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Abstract
The research examines how Chinese educational leaders (CEL) perceive
transnational educational leadership training (TNELT) programme characteristics,
its impact on CEL’ understanding of the Finnish and Chinese education systems
and their leadership practices. The focus of the research is people’s perceptions.
The overall research problem is: How do CEL perceive TNELT programme
characteristics and impact? The main research problem was examined through
three research questions: (1) What are CEL’ perceptions of the characteristics of
an effective TNELT programme? (Study I) (2) How do CEL perceive the impact
of Sino-Finnish TNELT programme on their understanding of Finnish and
Chinese education systems? (Study II & Study III) and (3) How do CEL perceive
the impact of Sino-Finnish TNELT programme on their leadership practices?
(Study II & Study III) The research employed multiple case studies. A qualitative
approach was adopted for the research. The data was collected by means of
interviews, learning reports and reflection workshops.
The thesis comprises three refereed sub-studies and a summary. The findings
show that: (1) Perceived programme characteristics consists of content, methods,
format and social aspects; (2) Perceived impact on CEL’ understanding of the
Finnish and Chinese education systems contains equality and equity, autonomy,
physical and social environment, quality and quantity of teachers, and role of
decision-makers; (3) Perceived impact on CEL’ leadership practices comprised of
a different form of leadership, confidence, and willingness to change.
The findings help us to understand: what makes good TNELT programmes for
CEL? I argue that ethical issues must be taken into consideration for sustainable
Finnish education export to China. The research is relevant for those who work on
other contexts of edu-business, especially between Europe and China.
Keywords: transnational educational leadership training programmes, Chinese
educational leaders, perceptions, programme characteristics, programme impact,
education systems, leadership practices.
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Havaintoja ohjelmien ominaisuuksista ja vaikutuksista:
Tapaustutkimuksia
kiinalais-suomalaisista
koulutusjohtamiskoulutuksista

ylikansallisista

Tiivistelmä
Tutkimuksessa analysoidaan, kuinka kiinalaiset koulutusjohtajat näkevät
monikansallisen koulutusjohtajakoulutuksen (KJK) ohjelman ominaispiirteet, sen
vaikutukset kiinalaisten koulutusjohtajien ymmärrykseen suomalaisesta ja
kiinalaisesta koulutusjärjestelmästä ja heidän johtamiskäytäntöihinsä.
Tutkimuksen keskiössä ovat ihmisten näkemykset. Tutkimuksen pääongelma on,
millaisina kiinalaiset koulutusjohtajat näkevät KJK-ohjelman ominaisuudet ja
vaikutukset. Tutkimusongelmaa lähestyttiin kolmen tutkimuskysymyksen kautta:
(1) Millaisia ovat kiinalaisten koulutusjohtajien näkemykset tehokkaan KJKohjelman ominaisuuksista? (Tutkimus I) (2) Millaisia näkemyksiä kiinalaisilla
koulutusjohtajilla on kiinalais-suomalaisen KJK-ohjelman vaikutuksista
ymmärrykseensä suomalaisesta ja kiinalaisesta koulutusjärjestelmästä?
(Tutkimus II & III) ja (3) Millaisia näkemyksiä kiinalaisilla koulutusjohtajilla on
kiinalais-suomalaisen KJK-ohjelman vaikutuksista johtamiskäytäntöihinsä?
(Tutkimus II & III). Tutkimuksen lähestymistapa on laadullinen ja se sisältää
useita tapaustutkimuksia. Tutkimusaineistoa olivat haastattelut, oppimisraportit ja
reflektiotyöpajojen pöytäkirjat.
Väitöskirja koostuu kolmesta vertaisarvioidusta artikkelista ja yhteenvedosta.
Löydökset osoittavat, että: (1) Ohjelman havaitut ominaisuudet koostuvat
sisällöstä, menetelmistä, toimintavasta ja sosiaalisista seikoista; (2) Havaitut
vaikutukset koulutusjohtajien ymmärrykseen suomalaisesta ja kiinalaisesta
koulutusjärjestelmästä koskivat tasa-arvoa ja oikeudenmukaisuutta, autonomiaa,
fyysistä ja sosiaalista ympäristöä, opettajien laatua ja määrää ja
päätöksentekijöiden roolia; (3) Havaitut
vaikutukset koulutusjohtajien
johtamiskäytäntöihin sisälsivät erilaisia johtajuuden muotoja, itsevarmuutta ja
muutoshalukkuutta.
Löydökset auttavat ymmärtämään, mitä hyvä KJK-ohjelma tarkoittaa kiinalaisille
koulutusjohtajille. Esitän, että eettiset kysymykset pitää ottaa huomioon
kestävässä suomalaisessa koulutusviennissä Kiinaan. Tutkimus on relevantti
myös muissa koulutusliiketoiminnan konteksteissa työskenteleville, erityisesti
Euroopan ja Kiinan välillä.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Statement of problem
The role of the school principal and university president is important, and training
is a tool to develop leadership capacities. The quality of principal training is an
important element in measuring the professional development of principals (Yu,
2003).
In the context of China, there have been two main types of training for
educational leaders: domestic educational leadership training (the traditional type),
and overseas educational leadership training (the new type). The latter has been
emerging due to the boost of China’s economy. With the country’s developmental
trend, some educational leadership training is becoming a mixed picture: overseas
trainers come to China, and Chinese educational leaders (CEL) stay in China to
attend the training. This phenomenon is called transnational educational
leadership training (TNELT). In this thesis, I take Finnish training as an example
to illustrate participants’ perceptions of the TNELT programme. Therefore, the
core of my PhD thesis is perception, and the context is transnational education
(TNE).
Before moving to the context, it is important to distinguish training and
professional development. In the context of China, 培训 (peixun) refers to training,
while 专业发展 (zhuanye fazhan) means professional development. There are
many forms of professional development, and training is just one of them. I am
aware that most current studies written in English deal with continuing
professional development (CPD). However, I will stick to the term “training”
throughout the thesis for three reasons. Firstly, the phenomenon I study is called
a training programme, which derives from training. Secondly, training is a more
focused term than professional development. The entire thesis stays within that
focus. Thirdly, the participants I study are from China and using this term is easier
for Chinese readers to understand the context.
1.1.1 The context of transnational education (TNE)
This work is inspired by 燕伋(Yan Ji), a distinguished teacher in my hometown,
Qianyang, in Shaanxi Province, China. Yan Ji (541-476 BCE) was one of the 72
outstanding students of 孔子(Confucius) (551-479 BCE), the revered Chinese
philosopher and educationalist. During his life, 燕伋(Yan Ji) visited Confucius
three times and spent a total of 17 years abroad in Lu State (in Shandong Province,
nowadays a coastal part of eastern China). His most influential contribution is the
greatest respect for “The First Teacher” (Confucius). The evidence is that he spent
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18 years building a small hill, named 燕伋望鲁台(Yan Ji Wanglutai). Therefore, I
argue that TNE already existed in ancient times and is nothing new.
In the post-modern era, globalization involves the intensification of
movements of people, ideas and capitals. It presents new opportunities, challenges,
and risks. Globalization is regarded as a process impacting internationalization
(Knight, 2003, p.3). Globalization offers the social and economic contexts under
which the internationalization of education is taking place; meanwhile,
globalization and internationalization are considered very different processes
(Guo & Guo, 2016, p.4). As Knight (2003) puts it, “internationalization is
changing the world of education and globalization is changing the world of
internationalization” (p.3). The internationalization of education brings an
increasing phenomenon: TNE.
Different definitions of TNE have been discussed. The definition of TNE was
first introduced by Dos Santos as “higher education activities in which the learners
are located in a host country different from the one where the awarding institution
is based” (2000, p.7). One year later, the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and Council of Europe (2001) launched an
official definition of TNE:
All types of higher education study programmes, or sets of courses
of study, or educational services (including those of distance
education) in which the learners are located in a country different
from the one where the awarding institution is based. Such
programmes may belong to the education system of a State different
from the State in which it operates or may operate independently of
any national education system.
Here, the educational services include, among others, “training modules that lead
to professional development” (UNESCO, 2001, p.2).
Another recent definition of TNE is “the mobility of higher education
programmes and institutions/providers across international borders” (Knight &
Liu, 2017, p.15). For the purpose of this research, I understand TNE through the
second and third of these definitions. In my thesis, I look at two Finnish training
programmes in Finland and one in China. For the training in Finland, the Chinese
educational leaders travel to Finland to attend the training. For the training in
China, the Finnish trainers travel to China to give lectures.
Different forms of TNE exist. Some studies (OECD, 2004; Gu, 2009; Zhang,
2012) divide TNE into three types: people, programmes and institutions. Knight
(2016, p.39) develops a common TNE framework of categories and definitions,
which includes two major categories: collaborative TNE provision and
independent (foreign) TNE provision. The former involves collaboration between
local and foreign providers, while the latter involves a foreign sending provider
operating without any formalized academic collaboration with local higher
education institutions. Knight further divides the two categories into different
18
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modes. The collaborative category includes four modes, and the independent
contains three (see Table 1).
Table 1 Common TNE Framework (adjusted from Knight, 2016, pp.39-44)
Categories

Modes

Collaborative TNE provision

Independent (foreign) TNE
provision

1. Twinning program
2. Joint/double/multiple degree programs
3. Co-founded or co-developed universities
4. Locally supported distance education
programs

1. International branch campus
2. Franchise university/provider
3. Distance education

Different notions of professional development are at play in TNE set-ups. From
the receiving side, TNE is a “quick fix” strategy for developing the capacity of
domestic education systems, both quantitatively and potentially qualitatively.
TNE is also expected to enhance the innovation ability and competitiveness of
domestic higher education programmes. (Knight, 2007).
Four general approaches to transnational postsecondary education can be
discussed: mutual understanding, skilled migration, revenue generation and
capacity building (OECD, 2006; Gu, 2009). Europe has placed more emphasis on
mutual understanding, capacity building and human resources development (Gu,
2009). The capacity building approach views TNE as a means to meet an unmet
demand and help build capacity for quality higher education (OECD, 2006). Gu
(2009) argues that the rationale for developing TNE in China is to enhance the
overall educational system, to diversify educational supply, to build capacity for
colleges and universities, and to attract and develop human resources. Meanwhile,
the British Council and the German Academic Exchange Service (2014) study the
impact of TNE in host countries from four perspectives: academic, cultural/social,
economic and skills-related.
Traditionally, more attention has been focused on those countries that are
sending TNE programmes abroad than on the host or receiving countries (British
Council and German Academic Exchange Service, 2014), and research from the
receiving country perspective is significantly underrepresented (Knight & Liu,
2017, p.15). Therefore, my thesis fills the gap by studying TNE from a receiving
country perspective, namely, from that of China. I am interested in those
representatives of CEL who have taken the Finnish training programmes, and the
focus here is on their perceptions.
Alternatively, the Finnish training programmes for CEL could be studied from
the perspective of academic mobility. The definitions of academic mobility given
by Leung (2013) and UNESCO (2017) fit my research quite well. They both
acknowledge the fact that people are the core of academic mobility and of three
areas (study, teaching and research) during mobility. However, the two definitions
19
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have different scopes. The former includes mobility inside or outside one’s home
country, while the latter only refers to mobility outside one’s home country. While
the former does not mention what will happen after mobility, the latter clearly
states that people will return to their home country after mobility. My research can
be a combination and extension of elements from these two definitions. The focus
can be faculty/staff mobility, especially educational leaders’ mobility. This type
of academic mobility has three key elements: (1) movement across borders (inside
or outside participants’ home country), (2) study for a certain period of time
(short-term), and (3) return to their home country after mobility. I am aware that
academic mobility could be a very interesting perspective for studying this
phenomenon. However, for the purpose of coherence and consistence, I decided
to stick to TNE rather than academic mobility.
1.1.2 The Sino-Finnish transnational educational leadership training
(TNELT) programme as an example
Both China and Finland are actively promoting TNE cooperation. The past few
years have witnessed growing education cooperation between the two countries.
Governmental and institutional cooperation are the most typical ways. During
Chinese Vice-Premier Liu Yandong’s visit to Finland in 2015, China and Finland
signed the Memorandum of understanding on strengthening comprehensive
cooperation on education (MOU) (2015, June 9). One scope of the MOU is
teacher training and exchange, which encourages educational authorities and
institutions to carry out teacher training and exchange (MOU, 2015). Based on
this, Beijing Normal University (BNU) and the University of Helsinki (UH) were
appointed as the national coordinating universities and co-established the SinoFinnish Joint Learning Innovation Institute (JoLII) with the concept of a “SinoFinnish learning garden” in Beijing (2015, November 17). The cooperation
reached its highest level when Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Finland in
April 2017. China and Finland launched the Joint Declaration on Establishing
and Promoting the Future-oriented New-type Cooperative Partnership, and one
part of education cooperation is teacher training (2017, April 5). This cooperation
was further strengthened when Finnish President Sauli Niinisto visited China in
January 2019. China and Finland launched the Joint Action Plan on Promoting
the Future-oriented New-type Cooperative Partnership (2019-2023), and one part
of cooperation on education and learning is to develop all levels of teacher training
(2019, January 14)
Strong overseas educational leadership training initiative in
China
In recent years, the Chinese Ministry of Education (MOE) has been actively
developing educational leadership competencies through promotion of overseas
training programmes. Two overseas training projects have been launched since
20
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2011. One is Sending 10,000 outstanding primary and secondary school teachers
for overseas training (2011-2015) (referred to as TP1 hereafter) (MOE, 2011),
and the other is Sending 1,000 university leaders from Chinese central and
western regions for overseas training (2012-2017) (referred to as TP2 hereafter)
(MOE, 2012).
The two training projects have different aims: TP1 aims to improve the overall
quality and professionalism of excellent school principals nationwide (MOE,
2011), while TP2 aims to develop (1) the higher education system in central and
western China and (2) leadership capacities for the university leaders from these
regions (MOE, 2012). Therefore, TP1 is a kind of elite training, since only a few
school principals have the opportunity to attend. TP2 is a kind of common training
focusing on equity, since many university leaders have the opportunity to attend.
In terms of funding, TP1 was fully sponsored by the Chinese central government,
while TP2 was sponsored by the Hong Kong Pei Hua Education Foundation and
the Lee Shau Kee Foundation. The main countries offering such training
programmes include Australia, Canada, France, Finland, Germany, Ireland, the
Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The Chinese training
organizers include the National Training Centre for Primary School Principals
(NTCPSP), the National Training Centre for Secondary School Principals
(NTCSSP), the China Education Association for International Exchange (CEAIE),
and the National Academy of Education Administration (NAEA). It is worthwhile
mentioning that the NTCPSP, the NTCSSP, and the NAEA all sit directly under
the MOE and deliver educational leadership training programmes nationwide.
However, they have different training focuses. The NTCPSP focuses on primary
school principals’ training; the NTCSSP focuses on secondary school principals’
training; and the NAEA focuses on higher education leadership training. By June
2017, there had been 1,117 Chinese university leaders from 25 provinces
attending TP2 (MOE, 2017). There are no data available about TP1. Table 2
summarizes the profile of the two training projects.
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Table 2 Profile of two training projects
Training
Project

TP1

Aim(s)

Improve the overall quality and
professionalism of excellent school
principals
primary and secondary school principals

TP2

Sending
countries

Australia, Canada, Finland, France,
Germany, the United Kingdom, the
United States, etc.

