistan, this creates a pipeline of highly trained graduates equipped with advanced technical
skills that are scarce in the domestic labor market (Qazi et al., 2019). For students, it provides
exposure to world-class research environments and opportunities for cross-cultural learning (Pan,
2019). These dynamics hold promise for raising Pakistan’s human capital index and
strengthening its capacity to manage mega-projects with indigenous expertise (Cheng, 2020).

4.3 Research Collaboration and Knowledge Transfer
Another opportunity lies in joint research and knowledge transfer. Sino-Pak collaborations have
expanded into areas such as artificial intelligence, climate change adaptation, sustainable
agriculture, and disaster management (Cheng, 2020; Qazi et al., 2019). The establishment of
specialized research centers enables Pakistan to tap into Chinese expertise while contextualizing
innovations for local challenges (Haider & Fang, 2016).

Importantly, joint publications and conferences serve to internationalize Pakistan’s research
community, giving scholars greater visibility in global academic forums (Li, 2019).
Collaborative work can also drive innovation ecosystems in Pakistan, linking universities with
industry and policymakers to promote applied research and commercialization of knowledge
(Pan, 2019). Such outcomes align with Pakistan’s broader goal of transitioning from a
consumption-driven to a knowledge-driven economy (Cheng, 2020).

4.4 Cultural Exchange and People-to-People Connectivity

CPEC universities also function as platforms for cultural diplomacy and mutual understanding.
Confucius Institutes in Pakistan and Urdu study programs in China encourage students and
faculty to engage with each other’s language, history, and traditions (Pan, 2019; Haider & Fang,
2016). These exchanges reduce cultural barriers, improve collaboration, and strengthen the
perception of China and Pakistan as “iron brothers” (Wolf, 2020).

Beyond language, joint summer schools, cultural festivals, and exchange tours provide
experiential learning opportunities that foster empathy, respect, and intercultural competencies
among students (Cheng, 2020). Such initiatives are particularly important in addressing
stereotypes and building long-term trust at the societal level, extending cooperation beyond state-
to-state relations (Li, 2019).

4.5 Positioning Pakistan as a Regional Knowledge Hub

Finally, educational integration under CPEC has the potential to reposition Pakistan as a regional
hub for higher education. By hosting CPEC-linked research centers and attracting international
scholars through joint programs, Pakistan can leverage its geographic location to serve as a
bridge between South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East (Qazi et al., 2019).
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If harnessed effectively, this could transform Pakistan’s higher education sector into a regional
platform for innovation, policy dialogue, and cross-border collaboration (Pan, 2019).

In turn, this would not only enhance Pakistan’s academic reputation but also support its broader
developmental agenda by linking education with economic diversification and regional
integration (Cheng, 2020).

4.6 Summary of Opportunities

Taken together, these opportunities suggest that CPEC universities are not peripheral initiatives
but central nodes in the knowledge dimension of BRI (Haider & Fang, 2016; Li, 2019). They
address critical gaps in Pakistan’s higher education sector, provide avenues for student and
faculty mobility, foster joint research, and build cultural linkages (Qazi et al., 2019; Pan, 2019).
Most importantly, they create the possibility of shifting CPEC’s narrative from one of economic
dependence to one of mutual intellectual empowerment (Cheng, 2020).

5.0 CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS

5.1 Quality Assurance and Accreditation

One of the most pressing concerns is the issue of quality assurance in joint academic programs.
While dual-degree schemes and collaborative curricula are increasingly common, they often face
problems of recognition and equivalence within domestic higher education frameworks. For
example, degrees obtained through joint arrangements may not be uniformly accredited by
Pakistan’s Higher Education Commission (HEC) or recognized by international bodies,
undermining the employability of graduates (Qazi et al., 2019). Inconsistent standards also risk
reinforcing perceptions that such programs serve political or symbolic purposes rather than
meeting rigorous academic benchmarks. Without robust monitoring mechanisms, CPEC-linked
initiatives may inadvertently compromise academic credibility instead of enhancing it.

