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ABSTRACT

This paper examines students' educational choices in China's Vocational Education and Training
(VET) to explain VET's low social reputation. Using individualisation theory to analyse administrative
records, interviews, and autobiographical stories, it identifies three historical stages of VET students'
choices: (1) 1978-1991, when VET was "the first choice" for graduates; (2) 1992-2000, a period of
polarised choices during the transition from a planned to a market economy; (3) 2001-present, when
VET became "the last choice" under the socialist market economy. The study reveals how declining
state endorsement and rising individualistic rationality shape students’ decisions, providing insights into
VET's evolving trajectory and influencing factors across eras.
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