Chinese
organizers
Actual
number
of
participants

NTCPSP, NTCSSP & CEAIE

Develop: (1) higher education system
in the central and western China;
(2) leadership capacities for the
university leaders from these regions.
university
leaders,
i.e.
(vice)
chairmen and (vice) presidents
1,000 participants from central and
western regions of China
Hong Kong Pei Hua Education
Foundation and Lee Shau Kee
Foundation
Australia,
Canada,
Finland,
Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands,
the United Kingdom, the United
States
NAEA & CEAIE

No data available

1,117

Targeted
participants
Scale
Fund

10,000 participants nationwide
Chinese central government

It is worthwhile mentioning that these two training projects are state-level training
projects in China. In addition, there are many other similar overseas training
programmes sponsored by the Chinese local (i.e. provincial/ municipal)
governments. Further, some non-governmental organizations organize selffunded training programmes for educational leaders.
Among those countries, I chose Finland as a case. Specifically, I selected three
Finnish training programmes for CEL: one is for upper secondary school
principals, and the other two are for university leaders. In other words, the Finnish
training programmes I study are allocated in the context of the two training
projects mentioned above. One major reason for choosing Finland is that Finnish
education has become a hot topic around the global since the first decade of the
2000s. Many countries send policy-makers, researchers, teachers and educational
leaders to Finland to learn the “secret of Finnish success”. China is no exception.
The Finnish training programmes for CEL are specific examples that reflect this
trend. I am interested in digging out the meaning and usefulness of Finnish
training programmes from CEL’s perceptions.
Despite the fact that large-scale overseas training programmes have been
conducted in many developed countries, little research has been done to
understand the value of those programmes for the participants. Whether overseas
leadership training programmes make a difference for CEL or not remains
unknown. Therefore, my thesis represents an effort to study TNELT programme
characteristics and impact from the participants’ perspective.
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Emerging education export initiative in Finland
Education export is a relatively new but growing phenomenon in the Nordic
countries. Finland has been promoting education export since the early 2010s.
There have been debates on this issue throughout the country among policymakers, researchers and students. In his book, Dervin (2012) criticizes the
exaggerated reputation of Finnish education. Heikkinen and Lassnigg (2015, p.2)
argue that the overwhelming discourse of “models” in educational policy and
research contributes to mystification and brands of education. This argumentation
fits with national and trans-national marketing that considers education to be a
function of the business-economic competitiveness of countries, regions or
companies. The authors also cast doubt on researchers’ roles in contributing to
mystification and branding processes. Schatz (2016, p.96) argues that improving
Finnish education export policies might help to turn education into Finland’s
“hottest export”. Similarly, Rönnberg (2017, p.234) claims that education can be
exported and sold as an economic commodity which gains both prominence and
financial importance. Lönnqvist, Laihonen, Cai and Hasanen (2018)
conceptualize education export as an activity aimed at transferring intellectual
capital in a two-way process benefiting both provider and receiver.
Despite the debates, the Finnish government has decided to conduct education
export and give autonomy to individual institutions to do so. Increasingly,
education export has become a key element of the Finnish national brand (CBR,
2010) and national strategy (MOEC, 2010). The country has learnt to use the
business ethos and practices to promote itself with multiple targets such as the
media, the IT world and diplomacy (Liu & Dervin, 2017). China is one of the
target countries for Finland, and one form of education export consist of training
programmes for educational professionals. According to my observation, Finnish
education export is a developing process. At the beginning, it only focused on
basic education due to the country’s success in the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) studies (i.e., education up to the age of 15). Later, it
expanded to other educational sectors, such as higher education, vocational
education, corporate training, environments and infrastructure, consultancy and
companies.
The education training activities have been growing during the past several
years. Both Finnish universities and education companies are offering training
programmes for Chinese school principals and teachers, as well as university
leaders and teachers. To my knowledge, so far, most training programmes are
about a basic education level. There are no official data about how many training
programmes have been conducted in the whole country, since each Finnish
education provider can decide to negotiate with Chinese organizers, and Finnish
training providers are competing with each other for Chinese customers.
Therefore, Finland’s initiative to conduct education export matches China’s
interest in training its educational leaders abroad. My research looks at this
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phenomenon from the participants’ perspective, i.e. that of CEL. I am interested
in exploring CEL’s perceptions and experiences of the Finnish training
programmes.
A personal context for the research
On a personal and practical level, the research emerged from my curiosity about
how CEL studied the Finnish training programmes, how they perceive their
learning experiences in a TNE context, and how I, as a researcher, could help the
academic community better understand CEL’s perceptions of programme
characteristics and impact. Having been a practitioner at Baoji University of Arts
and Sciences (China) for six years, I am well-versed in the context of overseas
educational leadership training in China. I have coordinated my university
presidents’ and (vice) chairmen’s attendance at similar training programmes in
Australia, Canada and the United States. During my work, I found this
phenomenon was little understood and studied at the practical and theoretical
levels, due to its newness. Therefore, I developed this as my research topic. In
fact, I informally started following the two training projects already in 2011.
As a student at two different Finnish universities for seven years, I have
experienced the dramatic structural changes in the Finnish higher education (FHE)
landscape. Neoliberalism has gradually affected Finland, a Nordic welfare state.
To my understanding, university mergers and budget cuts in Finland have forced
Finnish higher education institutions (HEIs) to balance economical situations via
education export. The Finnish training programmes for CEL are specific examples
that reflect what has happened in the FHE landscape. Although the main debates
and discussion in Finnish academia are about the necessity of education export
and how to do it, my research interest has been the quality and impact of Finnish
education export. In particular, I want to determine what has happened after
Finnish training programmes: How do the learners (i.e. CEL) perceive programme
quality and impact? In my research, I interviewed 20 representatives of CEL who
have attended the Finnish training programmes between 2011 and 2015. I admired
the passion, insight, and openness of CEL who have embraced the merits and
shortcomings of Finnish training programmes and reflected on education system
differences between China and Finland. More information about my position will
be presented in Chapter 3 (Methodology).
1.1.3 Studies on TNELT programme
The literature that my research is based on was primarily written in English or in
Chinese, with some also in French. I have endeavoured to include as many studies
in Chinese as possible.
Studies on TNELT programmes are insufficient. Most of the current studies
(e.g. Zhang, 2010; Wilson & Xue, 2013; Ma, 2015) focus on formal school
leadership training in the national context, and only a few studies (e.g. Wang, 2007;
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Yang & Brayman, 2010) examine the participants’ conceptions and experience of
Western modes of teaching and learning in the transnational context. More
researches are needed to link between educational leadership training and
leadership practices to better understand the characteristics of educational
leadership training that most strongly support quality leadership practices (Fuller,
Young & Baker, 2011).
Previous research on TNELT programmes for CEL has been conducted in
different contexts. Hölttä, Pekkola, and Cai (2009) studied the possibilities of
exporting Finnish expertise to China by training Chinese university leaders in
Finland, and they regard this as a suitable approach to implementing Finnish
internationalisation strategies concerning China. Cook (2014) described the
practices that have evolved over time for hosting Chinese university leaders’
training programmes. Yu (2014) analysed the content and format of the university
leadership overseas training programmes organized by the NAEA from 2003 to
2012. Another recent study (Wang & Wang, 2017) comprehensively described the
whole process of attending a university leadership training programme in the
United Kingdom, including every lecture and every question and answer
exchanged between the British trainers and Chinese participants.
Other studies concern the necessity of overseas training programmes for
Chinese university leaders. Rui (2010) argues that it is a waste of tax money to
send university leaders to attend overseas training programmes, because
university leaders can still have many opportunities to learn things without going
abroad, and the money should be spent wisely (e.g. to help a poor family who
cannot afford to study at the university). In another study, Xu (2010) claims that
the university leaders must take overseas training programmes seriously and be
able to contextualize what they have learnt afterwards.
Studies on TNELT programme characteristics
There has been extensive discussion in the literature on effective professional
development for educational leaders. There are a number of studies on the features
or characteristics of effective professional development (e.g. Guskey, 2003;
Hunzicker, 2010), others are concerned with the design of professional
development for leaders (e.g. Cacioppe, 1998; Sparks, 2002), as well as the
evaluation of professional development (e.g. Guskey, 2000; Hannum & Martineau,
2008). There is also a growing focus on school leaders’ perceptions of
professional development inside the system (e.g. Zhang, 2010; Wilson & Xue,
2013). Further, there are studies (Yu, 2008; Shi, 2009) examining the features of
overseas training programmes for Chinese university leaders: (1) targeted; (2)
focused on interactions and exchanges; (3) including pre-training and posttraining as important parts of the whole training; (4) focused on summarizing and
developing training results to expand training efficacy; (5) conducting
comparative research on the status of higher education at home and abroad; (6)
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visiting foreign universities to learn about university governance; and (7) utilizing
the intellectual resources at home and abroad.
Even though researchers offer numerous explanations for how to define an
“effective” professional development programme, there is little agreement
regarding what actually constitutes the key components of such activities (Guskey,
2003; Sparks, 2004). Therefore, this research endeavours to explore CEL
perspectives on programme characteristics.
Studies on TNELT programme impact
The studies on TNELT programme impact mainly view it from either the
participants’ perspective or an evaluation perspective.
The studies on investigating the impact from the participants’ perspective
include research papers and reflection papers/books. Wang (2007) examined 20
Chinese educational leaders’ conceptions of learning and leadership after taking
an Australian offshore programme from 2002 to 2003. The findings showed that
there was a shift from content/utilitarian-orientated learning conceptions to
meaning/developmental-orientated conceptions, as well as a shift from
task/directive-orientated
conceptions
about
leadership
to
motivation/collaborative-orientated conceptions.
Cook (2008) explored the changes in 19 Chinese university leaders after they
took the training programme at the University of Michigan in 2006. His study
showed that the training helped Chinese university leaders: (1) improve the
student experience, (2) develop alumni relations, (3) improve technology transfer
and government, industry and community relations, (4) build a world-class faculty,
(5) implement interdisciplinary teaching and research, (6) implement
decentralized management, and (7) pay attention to globalization.
Yang and Brayman (2010) studied 40 Chinese principals’ perceptions and
interpretations on the role of school principals and leadership development after
completing a three-week training programme in Canada in 2011 (pp. 240–244).
The findings showed that the participants’ understanding of administration and
leadership were not as systematic as planned by the training organisers, and
gender imbalance was apparent.
Yu (2012) examined the impact of overseas training programmes (2003-2011)
for Chinese university leaders and found that the training programmes: (1)
enhance university leadership and broaden horizons of Chinese university leaders,
(2) enable Chinese university leaders to learn management experience of foreign
universities and promote Chinese higher education development, and (3) promote
communication and exchange between Chinese universities and foreign
universities.
The authors of the studies mentioned above are either foreign training
providers or Chinese training organizers. They mostly take a specific training
programme as an example to illustrate the programme impact. However, they lack
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multiple case studies to deepen understanding of the specific topic. In addition,
these studies mainly focus on the training context in Australia, Canada and the
United States. The context of a Nordic country, such as Finland, is missing in the
current academic discussion. Therefore, my research endeavors to fill this gap by
looking at the impact of the Finnish training programmes for CEL.
The reflection papers/books mainly focus on comparing Chinese and foreign
education systems and drawing on implications for developing the Chinese higher
education system. They are written by the trainees, i.e. Chinese participants. The
implications include faculty development (Luo, 2004), technology transfer
(Zhang, 2005), the university president selection system and governance structure
(Ma, 2011), funding, capital management, and public relations (Li, 2014),
university development strategies (Xu, 2015), higher education characteristics
(Zhang, 2015; Zhang & Zhao, 2016), the education service system (Liu, 2016),
the dual vocational education system (Xu, 2016), employment and
entrepreneurship (Su, 2016), and student academic support systems (Wang,
2016a). These studies mostly focus on the United States, followed by Germany.
Another recent study (Wang & Wang, 2017) reflected on 23 Chinese university
leaders’ experience of attending a university leadership training programme in the
United Kingdom. In this study, every participant reflected on British higher
education from multiple perspectives. The study offers a rich description of and
reflections on British higher education from the participants’ perspective.
It seems that studying impact on the participants’ understanding of education
systems is an important research paradigm in Chinese academic discussion. Those
implications for Chinese higher education can be regarded as impact on
understanding education systems. Therefore, I would like to retain this paradigm
and study the impact of Finnish training programmes on CEL’s understanding of
the Finnish and Chinese education systems.
The second perspective is to study impact from the evaluation perspective.
Here evaluation serves as a tool to study impact. Guskey (2000, p. 41) defined
evaluation as “the systematic investigation of merit or worth.” Rossi, Lipsey and
Rreeman (2004, p.28) defined programme evaluation as “the use of social research
procedures to systematically investigate the effectiveness of social intervention
programmes.” The purpose of evaluation is to provide feedback to program
managers and sponsors, establish accountability to decision makers, or contribute
to knowledge about social interventions (Rossi et al. 2004, p. 61). The evaluation
of the professional development effect is an important part of university presidents’
leadership, as well as an essential aspect of the university presidents’ leadership
development analysis model (Ma & Xu, 2015, p.13).
Chen (1999) and Guskey (2000) argue that programme evaluation is an
indispensable part of programme operation. They divide programme evaluation
into three types: planning, formative, and summative evaluation. Planning
evaluation happens prior to a programme and helps decision makers know
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whether efforts are made in the right direction and are likely to bring the desired
results. Formative evaluation occurs in the process of the programme and provides
those responsible for the programme with continuing information on whether
things are going as planned and whether expected progress is being made.
Summative evaluation is conducted after the completion of a programme and
offers programme developers and decision makers with judgments on the
program’s overall performance. Norris (2016) holds that programme evaluation
enables a variety of evidence-based decisions and actions, from designing
programs and implementing practices to judging effectiveness and improving
outcomes. Chen (1999) claims that programme evaluation includes: (1)
programme impact, (2) lessons learnt, and (3) policy recommendations. Rossi et
al. (2004) argue that programme evaluation contains one or more of these five
areas: (1) the need for the programme, (2) the design of the programme, (3)
programme implementation and service delivery, (4) programme impact or
outcomes, and (5) programme efficiency.
In terms of evaluation mode, Kirkpatrick (1996) designed a “four-level
evaluation model” to measure learning outcomes: reaction, learning, behaviour
and results. This evaluation model has been widely used in the business and
industry sectors. The model is useful for addressing a broad range of “what”
questions but lacking when it comes to explaining “why” questions (Holton, 1996).
Based on this model, Guskey (2000) further developed a “five-level evaluation
model”, including: (1) participants’ reactions, (2) participants’ learning, (3)
organizational support and change, (4) participants’ use of new knowledge and
skills, and (5) student learning outcomes. Other researchers (Newton, Poon,
Nunes & Stone, 2013; Savaya & Waysman, 2005) argued that a logic model can
be used in programme evaluation. This approach to programme effectiveness
research focuses not only on whether, but also on how and why a programme
worked well. It requires a multi-stage, multi-method design to answer the research
question of how teacher changes are related to teacher education programmes.
Researchers (Zhu, 2009; Yin, 2018) in China have studied the training impact
through an evaluation approach. Zhu (2009) evaluated the school principal
training in China from three perspectives: (1) self-evaluation from the participants,
(2) evaluation from the employers, and (3) evaluation from the training providers.
This evaluation mode focuses only on the domestic school principal training
programme. The TNE context and university leaders training programme was not
tackled. Yin (2018) designed an evaluation index system to study the teachers’
training effectiveness in higher vocational colleges in China. It includes three level
I indexes, six level II indexes, and 21 level III indexes. This evaluation index
system serves as a useful tool for studying the training impact comprehensively.
Therefore, the overall aim of this PhD thesis is to explore TNELT programme
characteristics and impact. Programme impact includes understanding of the
Finnish and Chinese education systems and leadership practices. The perspective
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is the participants’, i.e. CEL’s. It is guided by the following overall research
question: How do CEL perceive TNELT programme characteristics and impact?
In this research, TNELT programmes refer to three Finnish training programmes
for CEL, which took place in Finland and in China between 2011 and 2015. It is
in line with the definition of TNE “training modules that lead to professional
development” (UNESCO, 2001), and “the mobility of higher education
programmes and institutions/providers across international borders” (Knight &
Liu, 2017). CEL refers to general upper secondary school principals, university
(vice) presidents and (vice) chairmen. More information on this will be provided
in Chapter 3 (Methodology).
It is important to clarify several terms in my PhD thesis. The term ‘research’
is the umbrella for the whole thesis. It is used interchangeably with the term ‘(PhD)
thesis’. The term ‘case studies’ refers to (three) sub-studies/studies I-III. In other
words, the whole research/(PhD) thesis includes case studies/(three) substudies/studies I-III. To reach the objective of the case studies/sub-studies, I use
three different Finnish training programmes for CEL. Notably, the three case
studies are not coterminous with the three Finnish training programmes. While
Study II and Study III each draw on one Finnish training programme, Study I
draws on two Finnish training programmes.