5.2 Language and Cultural Barriers

Despite the establishment of Confucius Institutes in Pakistan and Urdu centers in China,
language proficiency remains a significant barrier. The majority of Pakistani students struggle
with Mandarin, while Chinese faculty may lack fluency in English or Urdu, complicating
classroom instruction and research collaboration (Haider & Fang, 2016). Beyond language,
cultural differences such as divergent academic traditions, expectations regarding classroom
participation, or gender dynamics pose additional challenges to integration. These barriers not
only slow the pace of collaboration but also create risks of misunderstanding and frustration
among students and faculty, limiting the depth of academic exchange.
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5.3 Brain Drain and Reintegration Challenges

While scholarships in China provide valuable skills to Pakistani students, the issue of brain drain
remains unresolved. Many graduates choose to remain abroad due to better employment
opportunities, advanced research facilities, or personal aspirations (Zaidi, 2015). Those who do
return often face difficulties in reintegration, as Pakistan’s domestic job market may lack the
infrastructure or demand to absorb highly specialized expertise (Li, 2019). This mismatch
between training abroad and local opportunities risks reducing the long-term benefits of CPEC
scholarships for Pakistan’s higher education and economic systems.

5.4 Dependency and Academic Autonomy

Another critical concern is the potential for dependency on Chinese models and funding. While
collaboration under CPEC provides much-needed resources, it also raises fears that Pakistan’s
higher education system may become overly reliant on Chinese curricula, teaching frameworks,
and financial support (Wolf, 2020). Such dependency could undermine academic autonomy,
limiting the ability of Pakistani institutions to pursue independent priorities or adapt knowledge
to local contexts. In the long term, this may reinforce structural asymmetries, where China
remains the primary provider of expertise while Pakistan remains the recipient.

5.5 Unequal Institutional Capacity and Resource Distribution

Not all Pakistani universities are equally equipped to participate in CPEC-linked initiatives. Elite
institutions in major urban centers such as Islamabad, Lahore, and Karachi benefit
disproportionately, while universities in rural or underdeveloped regions remain largely excluded
(Qazi et al.,, 2019). This uneven distribution of opportunities risks exacerbating existing
inequalities within Pakistan’s higher education landscape. Moreover, the lack of institutional
capacity in many universities—ranging from insufficient research infrastructure to weak
administrative systems—Ilimits their ability to sustain long-term collaboration with Chinese
partners.

5.6 Geopolitical Sensitivities and External Critiques

CPEC universities also operate within a broader geopolitical environment marked by regional
competition and skepticism. India, the United States, and some European actors have criticized
BRI initiatives as vehicles of Chinese geopolitical influence, often framing them as “debt traps”
or instruments of strategic control (Brady, 2017). These narratives sometimes extend to the
educational domain, where Chinese-sponsored institutions are viewed as instruments of soft
power projection rather than purely academic ventures. Such perceptions can undermine the
legitimacy of CPEC universities internationally and limit their ability to forge partnerships
beyond the Sino-Pak framework.
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5.7 Summary of Limitations

In sum, while CPEC universities offer transformative opportunities, they also face significant
challenges that must be addressed to ensure sustainability. Accreditation gaps, language barriers,
brain drain, dependency risks, institutional inequalities, and geopolitical sensitivities all
complicate the realization of an equitable and effective educational partnership. Addressing these
challenges requires not only institutional reforms within Pakistan but also a more balanced
framework of cooperation that emphasizes reciprocity, quality assurance, and long-term capacity
building.

6. POLICY IMPLICATIONS

6.1 Strengthening Quality Assurance and Accreditation Mechanisms

To enhance the credibility of CPEC-linked educational programs, Pakistan and China must
establish joint quality assurance frameworks. These could include bilateral accreditation boards
that harmonize academic standards, ensure equivalence of joint degrees, and facilitate
international recognition (Qazi et al., 2019). Regular peer reviews, external audits, and
benchmarking against global standards (e.g., QS, THE rankings) should be institutionalized.
Such mechanisms would prevent academic dilution and reinforce the legitimacy of CPEC
universities in the global higher education landscape.

6.2 Enhancing Language and Cultural Preparedness

Addressing language and cultural barriers requires a more systematic investment in linguistic
training. For Pakistan, expanding Mandarin instruction across universities beyond Confucius
Institutes would prepare students for academic mobility and cross-cultural collaboration.
Conversely, Chinese universities should broaden their offerings in English medium instruction
(EMI) and Urdu language studies to improve mutual comprehension. Joint summer schools,
cultural immersion programs, and student exchange initiatives should be scaled up to cultivate
intercultural competencies and reduce misunderstandings (Pan, 2019).