1.2 Contribution and significance of the research
The research contributes to understanding of TNELT programme characteristics
and impact. I start with programme characteristics in general and then take the
Finnish training programmes as specific cases to illustrate CEL’s perceptions. The
significance of the research can be seen from different levels. At the theoretical
level, it explores how knowledge and practice can be transferred from one place
to another through people. When people are confronted with ideas during training,
how do they perceive these ideas? What do they think they could do with these
ideas? It is thus about construction and production of knowledge across borders.
The research addresses a new type of educational leadership training programme,
the TNELT programme, with its distinct features. It particularly extends existing
knowledge on TNELT programme characteristics and impact between China and
Finland. At the methodological level, the research employs different types of data,
including interviews, learning reports and reflection workshops gained from the
participants. Notes were also taken during my participation-observation during the
training programmes. Although these notes are not fully used in the studies, they
guided me and offered extra support during the writing of the thesis. At the
decisional and professional level, the research broadens our understanding of
Finnish education export related to China. Both the Chinese training organizers
and the Finnish training providers receive practical recommendations that enable
them to better organize and design future training programmes. In addition, the
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research provides understandings that may also be transferable to other kinds of
transnational TNELT programmes between China and the developed countries.

1.3 The structure of this summary
My thesis includes this summary and a compilation of three sub-studies. The
summary is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 provides a background to the
research by presenting the context, scope, contribution and significance, and
organization of the research. Chapter 2 discusses the key concepts of programme
characteristics, education systems and leadership practices. Chapter 3 provides the
methodology, including my positions, research objectives and questions, the
Finnish training programmes, the data collection procedures and data analysis.
Chapter 4 deals with the research findings on the participants’ perceptions of
TNELT programme characteristics and on its impact on their understandings of
Finnish and Chinese education systems and leadership practices. Chapter 5
discusses the findings with the conceptual framework, factors influencing
perceptions, and further inquiry. In addition, I evaluate my research process and
draw some recommendations for future research.
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2 Conceptual Framework
In this chapter I discuss the theoretical perspectives and concepts that were drawn
upon to conceptualize this thesis. The conceptual elements discussed below frame
my understanding of perceptions (2.1), programme characteristics/quality (2.2),
and programme impact (2.3), including understanding of education systems (2.3.1)
and leadership practices (2.3.2).

2.1 Defining perceptions
Educators and others may utilize their knowledge of perception theory
more personally to improve their perceptual skills and interactive
behaviour in order to approach their daily tasks and social interaction
more fully and more accurately informed. (Johnson, 1994, p.487)

I agree with Johnson’s (1994) argument on the importance of knowledge of
perceptual theory in the educational context. Cutting (1987) defines perception as
the “collecting of information about the world by means of the senses”. In addition,
I share similar understandings of four fundamental elements raised by Lewis’
(2011) and find that three of them fit my research. Firstly, there is an experiencing
person or perceiver. In my research, CEL are perceivers. Secondly, something is
being perceived, i.e., the TNELT programme in my research. Thirdly, there is the
context of the situation in which objects, events or persons are perceived. In my
research, the context is TNE. Therefore, perceptions are the core of my research.
I understand perceptions from two perspectives: programme characteristics and
programme impact (including the understanding of education systems and
leadership practices). The correspondence between the key concepts is
summarized in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1 Conceptual framework

31

Xin Xing

2.2 Programme quality
Quality is an important but difficult issue to define in higher education. Harvey
and Green (1993) grouped differing conceptualisations of quality into five discrete
but interrelated categories: Quality can be viewed as exception, as perfection (or
consistency), as fitness for purpose, as value for money and as transformative.
Transformation includes not only physical transformation but also cognitive
transcendence (Harvey & Green, 1993).
I find the notion of quality as transformative to be a good match with my
research, because CEL’s perceptions of programme quality (after training) belong
to cognitive transcendence, which is an important aspect of transformation.
However, I will narrow programme quality to programme characteristics.
Understanding programme characteristics is one way to understand programme
quality. The assumption is that, if the programme characteristics are good enough,
the programme quality will also be high. Next, I will present relevant literature on
professional development, training programmes and programme characteristics.
Guskey (2000, p. 16) defines professional development as “processes and
activities designed to enhance the professional knowledge, skills, and attitudes of
educators so that they might, in turn, improve the learning of students.” He
considers professional development to be a process that is intentional, ongoing
and systemic. There are many forms of professional development, and formal
training is one of them (Reitzug, 2002; Yu, 2003; Yukl, 2006). I am interested in
the formal training, and one focus of my research is to look at the training
programme characteristics from the participants’ perspective.
The characteristics of effective professional development have mostly been
studied with regard to teachers. Garet et al. (2001) propose a framework of
effective professional development including five characteristics: (1) a content
knowledge focus; (2) active learning opportunities; (3) coherence with teachers’
other learning activities; (4) collective participation of teachers from the same
department or school; and (5) an extended duration of professional development
activities. Similarly, Ingvarson, Meiers and Beavis (2005) identify five
characteristics of effective teacher professional development: (1) content focus,
(2) active learning, (3) feedback on practices, (4) collaborative work, and (5)
follow-up support. In another recent study, Darling-Hammond, Hyler and Gardner
(2017) identify seven characteristics of effective professional development for
teachers: (1) content focus, (2) active learning, (3) collaboration, (4) use of models
and modelling of effective practice, (5) coaching and expert support, (6) feedback
and reflection, and (7) sustained duration. In his PhD thesis, Chen (2017) found
three features of effective tertiary EFL teacher professional development
programmes in China:(1) It satisfied the multiple needs of key stakeholders,
especially the participant teachers; (2). It forms effective multilateral interactions
and multimodal interventions; and (3) It brings changes to the perceptions and
practices of key stakeholders, especially the participant teachers. However, those
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studies focus on the relation between teachers’ professional development and
students’ achievement. The people studied there are teachers, rather than
educational leaders. In my research, the meaning of professional development is
broader than training programmes. In addition, those studies do not emphasise
context, while my research has a strong emphasis on the context of TNE.
I decided to organize the literatures in a different way for three reasons. Firstly,
the studies of Garet et al. (2001) and Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) share
similarities with mine. The characteristics they list are interrelated with different
categories. Secondly, it seems that there has been limited study of the programme
characteristics for educational leaders, especially in the context of TNE. Thirdly,
my research utilizes a data-based research strategy, and my interest is to determine
the training programme characteristics from the participants’ perspective, which
makes for a more inductive approach. Based on this notion, I reviewed the
literature on characteristics of effective professional development/training
programmes for educational leaders. The terms “professional development” and
“training programme” are used interchangeably in the following literature. In
addition to the literature written in English, I paid special attention to the literature
written in Chinese, since the people I am researching are from China. Notably, the
literature I have reviewed is about programme characteristics in general, not
specifically targeting any context. Four principles of programme characteristics
are identified: content, methods, format, and social aspects.
2.2.1 Content
The content includes needs assessment, a clear aim and a coherent curriculum.
To make a programme effective, it is necessary to conduct a needs assessment
process in advance of the programme (Field, 2011; Cook, 2014). Brown (2002)
argues that training needs assessment is a must for developing effective training
programmes. Training needs are the starting point for principal training activities,
and assessing those needs is an important prerequisite for the training to be
targeted and effective (Hui, 2016). Such assessment should be jointly conducted
by policy-makers and training providers before training programmes (Wu, 2010,
p.70). Three steps are required to conduct needs assessment: First, to develop a
research plan; second, to conduct survey and analysis results; and third, to
interview the participants to determine the real needs. (Yang, 2017)
All organizations should have a clear aim to drive their decision making.
Effective programmes for professional development focus on issues connected to
learning and learners. Setting a clear aim in the light of student learning makes it
easier to recognize measurement processes by which progress can be measured
and success showed. (Guskey, 2000)
A highly coherent curriculum of programmes offers a successful array of
coursework, learning activities and programme structures which connect theory
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and practice and are drawn in the principles of adult learning theory (Davis et al.,
2005). It should be adopted in a way that integrates pedagogy effectiveness,
organization improvement, change leadership and in parallel with state and
professional standards (Orr & Orphanos, 2011). Learning could become more
successful if there are consistent theoretical models across workshops, views of
leadership and management in curricula. The certification programme curricula
and professional development should be linked. In addition, developing a
consistent language in the programmes increase the whole learning process.
(Peterson, 2002)
Knowledgeable trainers are important characteristic of an effective training
programme. In the context of China, one problem of the principal training
programme is that trainers have a relatively high level of theory but lack specific
school managerial experience. (Han, Guo & Liu, 2014). The quality of trainers
determines the popularity of a training course among trainees (Yang, 2017).
Knowledgeable trainers comprise academics and practitioners, preferably the
same individuals, who are experts in school leadership, up-to-date of their field,
intellectually productive, and fully rooted in the academy and the school (Levine,
2005). In addition, they are dedicated to continuous improvement, applying an
investigative and reflective approach to combine course work and field work (Orr
& Orphanos, 2011).
2.2.2 Methods
The methods include cohort group, problem-based learning and pedagogy.
The cohort group is considered a characteristic of an effective training
programme. Cohort-structured learning experiences can develop social and
interpersonal relationships, increase contact with faculty members, foster
professional networks (Barnett et al., 2000), enhance feelings of group belonging
and acceptance, motivation, persistence, group learning, and mutual assistance
(Davis et al., 2005). Peer participants can share views on what worked and what
did not work in their own context, reference each other’s expertise, and encourage
investigation for sustained improvement (Dyer & Renn, 2010). The most helpful
training to improve university leaders’ leadership is to include those people (including
current and retired) who have rich practical experience in university leadership
positions as backbone trainers (Gao, 2017).
Problem-based learning (PBL) is recognized as another characteristic of an
effective training programme. PBL activities simulate complex real-world
problems, encourage the combination of theoretical and practical knowledge,
develop problem-solving capacity, and support the participates’ self-concepts to
become future school leaders. Through attending challenging simulations, the
participants develop new attitudes and skills, experiment with different leadership
roles, and practice their self-reflections. (Davis et al., 2005)
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2.2.3 Format
The format includes ongoing and career-staged professional development and an
adequate duration for professional development.
Successful professional development is ongoing and career-staged. Successful
professional development is an ongoing activity intertwined with every principal’s
professional life, instead of an event that is isolated from a principal’s day-to-day
professional duties (Guskey, 2000). It connects various learning opportunities and
occur over time, instead of being a single event (Hannum & Martineau, 2008). It
is recommended to be career-staged, with specialized training for aspiring, new,
and experienced principals (Fenwick &Pierce, 2002).
Effective professional development requires an adequate duration. Principals
need sufficient time to strengthen their understanding of the professional
development programme, analyse students’ work, and cultivate new approaches
to instruction (Guskey, 2003). The longer experience a cohort group studying
together, the greater impact there will be on learning and the development of
professional networks among principals (Peterson, 2002). Principals benefit from
professional development that examines the best school practices, provides
coaching support, encourages a risk-taking spirit to improve student learning,
fosters team relationships, and delivers quality time for reflection (Fenwick &
Pierce, 2002).
2.2.4 Social aspects
The completion of a certain training programme does not mean that the training
work is completely over. The training providers and trainers should establish
follow-up services to provide a communication platform for the trainees. (Wu,
2010). Bush and Glover (2004) regard networking as one of the leading
approaches to leadership development. The overview of National College for
School Leadership evaluations shows that networking is the most effective form
of leadership development (Bush, Glover & Harris, 2007). Networking is likely
to be more successful when it is well structured and has a clear-cut purpose. The
main advantage of networking is that it is “live learning” and offers strong
potential for idea transfer (Bush, 2009).

2.3 Programme impact
In this section I will discuss programme impact from two perspectives: impact on
understanding of education systems and leadership practices. I put education
systems first, because it is more general and broader, while leadership practices
are more specific.

35

Xin Xing
2.3.1 Education systems
For readers who are not familiar with the Finnish and Chinese education systems,
it is necessary to provide orientation information.
To have a comprehensive understanding of education systems in Finland and
in China, I apply the framework of “education characteristics in three societies
(agricultural, industrial and information)” proposed by Gu and Xue (1998, p.205).
The framework includes four categories. The four categories consist of: (1)
educational ideology and content, (2) finance and property, (3) education system
and governance, and (4) students and teachers. It can be seen the term ‘education
systems’ has broader meanings, including education system itself and other
elements. For the purpose of PhD thesis, I will only choose those categories that
are relevant to my research.
While applying this framework, I consider Finland and China to be information
societies. In addition, I include tradition and new changes in the education systems
in both countries to capture the developmental process. Therefore, the literature
here is not only comparing education systems between Finland and China, but
also comparing one education systems between its past and its present.
Considering the vast and diversified nature of China, I have been very careful to
present Chinese education systems. Compared with China, Finland is a relatively
small country. Still, there is much diversity within the country. Therefore, my
intention is not to generalize, but to provide an overall picture for understanding
the Finnish and Chinese education systems. Next, I will present education systems
in Finland and in China, respectively, in four different categories: educational
ideology and content, finance and property, education system and governance, and
students and teachers. In this process, I start with the education traditions and then
move to new changes.
Gu and Xue (1998, p.215) argue that three issues must be taken into
consideration when examining educational tradition. Firstly, a country’s
educational tradition has its own characteristics and foundation, which cannot
simply be affirmed or denied. Secondly, educational tradition is dynamic, not
static: it is constantly evolving. Thirdly, educational tradition has relative stability
and cohesiveness in a certain period. I have taken these issues into consideration
when reviewing Finnish and Chinese educational traditions.
Education systems in Finland
Educational ideology and content
Equality and equity are often regarded as the ideological base of Finnish education
policies (e.g. Niemi, 2012; Sahlberg, 2007). The Finnish Ministry of Education
and Culture (MOEC, 2018) emphasizes:
One of the basic principles of Finnish education is that all people must
have equal access to high-quality education and training. The same
educational opportunities should be available to all citizens irrespective
of their ethnic origin, age, wealth or where they live. (p.6)
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Based on this ideology, education is free from pre-primary to higher education 1,
and the state subsidizes school meals and transportation (Niemi, 2012; Sahlberg,
2015).
Special needs education is an important feature of Finnish education. In Finland,
special needs education is provided in conjunction with mainstream education. It
primarily addresses learning difficulties in areas such as reading and writing, and
learning difficulties in mathematics or foreign languages. Special education needs
are identified and addressed as early as possible, and prevention is a common
strategy in special education. There are three types of support for pupils of
compulsory school age: general support, intensified support and special support.
(MOEC, 2018; Sahlberg, 2015). Kivirauma and Ruoho (2012) argue that the
Finnish sensitivity towards learning difficulties and the inclusive support system
are the keys to achieving equality in the classroom.
Finance and property
In this section, I will present education finance in general and then take higher
education as an example to illustrate the education finance cuts in Finland. The
reason is that this phenomenon is closely linked to Finnish education export in my
research, where Finnish HEIs are the main actors.
Finland has been a welfare state for a long time. The country demonstrates high
performance in commerce, technology, sustainable development, transparency
and good governance, prosperity, gender equality, and child wellbeing (Sahlberg,
2015).
Nevertheless, there are some new changes in Finland. Firstly, there has been
less investment in the public sector due to the poor Finnish economic performance
in recent years. Education is no exception. The former Finnish government
programme (2011–2015) called for municipalities and schools to do more with
fewer resources, leading to school mergers and increasing school sizes (Sahlberg,
2015). In 2016, the expenditure on the regular education system as a percentage
of GDP had decreased 0.3% compared with 2012 (see Table 3).
Table 3 Current expenditure on the regular education system in Finland (2012–2016) Source: Official
Statistics of Finland (2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016)
Year

EUR billion

Current expenditure as a percentage of GDP (%)

2012

12.084

6.0

2013

12.290

6.0

2014

12.190

5.9

2015

12.208

5.8

2016

12.213

5.7

Higher education is among the sectors targeted for budget cuts. The current
Finnish government programme (2015–) has targeted universities with cuts of
NB: Starting in 2017, non-EU/EEA students were charged fees for English-medium Bachelor’s and Master’s
degree programmes in Finland.
1
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approximately €395 million (Palomäki, 2015). Several structural changes have
taken place since 2010. The biggest change is university mergers to save money
and enhance efficiency. A typical example is the merge the University of Tampere
(UTA), Tampere University of Technology (TUT) and Tampere University of
Applied Sciences (TAMK) into Tampere university community, which started to
operate in January 2019. Another change is the status of university staff.
University staff have lost their status as civil servants, and it is possible for
universities to hire staff based on individual contracts and for a short-term period
(Carvalho & Diogo, 2018). Therefore, university staff are shifted from
permanency and standard national pay to fixed-term contracts and performancebased pay (Välimaa, 2004). More university staff are contract-based employees,
and it is extremely competitive to get a permanent position at a Finnish university.
In addition, the university budget cuts have led to layoffs at Finnish universities.
Between 2014 and 2016, the number of academic staff at Finnish universities
(referring to research and teaching full-time equivalent personnel) decreased 3.1%.
The number of “other staff” (a heterogeneous group ranging from administrators
to laboratory technicians) has decreased much more dramatically, by 11.4%. (see
Table 4, Vipunen database, 2017) A dramatic example of such layoffs is the
experience at the University of Helsinki. In 2016, 980 employees had to leave the
University of Helsinki (including 570 removed by terminations), which added up
to the most extensive staff cut in the history of Finnish universities (Palomäki,
2016).
Table 4 Full-time equivalent research and teaching personnel, other personnel in Finnish HEIs
(2012– 2016). Source: Vipunen Database (2017).
Year

Research and teaching personnel

Other personnel

2012

18 000

13 800

2013

18 000

13 400

2014

17 900

12 800

2015

17 700

12 200

29 900

2016

17 400

11 300

28 700

Total
31 800
31 400
30 700

Education system and governance
The education system and governance are closely linked to each other. An
overview of the education system in Finland is presented in Appendix 1. In this
section, I will not explain the education system in Finland in detail, which would
be less relevant to the findings. Instead, I will present more literature on education
governance, which is more relevant to the findings.
A frequent topic of discussion about education governance in Finland concerns
autonomy. This was often praised as an advantage and successful feature of
Finnish education (e.g. Niemi, 2012, Sahlberg, 2015). However, I argue that the
autonomy is also linked with the financial situation of Finnish education. Next, I
will discuss two types of autonomy: institutional and professional autonomy. It
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should be noted that, here, institutional autonomy is observed in universities,
rather than polytechnics 2.
de Boer et al. (2010) identify four inter-dependent dimensions of institutional
autonomy: organisational, policy-related, interventional and financial autonomy.
Organisational autonomy considers the extent to which institutions can decide on
their own internal governance, authority, responsibility and accountability
structures and on the selection of their institutional leadership. Policy-related
autonomy refers to the capacity universities have to decide on student and staff
affairs and to determine teaching and research programmes. Interventional
autonomy describes the extent to which organisations need to comply with
accountability requirements. Financial autonomy includes the ability to decide on
diversification of income sources, on the internal allocation of public and private
funds and on borrowing funds on the capital market. (de Boer et al., 2010).
In Finland, higher education has traditionally been understood as a public rather
than a private institution. Until 2010, all universities were part of the state
administration (Aarrevaara, Dobson & Elander 2009). The attempts to promote
institutional autonomy are stated in the law called Yliopistolaki [New Finnish
Universities Act] 558/2009:
The universities shall have autonomy with a view to securing the freedom
of higher academic and art education. Autonomy entails the right to
decision-making in matters belonging to internal administration
(Yliopistolaki 558/2009, p.3)

In practice, the new law has several implications. Firstly, Finnish universities were
left with three governance bodies after the New Universities Act: The Rector, the
Board and a University Collegiate Body. The rector is selected by the Board,
including representatives from internal actors (academics, students and nonteaching staff) and from external stakeholders. The University Collegiate Body is
responsible for auditing and accountability. Secondly, universities have increasing
autonomy in designing their curricula (Tirri, 2014) and selecting staff. The latter
means the end of the civil servant status for university staff and an increase in
short-term contracts. (Carvalho & Diogo, 2018) Thirdly, the funding systems of
universities are shifting to more performance-based funding to make them more
publicly accountable (Hölttä & Rekilä, 2003). In addition, the Finnish government
provides incentives to promote mergers between HEIs (Aarrevaara, Dobson, &
Elander, 2009).
However, the allocation of funding for schools is based on the number of
eligible pupils in their surroundings, and additional funding from the
municipalities is based on local needs (Vitikka, Krokfors & Hurmerinta, 2012).
Schools have a large impact on the allocation and use of funding (e.g. staff
recruitment).

NB: Finnish higher education has a dual system: universities and polytechnics. The two have different
legislation, profiles (research, teaching, development/innovation), funding, staffs, and students, etc.
2
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Professional autonomy is another feature of the education governance in
Finland. Teachers have freedom to determine the content of their classes, choose
their teaching methods and materials, create their own school-based work plan
and curriculum, and evaluate students’ performance (Sahlberg, 2015; Schatz,
2016). Therefore, teachers in Finland process the ownership of curriculum (Niemi,
2013). Nevertheless, it is important to mention that the national core curriculum
is drawn up by the Finnish National Agency for Education 3. The core curriculum
defines learning goals and guides local or school-based curriculum designs.
Students and teachers
In this section, I will only present the literature on Finnish teachers. I do not
include literature on Finnish students, since the majority of findings are about
Finnish teachers.
Teachers are highly educated and respected in Finland. The profession of
teacher has a high social status in Finland (Toom & Husu, 2012), and many young
Finns aspire to be teachers (Sahlberg, 2015). Teachers have always been educated
at university level. Since the Bologna process began, Kindergarten teachers have
also been required to have a bachelor’s degree (180 ETCS), while all other
teachers need to have a master’s degree (Bachelor 180 + Master 120 = 300 ECTS)
(Niemi, 2012). It is highly attractive to become a teacher, and applicants for the
teacher’s degree programmes greatly outnumber the available study places. In fact,
the intake into the teacher education programmes is only about 10 percent of
applicants (Niemi, 2012; Sahlberg, 2011), making it more difficult to become a
teacher than to become a lawyer or doctor in Finland. Therefore, competitive
selection criteria at universities ensure that only motivated and talented applicants
get into the degree programmes. All applicants for teaching studies are selected
based on their performance on matriculation examinations and interviews
(Sahlberg, 2011)
However, there are increasing burdens for Finnish teachers. Teachers find it
challenging to cope with the complexity of increasingly inclusive, rapidly
diversifying teaching-learning conditions (Tuija, 2018) due to the rising number
of immigrant students and children with learning difficulties (Tirri, 2014). Many
teachers find it demanding on their sense of professional efficacy and personal
wellbeing, thus leading to ethical dilemmas (e.g. Tirri, 2002), exhaustion, work
attrition, or teachers leaving the profession for other jobs (e.g. Lanas, 2017;
Malinen & Savolainen, 2016; Pudas, 2015).
Education systems in China
Educational ideology and content
Gu (2004) argues that Chinese education has five traditions: (1) unity of politics
and religion, (2) emphasis on ethics, (3) emphasis on classics instead of
technology, (4) emphasis on teaching basic knowledge, and (5) respect for
3
NB: This is a national development agency in Finland. It is responsible for developing education and training,
early childhood education and care and lifelong learning, as well as for promoting internationalisation.
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teachers and teaching dignity. Those traditions influence education systems in
China in many ways.
Currently, there are nine principles of education policy in China, adhering to:
(1) the Chinese Communist Party’s overall leadership of education; (2) enhancing
morality and fostering talents as a fundamental task; (3) developing education as
the national priority; (4) setting socialism as the direction of education; (5) running
education rooted in China; (6) developing education as people-centered; (7)
deepening education reform and innovation; (8) serving the great rejuvenation of
the Chinese nation as the main mission of education; and (9) the construction of
the teachers as a basic task. (MOE, 2018a)
China has been making a huge effort to achieve equity in education. Take
special education as an example: the situation has improved tremendously during
the past five years. In 2017, the number of special education schools had increased
by 9%, compared with 2013. In addition, in the same timespan the number of
classes had increased dramatically by 27%, and student enrolment by 57%.
Further, the number of educational personnel had increased remarkably by 18%,
and the number of full-time teachers by 23%. (see Table 5) This means a great
number of students with special needs are being taken care of by the Chinese
government.
Table 5 Number of schools, classes, student enrolment, educational personnel and full-time teachers
of special education in China (2013-2017) Source: Educational statistics (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017,
2018)
Year

Schools

Classes

Student

Educational

Full-time

enrolment

personnel

teachers

2013

1 933

18 915

368 103

55 090

45 653

2014

2 000

19 894

394 870

57 360

48 125

2015

2 053

20 913

442 223

59 548

50 334

2016

2 080

22 604

491 740

62 468

53 213

2017

2 107

24 093

578 826

65 138

55 979

Finance and property
China is creating a better and sustainable welfare system through education. In
recent years, the Chinese government has increased the investment in education
systematically. In 2012, the expenditure on the regular education system as a
percentage of GDP accounted for 4.28%, the highest recorded in the history of
China’s education. Just five years later, in 2017, the expenditure on the regular
education system had increased dramatically by 53.7%. (see Table 6) The
information of 2011 and 2012 was included in Table 6 in order to show the
dramatic expenditure change.
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Table 6 Current expenditure on the regular education system in China (2011–2017) Source:
Educational statistics (2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018)
Year

RMB

Current expenditure

Increase

compared

billion

as a percentage of GDP (%)

previous year (%)

2011

2386.929

3.93

22.02

2012

2769.597

4.28

16.03

2013

3036.472

4.16

9.64

2014

3280.646

4.15

8.04

2015

3612.919

4.26

10.13

2016

3888.839

4.22

7.64

2017

4256.201

4.14

9.45

with

Education system and governance
An overview of the education system in China is presented in Appendix 2. In this
section, I will explain the whole education system in China for the reasons of
space. Instead, I take higher education as an example to illustrate the diversity and
complexity of the education system in China. Further, I take personnel recruitment
as an example to explain the governance of HEIs in China. The reason is that the
majority (14 out of 20) of the participants in my research are university leaders,
who come from HEIs.
China has the largest and most diversified education system in the world.
Higher education is no exception. Currently, there are four types of HEIs in China:
Institutions providing postgraduate programmes, regular HEIs, adult HEIs and
non-governmental HEIs. The former three are public HEIs while the last consists
of private HEIs. (Education statistics, 2017) For the purpose of this research, I will
focus on public HEIs, especially on regular HEIs.
In China, regular HEIs are divided into three categories: HEIs under central
ministries & agencies, HEIs offering degree programmes, and higher vocational
colleges (Education statistics, 2017). The latter two are usually administrated by
provincial and municipal governments. My research focuses on HEIs offering
degree programmes, which account for the second largest number of regular HEIs
after higher vocational colleges. The total number of regular HEIs increased 5.6%
from 2013 to 2017. Among these, the number of HEIs offering degree
programmes increased by 6.6% during this period. (see Table 7)
Table 7 Number of regular HEIs in China (2013-2017) Source: Educational statistics (2014, 2015,
2016, 2017, 2018)
Year

HEIs

under

central

HEIs

offering

Higher

vocational

Total

ministries & agencies

degree programmes

colleges

2013

113

1 170

1 321

2491

2014

113

1 202

1 327

2529

2015

118

1 219

1 341

2560

2016

118

1 237

1 359

2596

2017

119

1 243

1 388

2631
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Meanwhile, the number of educational personnel and full-time teachers at regular
HEIs has increased. From 2013 to 2017, the number of educational personnel has
increased 3.8%, while the number of full-time teachers has increased 6.7% (see
Table 8). This means more full-time teachers have been recruited for teaching and
research.
Table 8 Number of educational personnel and full-time teachers at regular HEIs in China (20132017) Source: Educational statistics (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018)
Year