6.3 Preventing Brain Drain and Facilitating Reintegration

To mitigate the risks of brain, drain, policies must focus on creating attractive reintegration
pathways for returning graduates. Pakistan should expand post-study employment schemes,
research grants, and startup incubation opportunities for CPEC-trained alumni. Strengthening
university—industry linkages can ensure that the advanced skills acquired abroad are effectively
absorbed into Pakistan’s domestic economy (Zaidi, 2015). Collaborative alumni networks could
also serve as platforms for mentoring, knowledge sharing, and professional mobility within the
Sino-Pak educational space.
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6.4 Ensuring Academic Autonomy and Balanced Cooperation

While Chinese support is invaluable, Pakistan must avoid overdependence on Chinese models
and funding. To safeguard academic autonomy, joint ventures should emphasize co-creation
rather than unilateral transfer of curricula or governance systems (Wolf, 2020). Establishing
equal representation in decision-making bodies of joint universities, and encouraging local
adaptation of Chinese practices, would strengthen ownership on the Pakistani side. Pakistan
should also diversify its higher education partnerships by engaging with other BRI and non-

BRI countries, thereby reducing asymmetry and creating a more balanced academic ecosystem.

6.5 Bridging Institutional Inequalities within Pakistan

To prevent concentration of opportunities in elite urban universities, policies should ensure the
inclusive distribution of CPEC-linked resources. This could involve establishing regional
research hubs in underdeveloped areas such as Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where
CPEC projects are concentrated. Capacity-building initiatives such as faculty training, digital
infrastructure, and research funding must be extended to less-privileged universities, ensuring
that CPEC strengthens the overall national system rather than deepening existing disparities.

6.6 Promoting Transparency and Addressing Geopolitical Perceptions

Given the skepticism surrounding BRI globally, it is critical that CPEC educational initiatives
prioritize transparency, accountability, and inclusivity. Joint universities should publish detailed
reports on funding sources, academic outcomes, and governance structures to counter
perceptions of opacity. Engaging with international organizations (e.g., UNESCO, World Bank)
and involving neutral third parties in monitoring could enhance credibility. Furthermore,
positioning CPEC universities as part of a global network of knowledge hubs— rather than
exclusively Sino-Pak projects—would broaden their legitimacy and help navigate geopolitical
sensitivities (Brady, 2017).

6.7 Linking Education with Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Finally, CPEC universities should align their academic and research agendas with the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGSs), particularly SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG
7 (Affordable and Clean Energy), and SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure). By
situating their contributions within a global development discourse, Sino-Pak educational
collaborations can gain broader recognition and legitimacy, while also ensuring that academic
integration contributes directly to sustainable socio-economic outcomes.

7.0 CONCLUSION
The China—Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), traditionally viewed as a project centered on
infrastructure and geopolitics, is emerging as a transformative educational initiative that bridges
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the gap between knowledge, diplomacy, and development. This paper highlights the role of
CPEC universities and associated programs, such as the CPEC University Alliance and
scholarship initiatives, as key drivers of Sino-Pakistani cooperation. These educational
frameworks have the potential to enhance Pakistan's higher education system, build research
capacity, and foster people-to-people connections. Additionally, they align with China's soft
power strategy, promoting knowledge diplomacy and South-South cooperation. However,
challenges such as quality assurance, brain drain, and institutional inequalities must be addressed
to ensure sustainable integration.

To overcome these obstacles, comprehensive policies are needed, focusing on strengthening
accreditation, expanding language training, and ensuring equitable distribution of resources
across Pakistan’s higher education institutions. By aligning with global partnerships and the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), CPEC universities can enhance their legitimacy and
impact. This study shifts the focus of CPEC research from infrastructure to education, offering
valuable insights for stakeholders. Ultimately, the success of CPEC universities in fostering
innovation and cooperation will depend on balancing opportunities with academic autonomy,
and inclusivity with capacity building, ensuring a future of sustainable, human centered progress
in Sino-Pak relations.
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