Educational personnel

Full-time teachers

2013

2 352 679

1 530 512

2014

2 388 644

1 566 048

2015

2 369 326

1 572 565

2016

2 404 784

1 601 968

2017

2 442 995

1 633 248

Meanwhile, the overall teachers’ qualifications are continually improving. For
instance, the number of academic qualifications of full-time teachers at regular
HEIs continued to increase. In 2017, the number of doctoral degrees had increased
by 39.5% compared with 2013, followed by master’s degrees with 11.3%. In
contrast, the number of short-cycle courses and under had decreased by 15%,
followed by bachelor’s degrees, which had decreased by 5%. (see Table 9) This
means the overall qualifications of teachers have significantly improved during
the past five years.
Table 9 Number of academic qualifications of full-time teachers at regular HEIs in China (2013-2017)
Source: Educational statistics (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018)
Year

Total

Doctor's

Master’s

Bachelor’s

Short-cycle

2013

1 496 865

degrees

degrees

degrees

and under

285 353

535 784

654 660

2014

21 068

1 534 510

313 136

552 854

648 230

20 290

2015

1 572 565

338 442

569 321

645 068

19 734

2016

1 601 968

366 289

581 615

634 501

19 563

2017

1 633 248

397 974

596 302

621 137

17 835

courses

The recruitment of educational personnel at regular HEIs varies among different
provinces in China. Every province has its own recruitment regulations according
to the societal and economic development situations. However, there are some
general principles of recruitment, and I will take HEIs offering degree
programmes as an example. As mentioned earlier, HEIs offering degree
programmes are usually administrated and funded by the local provincial and
municipal governments. There are some principles for teacher recruitment at HEIs
offering degree programmes: (1) Local governments control the number of
teachers recruited; (2) Local governments provide guidelines for teacher
recruitment; (3) HEIs negotiate with local governments on the number of teachers
recruited; (4) HEIs recruit teachers based on the guidelines and number approved
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by the local governments; and (5) HEIs have the autonomy to decide the needs
and process of teacher recruitment.
Students and teachers
In this section, I will present literatures on students and teachers in China.
The overall student population has increased over the years. This is important,
as it has challenged education provision in China and provides us with a better
understanding of other changes mentioned above. For example, the total number
of students enrolled in formal education by type and level increased 5.1% from
2013 to 2017, more than the increase (4%) of current expenditure on the regular
education system in the same period. In other words, the growth rate of education
expenditure is slower than that of student population. This means the growth of
overall student population has challenged the growth of education expenditure.
Meanwhile, the number of students enrolled in pre-school education institutions
increased by 18%, followed by the number in higher education (which increased
by 9%) and primary education (which increased by 7.2%). (see Table 10)
Table 10 Number of students enrolled in formal education by type and level in China (2013-2017)
Source: Educational statistics (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018)
Year

Total

Higher
education 4

2013

262 199 077

Secondary

Primary

Correctional

Special

Pre-school

education

education 5

work-study

education

education

schools

schools

institutions

39 443 960

88 582 754

94 848 050

9 307

368 103

38 946 903

2014

263 367 331

40 766 458

86 015 438

95 674 926

8 494

394 870

40 507 145

2015

266 197 762

41 395 905

83 833 441

97 869 989

7 920

442 223

42 648 284

2016

269 689 302

41 814 539

83 274 403

99 962 809

7 181

491 740

44 138 630

2017

275 511 111

42 976 126

84 257 502

101 691 216

6 048

578 826

46 001 393

Respect for teachers and promotion of education are traditional Chinese virtues.
A large number of facts, ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, prove that
respecting teachers and promoting education have a deep historical origin in China.
For instance, 学记-礼记(Xueji-Liji) 6, the first scholarly book on education and
teaching in ancient China as well as in the world, argues that:
凡学之道，严师为难。师严然后道尊，道尊然后民知敬学。[For the
principle of studying, respecting the teacher is the most difficult thing.
Respecting the teacher is the premise of respecting education. If teachers
are respected, knowledge and learning will be respected; if knowledge and

4
NB: This includes Postgraduates, Undergraduates in Regular HEIs, Undergraduates in Adult HEIs and Webbased Undergraduates.
5
NB: This includes Regular Primary Schools and Adult Primary Schools.
6
NB: The book was authorized by Le Zhengke (300-200 BCE), a thinker and an educationist in Lu State (1043790 BCE) in ancient China.
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learning are respected, the public will know how to respect education.]
(Yang, 2004, p.463)

Another example is 燕 伋 (Yan Ji, 541-476 BCE), one of the 72
outstanding students of 孔子(Confucius) (551-479 BCE). As mentioned in
Chapter 1, Yan Ji’s most influential contribution is the greatest respect for
his teacher, Confucius. The evidence is the 18 years he spent building a small
hill. After returning to Qianyang, Yan Ji established 渔阳书院(Yuyang
Academy) to educate local people. During those years, Yan Ji missed his
teacher so much that he initiated the idea of building a place from which to
watch his teacher better. Every day he added to the mound near the academy.
Then he stood on top of the mound and watched his teacher in the far east.
Day by day the mound grew until, after 18 years, it had become a small
hill. The name of this hill is now called 燕伋望鲁台(Yan Ji Wanglutai). In
Chinese history, Yan Ji’s way of showing great respect to his teacher was
simple but unique and meaningful.
This tradition is inherited in contemporary China. For instance, the State
Council (PRC)’s guidelines on deepening reform quality of teachers at all
levels of the education sector in China in the new era 7 defines the role of
teachers: The Chinese government will highlight the public attributes of teachers’
professions, strengthen the national missions and public education
services undertaken by teachers, establish the legal status of public
primary and secondary school teachers as national public officials, 8
clarify the rights and obligations of primary and secondary school teachers,
and strengthen service and management. (MOE, 2018a)

In the fifth national education conference 9 in 2018, Xi Jinping, Chinese President,
re-emphasised the important role of teachers in nation building:
Teachers are the engineers of the human soul and the inheritors of human
civilization. They carry the national responsibilities of spreading
knowledge, thoughts and truth; shaping spiritual life and new people.
(MOE, 2018b)

This conference was started on 10 September 2018, the 34th teachers’ day in China.
The conference has special significance. It fully embodies the Chinese
government’s high valuation of education and demonstrates the country’s values
of respecting teachers and promoting education. (MOE, 2018c)
7
NB: This is the highest-level policy [in China] issued by the central government, as well as the very first policy
[since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949] that only focuses on teacher development.
8
NB: In China, the term 公职人员[public officials] has broader meanings than 公务员[civil servants]. The
former includes civil servants, teachers, doctors, etc.
9
NB: This is the highest-level education conference in China, held by the state government. Prior to it, only four
national education conferences were held since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China: in 1985,
1994, 1999 and 2010.
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2.3.2 Leadership practices
This section introduces four principles of leadership practices. The principles are
based on previous studies on leadership practices from Hong Kong, mainland
China, the United Kingdom, and the United States (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985;
Cotton, 2003; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty,
2005; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Hopkins, & Harris, 2006; Ma & Xu, 2010;
Walker & Ko, 2011; Kouzes & Posner, 2012; Rao, 2013; Wang, 2016b). While
the studies from Hong Kong, the United Kingdom, and the United States only
focus on the school sector, the studies from mainland China include both the
school and higher education sectors. The inclusion of studies in higher education
is necessary in my research, since my thesis also deals with programme impact on
university leaders’ leadership practices. The framework includes the following
principles: (1) setting directions, (2) developing people, (3) redesigning the
organization, and (4) managing the instructional programme. The principles
encompass twelve components of leadership practices (see Table 11). There can
be seen an academic dialogue and debate between Chinese and western scholars.
In the context of mainland China, there are similar studies on principles for
school principals. The principles include: (1) setting school directions, (2) creating
school culture, (3) leading school curriculum, (4) leading teacher growth, (5)
optimizing internal management, and (6) adapting to the external environment
(MOE, 2013; MOE, 2015). These principles have been widely implemented
across schools in China since issuance. Wang (2016) developed a school
principals’ leadership evolution index system that includes “a three-level index”.
The first-level index consists of leadership competencies, leadership process and
leadership efficacy. Interestingly, leadership process and leadership efficacy,
specified in the second and third-level index, are quite similar to principles set
forth by researchers from Hong Kong, the United Kingdom, and the United States.
The main difference is the leadership competencies. Wang (2016) argues that
these include knowledge, quality and value.
In the higher education sector, Ma (2010) proposed a framework of leadership
practices for university leaders, including (1) vision, (2) implementation, (3)
external communication, and (4) development. Similarly, Rao (2013) found four
leadership practices of Chinese university leadership in the period of the Republic
of China: (1) vision, (2) decision-making, (3) implementation, and (4) charisma.
The two studies shared similarities in listing vision and implementation. Zhang
(2015) argues that the core leadership practices of Chinese university leaders in
research universities include two aspects: internal management and external
communication. Internal management involves infrastructure, people, affair
(behavior and rule) and culture. External communication involves government
and industry.
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Table 11 Four principles of leadership practices
Category

Component

Setting directions

1. vison
2. goal
3. individual consideration

Developing people

4. emotional understanding and support
5. intellectual stimulation
6. modelling

Redesigning the

7. building a collaborative culture

organization

8. structuring the organization to facilitate work
9. external communication and connection

Managing the

10. staffing

instructional programme

11. providing instructional support
12. monitoring

Setting directions
This practice includes two categories: vision and goal.
Vision is the first step towards being successful leaders. Successful leaders
have a clear vision to dream what could be done before starting any project and
strong belief in those dreams (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, pp. 17-18). They are
confident in their capacities to make extraordinary things happen (Marzano et al.,
2005, p. 56; Kouzes & Posner, 2012, pp. 17-18). Creating a shared vision leads to
innovative and sustainable development of the organization (Ma, 2010, p.15),
inspires staff and students to strive for achieving the school objective (Wang,
2016b, p.132) and university aim (Rao, 2013, p.31).
While visions can be motivating, action usually needs collaboration on the
short-term goals to be achieved to move towards accomplishing the vision
(Leithwood et al., 2006, p. 35). The goals must be specific and visualized to ensure
a common understanding and recognition among teachers and students (Wang,
2016b, p.132). Principals should communicate and discuss the school’s central
goals with teachers, parents, and students to ensure that these goals are understood
(Hallinger & Murphy, 1985, pp. 221-222).
Developing people
This practice involves four specific aspects: individualized consideration,
emotional understanding and support, intellectual stimulation, and modelling.
Firstly, successful principals provide individualized consideration. An
important part of the principal’s role in creating a positive learning climate is to
set up a work structure that rewards and recognizes teachers’ work (Hallinger &
Murphy, 1985, p. 224). Secondly, successful principals give emotional
understanding and support. They demonstrate an awareness of teachers’ personal
lives by being informed about important personal issues, aware of personal needs,
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acknowledging significant events, and maintaining personal relationships
(Marzano et al., 2005, p. 59). Thirdly, effective principals offer intellectual
stimulation. They provide various professional development activities for teachers
to improve their skills and secure the necessary resources, such as financial,
human, time-related, material, and facility-related resources (Cotton, 2003, pp.
70–71; Marzano et al., 2005, pp. 42–45; Walker & Ko, 2011, pp. 372–373).
Fourthly, modelling is one important element of successful educational leaders.
Both Hallinger (2003, p. 332) and Waters et al. (2003, p. 10) claim there is a
contribution to leader effects in sustaining high visibility around the school, a
visibility associated with high quality interactions with both teachers and students.
Effective principals keep high visibility in the school environment and make
themselves available to teachers, students, and others in the school community
and beyond (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985, p. 223; Cotton, 2003, pp. 68–72;
Marzano et al., 2005, p. 61). Successful university presidents are not only doing
excellent work, but also can be the “spiritual leaders” of the university (Rao, 2013,
p.36)
Redesigning the organization
The core practice consists of three areas: building a collaborative culture,
structuring the organization to facilitate work, and external communication and
connection.
The core practice consists of three areas. Building a collaborative culture is
essential to becoming successful leaders. Effective school principals make a point
of recognizing achievement and improvement on the part of students and teachers
(Cotton, 2003, pp. 70–72; Marzano et al., 2005, p. 44; Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p.
24). Besides, effective educational leaders structure the organization to facilitate
work. Such practices include creating common planning times for teachers and
establishing team and group structures for problem solving (Hadfield, 2003, p.
117). Restructuring also comprises distributing leadership for selected tasks and
providing opportunities for staff to be involved in decision-making on issues that
affect them and for which their knowledge is important (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003,
p. 7; Marzano et al., 2005, p. 69). Further, external communication and connection
is significant for becoming successful principals. Principals establish links
between the school and the local, national and global communities so that school
communities can contribute to the broader society and its development (Walker
& Ko, 2011, p. 373). Successful university presidents need to actively work with
government and industry to integrate resources for university development (Ma,
2010, p.16) without losing the university’s academic tradition (Zhang, 2015, p.8).
Managing the instructional programme
This practice includes three aspects: staffing, providing instructional support, and
monitoring.
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Even though staffing is not mentioned in the other studies, it has proved to be
a fundamental function of leaders involved in school improvement (Leithwood et
al., 2006). Effective leaders also provide instructional support. This set of
practices, encompassed in Hallinger’s (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985, p. 222;
Hallinger, 2003, p. 332) model on “supervising and evaluating instruction,”
“coordinating the curriculum,” Cotton’s (2003) model on “safe and orderly school
environment,” (pp. 67–68) Waters’ et al. (2003) research on principal leadership
responsibilities such as “the extent to which the principal establishes a set of
standard operating procedures and routines…, provides materials necessary for
the job [and is] directly involved in design and implementation of curriculum,
instruction and assessment practices” (p. 4). Moreover, monitoring is a crucial
element in becoming successful principals. This set of practices is labeled
“monitoring student progress” in Hallinger’s (2003, p. 332) model. Finally,
effective principals buffer staff from distractions from their core work. They
protect teachers from issues and influences that would detract from their teaching
time or focus (Marzano et al., 2005, pp. 48–49).
In this chapter, I have reviewed the literature on programme characteristics and
programme impact. The research examines programme impact from two
perspectives: understanding of education systems and leadership practices. The
research is not concerned with education systems in general, but with education
systems in and between Finland and China; it is not concerned with leadership
practices in general, but in the practices of CEL that are influenced by the Finnish
training programmes they received, and with how CEL plan to implement/have
implemented certain leadership practices afterwards.
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3 Methodology
This chapter presents the methodological approaches of the thesis. I use three
different Finnish training programmes for CEL to study programme
characteristics and impact. My data collection includes interviews, learning
reports, and reflection workshops. The data analyses are content and thematic
analyses.

3.1 My position: multifaceted involvement
My position as a researcher in the thesis is twofold: both as an outsider and an
insider.
Firstly, I am an outsider with regard to Finnish education export. Since 2011,
I have informally followed Finnish education export to China, especially the
Finnish training programmes for CEL. I observed and studied this phenomenon
from CEL’s perspectives. Since 2012, I have developed the Finnish training
programme for Chinese general upper secondary school principals in my master’s
dissertation. In May 2013, I completed my master’s programme in Educational
Leadership at the University of Jyväskylä (JYU). The master’s dissertation
provided ideas and data for Study III of my PhD thesis. In August 2014, I started
my PhD study at the University of Helsinki and continued this topic. During this
process, I noticed that there was a trend of developing education export for
Chinese higher education in Finland. I had several opportunities to access two
Finnish training programmes for Chinese university leaders. Based on that, I
developed Study I and Study II. During my research visit at University College
London (UCL) Institute of Education in 2016, I further developed Study I and
Study II. In addition, I presented my research at several events, including summer
schools for PhD students in Europe and my supervisors’ PhD seminars. The
invaluable discussions I had and comments I received from other researchers have
also helped my understanding of this topic.
It is important to discuss my relationship with the Chinese Education Research
and Exchange Centre (CEREC 10) at the University of Tampere (UTA), which is
the main provider of all training programmes in my research. Data of T1 and T2
were gained with the help from staff of UTA. Nevertheless, I have been able to
keep a distance from UTA: I was not one of the trainers at two training
programmes. I had the autonomy to stick to my own research topic without any
influence from UTA. Therefore, I am an outsider for all the three training
programmes, and my aim was to collect data for research purpose.

NB: CEREC was transferred to the Sino-Finnish Education Research Centre (SFERC), JoLII in August 2017.
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50

Perceived programme characteristics and impact
Meanwhile, I am an insider of Finnish education. During the past seven years,
I have experienced dramatic structural changes in the Finnish higher education
landscape. One big change was university restructuring through cuts in funding
and university mergers. Therefore, there have been fewer jobs at Finnish
universities. Some of my friends (including professors and PhD students) told me
they were planning to leave Finland in future due to fewer job prospects. To cope
with these challenges, education export activities, among others, have been opted
for. For instance, Non-EU/EEA students were charged fees for English-medium
Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programmes from autumn 2017. In addition,
students’ welfare payments (for both Finnish and international students) were
decreased. All these realities affect everyone in the Finnish higher education
sector.
The insider position provided me with a new perspective for understanding
Finnish education export. Through several discussions with my supervisor,
Professor Fred Dervin, I started questioning the “Finnish education miracle”
professed by the Finnish trainers in some events. In August 2016, I attended a
workshop on Sino-Finnish education cooperation professionals in Beijing. During
the seminar, one Finnish trainer said that Finland has the tradition of respecting
education. The Finnish government invested lots of money in higher education
during the depression in the early 1990s. I questioned him, “What about the
situation now?” The Finnish trainer was embarrassed: “The situation is not going
well, but I think it will change”. In August 2017, I was asked to give a speech in
the closing ceremony at the same event in Tampere. I raised the ethical issue for
educational professionals in the Finnish education export with China: “we, as
educational professionals must have the faith and courage to send the correct
messages to China and Finland for sustainable education cooperation”. In August
2018, I asked the Finnish participants in the Sino-Finnish JoLII Forum in Xi’an,
“My Finnish colleagues, I am asking you honestly, does Finland really have the
best education in the world?” All those events have provided me platforms to
debate the issue of Finnish education export to China with other researchers.
In addition, I am an insider and practitioner of overseas training programmes
in China. As the coordinator of the international office at BUAS, I have
coordinated the university (vice) chairmen and presidents’ attendance at similar
training programmes in Australia, Canada and the United States. This provides
me with the landscape of overseas training programmes in China.
Further, I supported Chinese university leaders’ reflection on their learning
experience. My original plan was to collect research data for my PhD thesis only.
However, I ended up teaching. During the pre-training at the NAEA in May 2015,
Chinese university leaders invited me to present Finland and Finnish education
and have a Q&A session. I had not prepared for that, but the result turned out well.
It helped us to know each other and collect data later on. Therefore, my informal

51

Xin Xing
teaching might have influenced CEL’s learning and perceptions of Finnish
training programmes in T3.

3.2 Research objectives and questions
The overall aim of the PhD thesis is to explore CEL’s perceptions of TNELT
programme characteristics and impact. The impact includes CEL’s understanding
of the Finnish and Chinese education systems and leadership practices. In this
thesis, TNELT programmes refer to three Finnish training programmes for CEL,
which took place in Finland and in China between 2011 and 2015. The focus of
this research is CEL’s perceptions and experiences, not actions, although some
actions are problematized by the leaders. This perspective is crucial to understand
the quality of training, as the participants are the core of the training process.
Nevertheless, the research does not aim at developing an evaluation instrument or
quantifying the impact through numbers.
In order to fulfil the aim of the thesis, two research objectives were set. The
first objective is to study programme characteristics, which is assumed to be
critical for programme impact. The first step is necessary to justify the idea as
such and to gain more understanding of programme characteristics in general
before studying programme impact. The assumption here is that a programme will
have a definite impact if it is effective. Notably, CEL’s perceptions of programme
characteristics are based on all kinds of leadership training programmes they have
attended. I collected data from all three Finnish training programmes. The second
objective then is to study programme impact. Here the impact is understood
through two dimensions: CEL’s understanding of education systems and
leadership practices. I use Finnish training programmes as specific cases to
illustrate the programme impact. To gain deep understanding of programme
impact, I collected data from two different Finnish training programmes at two
different time phases: one is immediately after the programme from Chinese
university leaders, and the other is seven months after the programme from
Chinese school principals.
The overall research question is as follows:
 How do CEL perceive TNELT programme characteristics and
impact?
The overall question includes the following three sub-research questions:
RQ1. What are CEL’s perceptions of the characteristics of an effective TNELT
programme? (Study I)
RQ2. How do CEL perceive the impact of the Sino-Finnish TNELT programme
on their understanding of the Finnish and Chinese education systems?
(Study II & Study III)
RQ3. How do CEL perceive the impact of the Sino-Finnish TNELT programme
on their leadership practices? (Study II & Study III)
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All the empirical sub-studies (Studies I-III) seek to answer each overarching
research question presented above, but they have different focuses. Study I
focuses on the first objective, while Study II and Study III answer questions
related to the second objective. All three studies are based on the participants’
perceptions and experiences of the Finnish training programmes. The overview of
the research is summarized in Table 12.
Table 12 Overview of the research and research questions
Objective
Objective 1: To
understand
programme
characteristics

Objective 2: To
understand
programme
impact

Sub-study

Data and participants

Study I: Chinese university
leaders’ perceptions of
effective transnational
professional development

Interviews with 12 Chinese
university leaders (six in 2014
and six in 2015), six learning
reports from 12 regional
universities in T2&T3
Six learning reports, interviews
with four Chinese university
leaders, two reflection
workshops in 2015 from six
regional universities in T3)

Study II: Truths,
Omissions and illusions in
the era of marketization:
Chinese university
leaders’ perceptions of
Finnish education
Study III: Dancing in
Fetters? Chinese
principals’ perceptions of
the effects of Finnish
training programmes

Interviews with six school
principals in 2012 from six wellknown city schools in Shanghai

Data
analysis
Thematic
analysis

Thematic
analysis

Content
analysis

3.3 The Finnish training programmes
The three Finnish training programmes under research are part of the MOE’s
training projects for educational leadership overseas training programmes
mentioned in Chapter 1 (Introduction). The first training programme was a 21-day
training programme for 21 Chinese general upper secondary school principals in
Finland in October 2011 (referred to as T1 hereafter); the second was a three-day
training seminar for 100 Chinese university leaders from China’s central and
western regions, which took place in Kunming, China in November 2014 (referred
to as T2 hereafter); and the third was a 21-day training programme for 20 Chinese
university leaders in Finland from May to June 2015 (referred to as T3 hereafter).
The profile of the Finnish training programmes is summarized in Table 13.
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Table 13 Profile of the Finnish training programmes

Training
programme

T1

T2

T3

Training theme

Training Details

Outstanding
school principal
training
programme

A 21-day Finnish
training programme for
21 Chinese general
upper secondary
school principals in
Finland (in Oct. 2011)

Regional
university
transformation:
International
experience and
local practice
University
transformation
and
development

A three-day Finnish
training seminar for
100 Chinese university
leaders in Kunming,
China (in Nov. 2014)
A 21-day Finnish
training programme for
20 Chinese university
leaders in Finland
(from May to June
2015)

Chinese
training
organizer(s)

Finnish training
provider(s)

NTCSSP

UTA

NAEA,
Yunnan
Normal
University
(YNNU)
NAEA

UTA, TAMK, HaagaHelia University of
Applied Sciences
(HAAGA-HELIA),
Kymenlaakso
University of Applied
Sciences (KYAMK)
UTA, University of
Helsinki, Häme
University of Applied
Sciences (HAMK),
TAMK, HAAGAHELIA.

There are similarities and differences among these training programmes. Three
similarities can be found. First of all, there was always a main actor on each side
of the training programmes. From the Chinese side, all trainings were led by the
MOE (the NTCSSP in T1 and the NAEA in T2 and T3) with national missions.
From the Finnish side, the University of Tampere (UTA) was the main training
provider of all three training programmes. Meanwhile, UTA cooperated with
other Finnish educational institutions to offer the training. Secondly, T1 and T3
had a similar schedule. The whole training duration was 31 days, consisting of a
seven-day pre-training in China, a 21-day training in Finland, and a three-day
post-training in China. Last but not least, T2 and T3 were correlated to each other.
They both tackled the same issue of university transformation. T2 was a kind of
pilot-testing and preparation for T3. T3 was the continuation and extension of T2.
Three differences can be discussed as well. Firstly, the training sponsors were
different. T1 was fully sponsored by the Chinese central government, and the
participants did not have to pay; T2 was free, and the universities (where the
participants come from) cover the traveling and accommodation costs. The
Finnish training providers were sponsored by the Centre for International Mobility
(CIMO) 11 and travelled to China to give lectures to the Chinese participants. T3
was sponsored by the Hong Kong Pei Hua Education Foundation and the Lee Shau
Kee Foundation. Similar to T1, the participants did not have to pay. Secondly, the
methods for choosing participants are different. The participants in T1 and T3
were selected by provincial/municipal educational departments and reported to
11

NB: CIMO was merged into the Finnish National Agency for Education in January 2017.
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the MOE. There was only one participant from each school or university. In
contrast, in T2 the participants voluntarily signed up for the training, and each
university could have more than one participant. Lastly, the training homework
was different. There were obligatory assignments in T1 and T3. The participants
were required to submit learning reports to the MOE after completing training.
However, there were no such requirements in T2.
In addition, it is worthwhile mentioning that the British representatives were
other training providers in T2. These included trainers from the Cultural and
Education Section of the British Embassy, Universities United Kingdom
International, Middlesex University, and Nottingham Trent University. The
British representatives only attended the first-day seminar. This is important,
because the participants in T2 also mentioned their perceptions of British
education when I asked about their perceptions of Finnish education.

3.4 Data collection
3.4.1 Data collection procedures
Table 14 Data collection
Training
programme
T1
T2
T3

Data collection phase

Type of data

5-6.2012
(seven months after T1)
11.2014
(during and immediately after T2)
6.2015
(immediately after T3)

Six interviews
Six interviews
Six interviews, six learning reports,
and two reflection workshops

The data collection took place in different phases (see Table 14). The first phase
of data collection included six interviews with six general upper secondary school
principals (out of 21) in Shanghai, China from late May to early June 2012. The
interviews were conducted seven months after completing T1. This allowed the
participants to have some time to digest the learning and possibly apply some
practices. Therefore, I set more focus on the possible applicability of their
practices. Data collection for T1 was smooth due to clear research design, the
agreed arrangement among my university, UTA, and the Chinese training
provider. An official letter was written and signed by my university to confirm my
research. In May 2012, I travelled to Shanghai with one of the UTA staff. We had
an informal gathering with the participants one day earlier in Shanghai. It helped
us to get to know each other and to become familiar with the research. Therefore,
the participants were open to my research and provided sufficient time for the
interviews. In the end, I wrote a training evaluation report for CEREC, UTA based
on Study III.
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The second phase of data collection includes six interviews from six Chinese
university leaders (out of 100). This phase took place in Kunming, China in
November 2014. The situation was more complex than I had expected. As
mentioned earlier, the Finnish training providers travelled to China to give lectures
to 100 Chinese university leaders in T2. I was asked to join the Finnish team to
collect research data for my thesis as well as for an evaluation report for UTA and
the NAEA. With the original research plan, a written confirmed letter was gained
from my supervisor before going to the field. During my stay in Kunming, another
written agreed letter was signed among representatives from UTA and the NAEA
and me. The evaluation report was meant to assist UTA to further develop similar
training programmes. Under such arrangement, UTA covered my traveling
expenses inside China, and the NAEA covered my accommodation costs during
my stay in Kunming. I collected data from both Finnish trainers and Chinese
trainees. However, I could not use the data from Finnish training providers, nor
write the evaluation report. The reason for this was that I changed my research
focus later. During T2, the participants were busy and had to leave Kunming
immediately after training. As mentioned, T2 was only a three-day training
seminar for 100 Chinese university leaders from central and western China. I did
not know any Chinese university leaders beforehand. Despite this, I tried my best
to make the research request to Chinese university leaders and managed to
interview six Chinese university leaders during and after T2, and these interviews
became one part of the data in Study I.
The third phase of data collection included six learning reports, four interviews
and two reflection workshops from eight Chinese university leaders (out of 20) in
Beijing, China in June 2015. The data were collected immediately after
completing T3. Having learnt the complexity of different interests in T2, I decided
to keep a distance from UTA and only contacted the people at the NAEA. My
research inquiry was accepted by the NAEA, opening the gate for me to gain
access to the participants. A similar procedure was followed: a written consent
form was signed by everyone participating in my research. Data collection was
easier in T3 than in T2. One main reason was that I (as a PhD student from Finland)
helped Chinese university leaders’ learning. I was invited by them to tell
something about Finland and Finnish education during the pre-training session at
the NAEA. All the participants in T3 had little knowledge about Finland and
Finnish education. None of them had been to Finland before. I had not prepared
for that in advance. Nevertheless, it went very well. I was able to answer their
questions. It enabled us to get to know each other, build trust and collect data.
As mentioned earlier, the learning reports were obligatory assignments that all
participants had to submit to the NAEA within two weeks of completing T3.
Chinese university leaders might not write everything they really thought in the
learning reports due to a deference to authority. In contrast, the interviews were a
voluntary task where participants could be more open and honest in expressing
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their perceptions, because it was a private and relaxing setting and there was no
real hierarchy between the participants (university leaders) and me (a PhD
student). In the reflection workshops, the participants were required to share their
perceptions in both small and big groups with a big audience. They would take
the formal setting and audience into consideration when sharing their perceptions.
All these different dimensions provide a mixed and fruitful picture of Finnish
education through Chinese university leaders’ perceptions in Study II.
3.4.2 Participants
The participants in the sub-studies of my PhD thesis are all CEL who are working
either in general upper secondary schools or in universities in China. They belong
to the big training group. The trainees in T1(21 people) and T3 (20 people) were
selected by provincial/municipal educational departments, while the trainees in
T2 (100 people) voluntarily signed up for the seminar. There were two reasons for
my decision to apply random sampling to collect data: Firstly, it enabled me to get
access to multiple voices and gain greater knowledge of a wider group (Stake,
1994). Secondly, it was a suitable way in my situation where I did not know the
CEL in advance and we had short time to meet (in T2 and T3). Both CEL and I
were visitors to the places of data collection (Kunming in T2 and Beijing in T3)
and had only a few days to stay there. When the trainings were over, we all had to
leave the places. Altogether there were 20 participants in my research, including
six general upper secondary school principals from Shanghai and 14 university
leaders from central and western China (see Table 15).
The school and university profiles are as follows. Each represents a specific
Chinese general upper secondary school or university. In T1, they were all wellknown city schools from Shanghai, a much-developed city in China. In T2 and
T3, they were regional universities from central and western China, less developed
regions in China. They face similar challenges and are under the Chinese
government’s agenda of university transformation.
The participants had similar, but still differing backgrounds. They shared
similarities inside a particular training programme but represented differences
among the training programmes. In T1, four were male and two were female. They
were aged 40-49, except one aged 30-39. Prior to training, they already had some
knowledge of Finland and the Finnish education system, especially Finnish basic
education. They told me that they had learnt many things about Finland and
Finnish education from books, media and websites beforehand. Their answers
were very focused during the interview. In T2 and T3, all the university
participants were male, aged 46-50 and had some years of working experience as
university leaders in China. Prior to training, they had little knowledge of Finland
and Finnish education, and none of them had been to Finland.
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It is very important to highlight that six participants (out of 20) had training
experiences in other countries before attending the Finnish training programmes.
My intention was to explore CEL’s perceptions and experiences exclusively of
the Finnish training programmes. However, those six participants mentioned their
training experiences in other countries during the interviews. Such experiences
certainly affect their perceptions. Therefore, I decided to include the data about
training experiences in other countries to answer RQ1 (programme characteristics
in general) but exclude them when answering RQ2 and RQ3 (Finnish training
programme impact only). As mentioned in 3.2, the first objective was to
understand programme characteristics in general. Therefore, it is necessary to
include training experiences in other countries to provide comprehensive
understanding of programme characteristics. Next, the research took Finnish
training programmes as specific cases to illustrate programme impact. There was
no need to include training experiences in other countries then.
Ethical principles were applied in the research. In terms of data collection, as
mentioned, permission to conduct the research was first obtained from my
supervisor, the NAEA, and the UTA prior to going into the field. Then I collected
consents from the CEL for participating in the research. Every participant in my
PhD thesis was asked to read and sign a consent form to confirm their participation.
The data were anonymously reported so that individual participants cannot be
identified. All the data were collected in Chinese. The data were also properly
saved. Only my co-authors and I have access to the data. Table 15 summarizes the
profile of the participants, data and coding.
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Table 15 Profile of the participants, data and coding

No
1
2
3
4
5
6

Role

General
upper
secondary
school
principals

7
8
9

Vice
president

10
11

Chairman

12

Vice
chairman

13
14
15
16
17

Vice
president
President

18
19
20

Vice
chairman
Chairman

Main
responsibil
ities

Party
&administra
tion

Training
programme

Previous
training
attended

T1

Teaching

United
Kingdom

Coding

N/A

N/A

T1-P2
T1-P3
T1-P4
T1-P5
T1-P6
T2-VP1
T2-VP2
T2-VP3

T2

Yes

N/A

N/A

United
States

Teaching

T3

Party

T2-VC
Yes
Yes
Yes
N/A
Yes
Yes

Safety

Japan

T2-VP4
T2-C

France,
Germany,
Australia

Audit

Overall
administrati
on
Students’
affairs

Reflection
workshop

T1-P1
Yes

United
States

Budgeting&
students’
affairs
Party

Learning
report

Singapor
e

Budgeting &
research

Budgeting &
teaching

Interview

N/A
N/A
N/A
Presented
N/A
N/A

T3-VP1
T3-VP2
T3-VP3
T3-P1
T3-P2
T3-P3

N/A

Presented

T3-VC

Yes

N/A

T3-C

Yes

3.5 Data analysis
The data were analysed through different qualitative data analysis methods,
depending on the type and purpose of the data.
3.5.1 Content analysis
Content analysis is a method for capturing the core consistencies and meanings of
qualitative data and for providing an understanding of the phenomenon under
study (Patton, 2002; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Content analysis can be inductive
or deductive (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Hsieh and Shannon
(2005) have identified three distinct approaches to classifying qualitative content
analysis, i.e. conventional, direct, and summative. A conventional approach to
content analysis is applied when existing theory or research literature on a
phenomenon is limited. It starts with observation, and the strength is to gather
direct information from the participants without forcing theoretical views or
predetermined categories. A directed approach to content analysis is used when
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existing theory or prior research about a phenomenon is incomplete. It starts with
theory, and the strength is to support and extend existing theory. A summative
approach to content analysis is employed when identifying and quantifying certain
words or content in text in order to understand the contextual use of the words or
content. It starts with keywords, and the strength is to provide basic insights into
how words are actually used. (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
My co-author and I employed an inductive approach to qualitative
conventional content analysis in Study III. This is recognized as a data-driven
method, in contrast to theory-driven analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Knowledge is constructed through participants’ distinctive perceptions and
grounded in the data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). In our case, the data included six
interviews from T1, and the participants were all school principals. Firstly, I
analysed the data in Chinese and searched for patterns and themes in the
transcripts. Then I translated them into English and discussed the findings with
my co-author. During this process, my co-author cross-checked the findings. We
reduced the data into summary form, re-examined and re-defined them into three
themes: (1) satisfaction, (2) improvement, and (3) education system differences.
In retrospect, I found that conventional content analysis produced categories that
were comfortable to work with and the process was easy to trace. It turned out to
be an appropriate tool for answering the research question.
3.5.2 Thematic analysis
Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method “for identifying, analysing and
reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). King and
Horrocks (2010, p.150) define theme more precisely as follows: “Themes are
recurrent and distinctive features of participants’ accounts, characterizing
particular perceptions and/or experiences which the researcher sees as relevant to
the research question.” The researcher always plays an active role in identifying
themes inductively or deductively, choosing which are important to the research
question and reporting them to readers (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The purpose of
thematic analysis is not only to produce a list of themes, but also to organize those
themes in a way that reflects how they are conceptualized as relating to each other
(King & Horrocks, 2010). Thematic analysis is regarded as appropriate for data
interpretation, deductive and inductive approaches, analysis of two different
phases of data, and coding and categorising (Alholjailan, 2012). It is a suitable
method for examining the perspectives of different research participants,
highlighting similarities and differences, and generating unanticipated insights
(King, 2004). It provides a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data and
offers a more accessible form of analysis, particularly for early career researchers
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, the flexible nature of thematic analysis can
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lead to inconsistency and incoherence when developing themes derived from the
research data (Holloway & Todres, 2003).
Thematic analysis was applied in Study I. This method was deemed
appropriate because I was interested in CEL’s individual perceptions and
experiences, rather than in testing some theories or hypotheses. The data in Study
I included 12 interviews from T2 and T3 (six in each) and six learning reports
from T3. The participants were all university leaders. I followed a five-step data
analysis. Firstly, I read through the transcriptions several times and checked their
accuracy against the data. Then, the transcriptions were initially coded in order of
similar contents and from micro to macro level. Thirdly, the transcriptions were
coded in order of participants (T2-VP1, T2-VP2, etc.) and from macro to micro
level. Next, the transcriptions were coded in order of training process (before,
during and after training). The three steps (2-4) enabled me to find out how the
different types of data were verified or add new items to previous ones. Finally,
the themes that emerged from the data were re-examined and re-defined into four
groups: contents, formats, methods and social aspects. An example of thematic
analysis in Study I was presented in Table 16.
.
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Table 16 Example of thematic analysis in Study I
Step1

Step2

1. In order of similar contents;
2. From micro to macro level
Themes

Content

Sub-themes &
codes

Coding

Coding

Themes

Coding

Stages

Themes &
codes

clear aim

clear aim

Stage 1: before
training
1.1 analysis profile
of institutions and
presidents

design training
based on
presidents'
- needs
- problems
- tasks
- competencies

-T2-VP3, T2-VC,
T2-C1
-T2-VP1, T3-P1,
T3-VP6, T3-VP7
-T2-VP1, T3-VP5
-T2-VP2

task/positionbased

different
duties of
president
and vicepresident

1.11 University profile
-same type of
university
-different people inside
one university

targeted
university

Examples

university
examples

1.12 Presidents profile
-same position from
different
universities/same
needs
-same role from
different dimensions
-same position in
different career stages

targeted
group
-positionbased
(president or
vicepresident)

- T3-VP5, T3-P1
-T2-VP1, T2-VP2,
T2-C1, T3-VP5
-T2-VC

T2-VP1

innovative ideas
and philosophy

T2-VP3, T2-C1,
T3-P1

distribution of
learning
materials

same type of
university

distribute the
materials in
advance

1.2: define
needs/problems, set
aims

Step 5

Review themes

T2-VP1, T2-VP2

- integration of
theory and practice
(field-based
internships)
- provide examples
- teach from macro
and micro levels

Step 4

In order of training process

clear aim

classification
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Step 3

1. In order of participants;
2. From macro to micro level

Coding

Themes & codes

Define and name themes
Stages

-T2-VP1,
T2-VP2, T2VP3, T2VP4, T3VP6
- T2-VP4

targeted group
-targeted
university
-targeted people

1.1

-T2-VP1,
T2-VC, T2C1, T3-VP5,
T3-VP6

adequate length
and time
-cannot be done
overnight
-comprehensive
-career-staged
-systematic
content in different
periods

1.12 &
2.1

Themes

Subthemes

Realities and
wishes

Targeted
group

targeted institution
targeted people
have a training for
medical
universities

Targeted
needs

needs-based
(adaptation of
program based on
needs)
competenciesbased

Clear aims

division of aims
aligning of aims
and participants'
selections
inform difficulties
and solutions

Competent
trainers

too many lecturers
and presentations
academic voices
are valued
instruction and
pedagogy
more practitioners

Content
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Due to the positive experience with thematic analysis during Study I, I chose to
use it again in Study II. The data in Study II include six learning reports, four
interviews, and two reflection workshops from T3. The participants were all
university leaders. A similar three-step data analysis was employed. The first step
was to read through the transcriptions and check their accuracy, with a particular
focus on identifying CEL’s perceptions of programme impact on their
understanding of Finnish and Chinese education systems and their leadership
practices. Then, the data were initially coded in order of learning reports,
interviews and reflection workshops. This enabled us to see the big picture of data
and identify the potential themes and patterns. During this step, my co-authors
also re-read and cross-checked these themes. This helped us find out how the
different types of data were verified or helped us add new items to previous ones.
Finally, the themes that emerged from the data were re-examined and re-defined
into three groups: (1) education system principles, (2) education and learning
environments, and (3) personal benefits from the programme.
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4 Findings
This chapter presents findings based on the three combined sub-studies included
in this thesis. Those sub-studies provide different perspectives on the research
questions. The main findings—divided by the research questions—are discussed
in the following.
It is notable that the themes in the summary findings were slightly modified to
answer RQ2 and RQ3, which apply to both Study II and Study III. The themes for
RQ2 include: (1) equality and equity, (2) autonomy, (3) physical and social
environment, (4) quality and quantity of teachers, and (5) role of decision-makers.
The themes for RQ3 include: (1) a different form of leadership, (2) confidence,
and (3) willingness to change.
As mentioned in 3.4.2 (participants), my intention was to focus on Finnish
training programmes only. However, six participants (out of 20) mentioned their
previous training experience in other countries during interviews. I decided to
include their data to answer RQ1 (programme characteristics), which provides
broader and deeper understanding of programme characteristics in general. Some
characteristics were missing in the Finnish training programmes while existing in
other training programmes. However, I only included the data from Finnish
training programmes to answer RQ2 and RQ3. Having understood better
programme characteristics in general at the first stage, I then took the Finnish
training programmes as specific examples to illustrate perceptions on programme
impact.

4.1 Perceived programme characteristics (Study I)
This section answers RQ1 on CEL’s perceptions of programme characteristics:
RQ1. What are CEL’s perceptions of the characteristics of an effective TNELT
programme? (Study I)
The findings here include both the Finnish training programmes and training
programmes in other countries. I am interested in programme characteristics in
general. They are based on 12 interviews from T2 and T3 (six in each) and six
learning reports from T3. CEL refers to university leaders in Study I. Four themes
can be defined: contents, methods, formats, and social aspects. The following
focuses on each theme one by one (see Table 17).
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Table 17 Characteristics of effective programme
Category

Component
targeted group and needs

Content

clear aims
competent trainers
variety of activities

Methods

peer learning
training materials delivery

Format

integration of theory and practice
adequate length and time

Social aspects

networking and cooperating beyond training
logistics

4.1.1 Content: needs, aims and people
Targeted group and needs
Findings show that the targeted group is the first step toward achieving an
effective training programme. This includes the targeted university and trainees.
In responses about the targeted university, five participants reported that the
same type of university should be a shared feature among the same training group
since they would be in a similar boat and understand each other better. Such an
arrangement would allow them to discuss the common issues, including concerns,
challenges, achievements, and experiences on university transformation and draw
lessons from each other. For example, both T2-VP1 and T2-VP2 wished to have
a training programme for medical universities (where they come from), as this
was not realized in T2, or in other previous training.
Regarding targeted trainees, five participants commented that having the
training with those in the same roles could make the training programme effective,
as they had commonality to share and discuss. T2-VP1 said: “I am in charge of
budgeting at my university. It is difficult for me to have deeper discussion with
T2-VP2, whose responsibility is teaching at his university”. In addition, three
participants shared another view that sending university chairmen and presidents
to study abroad was better than sending vice chairmen and vice presidents, since
the chairmen and presidents were the key figures to lead change afterwards.
Half of the participants indicated that meeting and satisfying presidents'
specific needs was the core part of an effective training programme. The higher
satisfaction degree of needs, the more effective the training programme. Chinese
university leaders felt that, as they came from different backgrounds with different
skills, they needed professional development suited to their individual needs. To
gain a better understanding of such needs, a communication channel between
trainers and trainees must exist. T2-C suggested:
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(1) Prior to training, training providers should conduct a survey to inquire
about needs and make a list of menus for us to choose from. Then they
can focus on these needs and adapt the training accordingly (T2-C, 2014,
interview).

Unfortunately, this was not done in T2. T2-VC said: “There is no survey. I guess
there are so many university participants and few resources (including time and
people) for the NAEA to organize a three-day training programme.” However, it
was realized in his own university training programmes:
(2) My university organized two training programmes in Australia at the same
time: one was university administration training at the University of
Technology, Sydney; the other was medical education training at the
University of Sydney. Both programmes lasted 21 days and were very
specific and targeted. The Australian training providers conducted a very
thorough survey in advance to match our specific needs. I think this is
excellent (T2-VC, 2014, interview).

Clear aims
Five participants agreed that an effective training programme should have clear
aims that focus on certain aspects of training and not on too many topics. This
happened when the needs were explicitly identified. They felt the aims could be
divided into sub-aims, under which research questions were placed. Prior to
training, every trainee should have 1-2 research questions and then try to solve the
questions after training. Finally, they could share learning results with each other,
and the overall aims of training would be maximally achieved. T3-VP1 provided
an example: “In T3, we voluntarily formed four small groups based on four themes.
Each group was concentrating on one topic. We were able to learn more”. T2-VP1
also stressed: “The aim of training and selection of trainees should go hand in
hand”. In other words, the selection of candidates should be based on training aim.
Competent trainers
Four participants considered highly qualified trainers to be of great importance to
an effective training programme. The trainers should be the experts in their field
and well prepared for the training in advance. As T2-VP3 said,
(3) I am happy with all the trainers in T2. The work they have presented
during the seminar represents the latest research on regional university
transformation in China. Their views are fresh, insightful and inspiring. I
can see that they did their homework well (T2-VP3, 2014, interview).

In addition, they preferred to include more practitioners in training. More findings
on this will be presented in a later section.
Unfortunately, this criterion was not realized in T3. T3-C complained about
some poor Finnish teaching:
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(4) In general, we do not like the general academic teaching by some Finnish
lecturers. They spoke too much about basics on Finnish education which
can be easily found from books and online. We are coming to Finland to
learn new things, not to listen to the repeated stories. And we are much
more interested in communicating with Finnish university leaders than
academics (T3-C, 2015, interview).

Nevertheless, three participants in T3 highly praised the excellent university
pedagogy in Finland, which was regarded as essential for enhancing an effective
training programme. More findings on university pedagogy will be presented in
Chapter 4.2.4 (Quality and quantity of teachers).
4.1.2 Methods: activities, peer learning and materials delivery
Variety of activities
The majority of the participants agreed that including a variety of activities
enhances programme characteristics. They agreed that seeing was believing. In
T3, they attended 27 lectures at five different Finnish universities, visited
university campuses, libraries, research centres, laboratories, student
entrepreneurship centres, industries, and the City of Tampere. They also visited
the Chinese Embassy in Finland and met Chinese researchers and students at
Finnish universities. Further, they attended two seminars: One was a Sino-Finnish
education dialogue, held at the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture in
Helsinki. The other was on Chinese regional university transformation, held at
UTA. The participants enjoyed these seminars which provided them with broader
pictures of Finnish education from historical, social, economic, and cultural
perspectives. They were impressed by the Finnish approach to education equality,
possibilities of choice and highly educated teachers. T3-VP2 gave an example:
(5) In the Finnish education system, there are no dead ends and students can
always have the opportunity to re-choose (T3-VP2, 2015, interview).

Further, T3-C felt the training was effective because he was invited to deliver a
speech and share his thoughts on the topic of Chinese local university
transformation in the second seminar. This means that the information flow goes
both ways. He had prepared well for the speech prior to training. This experience
helped him reflect on their own practices, gain an in-depth understanding of higher
education, and compare the education systems in China and Finland. It also helped
Finnish trainers better understand the Chinese higher education system and
regional university transformation.
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Peer learning
Half of the participants agreed that peer learning, including peer sharing, peer
teaching, and peer dialogues, could promote an effective training programme.
T3-VP3 and T3-P2 acknowledged the importance of sharing thoughts among
trainees after training. They regarded this as an effective way to promote mutual
learning, and endorsed how useful such reflection experience was:
(6) After returning to China, we continued with another day of reflection
workshops. Everyone was asked to share their thoughts. The discussions
were active and everyone loved it! One day was too short and we would
like to have more time (T3-P2, 2015, interview).

In addition, three participants would like to share learning experience amongst
colleagues at their own universities. T2-VP4 and T3-VP3 would report learning
results to a university leadership team meeting for further discussions, while T3C planned to organize a symposium for staff and carry out some reforms at his
university.
The involvement of experienced and successful university leaders in the
training programmes contributed to programme effectiveness, since they
possessed first-hand knowledge of the university context, better understood their
needs and were in a position to share their practical experience. Unfortunately,
this was not achieved in T2. T2-VC put it this way:
(7) It was a pity that the right regional university presidents were not invited.
(…) Only one president shared experience during T2, but this was from
an elite university (T2-VC, 2014, interview).

Therefore, the participants suggested three wishes for future training. The first
was the involvement of more Finnish and Chinese practitioners. The second wish
was for professional dialogue amongst university leaders. T3-C considered this
one of the most crucial elements for an effective training programme:
(8) Overseas training is a unique way to bring Chinese university leaders to
the world platform and have professional dialogues with foreign peers. It
is absolutely needed and more should be offered in future (T3-C, 2015,
interview).

The third wish was to establish a communication platform in China amongst those
who had attended similar training programmes abroad. This was suggested by T2VP2. The purpose would be to see what has changed afterwards, how attendees
had made changes, how they reflected on such changes, and what suggestions they
have for future training. If these wishes are implemented, the future training
programme efficacy will be improved.
68

Perceived programme characteristics and impact
Training materials delivery
Findings reveal that good delivery of training materials increases programme
effectiveness, including language translation, distribution of materials in advance
of training and afterwards, an online platform for materials collection, and written
reports.
Three participants reported that highly qualified language translations of
lecturing layouts and simultaneous interpretation during training were absolutely
necessary for an effective training programme. The fact is that most participants
have limited English skills, and thus they rely on translators during training. They
highly praised the professional simultaneous interpreters and sophisticated
translation equipment applied in T2, as information was correctly and promptly
passed to Chinese trainees and foreign trainers. The sophisticated translation
equipment was particularly useful on the first day of T2, where more than 100
participants were in a big conference hall.
Regarding wishes, four participants wanted to obtain these learning materials
afterwards. The reason was that T2 was quite intensive; they did not have enough
time to catch up with all the details and consolidate the knowledge learnt during
training. Thus, three of them suggested the NAEA sort out and send the training
materials to the participants afterwards. T2-VP3 echoed this thought in particular,
recommending “setting up an E-learning platform for participants so that
everyone can have access to the training materials later”.
4.1.3 Format: theory and practice, and duration
Integration of theory and practice
Three fourths of participants agreed that integration of theory and practice was
indispensable for an effective training programme. They felt training programmes
must be down to earth and be able to teach university leaders how to solve
practical problems. Three key elements were identified as being particularly
beneficial: case studies, problem-based learning, and advanced educational
philosophy.
Half of participants perceived that thorough university cases (aligned with
theory or policy) must be integrated to enhance programme effectiveness. This
helped Chinese university leaders deeply understand the operational systems of
foreign universities. Participants in T2 favoured the initiative of including
representatives from both Finland and the United Kingdom, which provided them
with multiple practices and solutions. T2-C and T3-C agreed that the comparative
case studies from different countries helped them see the global higher education
trends better and facilitated the relating of their learning to their own contexts.
However, they were dissatisfied with insufficient and unmatched cases.
Comments such as “Only national policy was covered, but no appropriate
university cases were provided in T1” (T2-VC), and “The cases were superficial
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in T3 and I would like to see exactly how the curriculum is conducted in a specific
programme” (T3-VP1) indicate the drawbacks of the case studies in both
programmes. Therefore, the wish of T2-C and T3-C was to have more
comparative university cases from different countries in designing the overseas
training programme. Adding these would make the learning experience richer.
Three participants considered problem-based learning useful for promoting
programme effectiveness. T2-VP4 commented that he joined in the training with
many questions to be solved. Therefore, using tasks in the training helped him
relate his learning to his own contexts and solve similar problems in practical work.
T3-VP1 wrote in his learning report that he had prepared more than 20 questions
relating to the university of applied sciences (UAS) in advance. T3-P2 stressed
the importance of preparation:
(9) To create an effective training programme, university leaders must do
homework in advance. This could include preparing for questions, reading
the assigned readings, familiarizing themselves with foreign education
systems, etc. The earlier and the more questions we prepare, the better the
results (T3-P2, 2015, interview).

Four participants claimed that innovative educational philosophy was an
indispensable element in improving an effective training programme. This
included, among other features, student-centredness, strategic thinking, and the
mission of the university. They felt an effective training programme provided
them with new thoughts and inspirations to solve challenges, as they were
exploring a new context. T2-VP2 said:
(10) An effective training programme should pay close attention to training
presidents’ competencies in strategic thinking and decision-making (T2VP2, 2014, interview).

Adequate length and time
T2-VP1 and T2-VP3 commented that a training programme with adequate length
and time was effective. They felt an effective training programme required
sufficient time to be developed step by step, which could not be done overnight.
T2-VP3 suggested “organizing long-term training at different time periods so that
university leaders have time to consolidate knowledge and apply what they have
learnt into practice”. T3-P2 and T3-P3 complained about the limited time of
university visits. They had to rush and only scratched the surface of Finnish
universities. They did not have enough time to discuss some planned issues, either.
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4.1.4 Social aspects: networking and logistics
Networking and cooperating beyond training
Half of the participants perceived that networking of professional communities is
essential for an effective training programme. During T3, three participants signed
cooperation agreements with Finnish universities on behalf of their own
universities. Although this had not been planned beforehand, they were satisfied
with such extra and positive achievement.
In T2, T2-VP4 expressed his strong willingness to develop networking with
Finnish universities: “my university would like to establish a formal relationship
with a Finnish university and explore deeper cooperation for staff professional
development. This could be done either by inviting the Finnish trainers to train
Chinese teachers in China or by sending Chinese teachers to be trained in Finland”.
Logistics
The participants agreed that well-organized logistics was an indispensable
element of an effective training programme. They were satisfied with excellent
service in both programmes. The training schedule was rich and time was well
utilized. T2-VP3 said: “Although T2 is three days, the service is excellent,
including transport, training rooms, accommodation, and food. Everything is
inside one campus and easy to access.” T3-P2 echoed: “The training schedule is
rich and full in Finland. Everything is detailed and well-organized. Almost every
working day we start from 8:30 to 17:00. Although there is no time to take a nap,
like what we have in China, no one complains.” However, T3-VP2 was unsatisfied
with the inappropriate training time. As he said, “It was a pity that we did not have
the chance to have discussions with Finnish students and could not see more,
because they were on holiday in May”.

4.2 Perceived programme impact on CEL’s understanding
of the Finnish and Chinese education systems (Study II &
Study III)
This section providers answers to RQ2 on CEL’s perceptions of programme
impact on their understanding of education systems:
RQ2. How do CEL perceive the impact of the Sino-Finnish TNELT programme
on their understanding of the Finnish and Chinese education systems?
(Study II & Study III)
The findings here only include the Finnish training programmes. It is notable that
the data from Study II is based on six learning reports, four interviews and two
reflection workshops immediately after T3. CEL means university leaders in
Study II. In contrast, the data from Study III is based on six interviews conducted
seven months after T1. CEL refers to general upper secondary school principals
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in Study III. Additionally, some data from T2 is supplemented to address the
perceptions on their understanding of education systems. It is also worth
mentioning that the participants in T1 already had good knowledge of Finnish
education before training, while the participants in T2 and T3 had little knowledge
of Finnish education prior to training.
4.2.1 Equality and equity
All the participants in T3 highlighted the fact that equality and equity were the
core principles of the Finnish education system– as they had heard repeatedly
during the training programme. These two terms appear to be used
interchangeably by the participants, although they have different meanings. Rizzo
and Killen (2016) define them as follows: equality means “allocating the same
number of resources to all recipients”, while equity refers to “allocating resources
to rectify the inequality”.
Firstly, the participants discussed the fact that education is free for all in
Finland. The participants had been told that equal access to education was a basic
human right defined in the Finnish Constitution. Two participants in T3 were
surprised by the fact that all students (including foreign students) are entitled to
receive free education from pre-primary school to university, regardless of their
social and economic background 12.
Secondly, the participants noted that education resources are equally allocated
in Finland. They reported that the Finnish government allocates equal educational
resources to schools to minimize the gap between different regions and to ensure
that students can study in the schools nearest to their homes. T3-C commented on
this aspect, while toning it down by using the phrase “almost the same amount”,
which could denote uncertainty about the fact:
(11) There is no distinction between elite and normal schools in Finland. All
schools receive almost the same amount of resources from the government
and all students receive the same high quality of education (T3-C, 2015,
learning report).

Although equal allocation of education resources for universities was not
mentioned, two participants highlighted the fact that universities were distributed
throughout Finland, which was interpreted as providing equal learning
opportunities for students.
(12) Educational resources are equally divided in Finland. E.g. Helsinki
Metropolia University of Applied Sciences has 20 campuses located in

12
NB: From 2017 non-EU/EEA students were charged fees for English-medium Bachelor’s and Master’s
degree programmes in Finland.
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different parts of Finland. Students do not have to travel far away to study
(T3-VP2, 2015, learning report).

Thirdly, the participants had learnt that Finnish UASs have a status equal to that
of traditional Finnish universities. They had been informed that the FHE system
has a dual structure: traditional universities and UASs. The law defines equal
status but different missions for them and sets rules for each type to achieve its
own mission. The participants felt the Finnish way of “equal but different” is a
good lesson for China, since Chinese higher education is more hierarchical:
universities are categorized into different levels, and those at the top usually get
the most resources. T3-VC reflected:
(13) In China, we do not have clear rules. More than 2,600 universities and
colleges compete for funding and recognition. Sometimes competition
among universities is vicious. This is something we do not want to see
(T3-VC, 2015, reflection workshop).

Similarly, the participants in T1 mentioned the dual structure in the Finnish upper
secondary school system: General and vocational general upper secondary schools
were openly accessible to each other. Students could freely choose courses in both
schools and get two diplomas if they wanted. They reflected on the situation in
China:
(14) There is a great discrimination against vocational education in China.
Vocational schools are the final choice for students who fail to study in
general upper secondary schools. Most students want to be civil servants
(T1-P4, 2012, interview).

Remarkably, T1-P5 claimed that the roots of society and concepts of people were
entrenched, although the Chinese government introduced good policies.
(15) Nowadays the policy encourages students to study in both general and
vocational upper secondary schools, yet few students choose vocational
education. There is such a strong society norm that studying in vocational
colleges will end in nothing and that the only way to success is to study at
the university (T1-P5, 2012, interview).

Although equality was much discussed, equity was somewhat ignored in the
participants’ discourses. However, three participants found some equity in Finnish
education. They had been amazed to hear how inclusive education was embedded
in the Finnish system. T3-P2 said:
(16) In Finland, the criterion of teaching progression in class is based on
students with learning difficulties and disabilities, not the talented
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students. The teachers’ role is to identify the weak students and try to help
them as early as possible. Talented students can learn more by
themselves…This is amazing! It is also smart and cost-effective in the
long run (T3-P2, 2015, interview).

However, the participants saw potential challenges in Finnish higher education
(FHE). The biggest challenge was the dilemma between equality and
marketization. The traditional idea of FHE is to foster academic knowledge, while
the new trend is to emphasise innovation, creativity, competition and
marketization. T3-P2 wrote:
(17) In the new era, how to balance between “justice for all” and “competition
for survival” will become a serious challenge for FHE (T3-P2, 2015,
learning report).

T3-VP1also reported that the limited resources of Finnish UASs can be counterproductive in relation to equality:
(18) In Finnish UASs, only a few students can do internships in companies,
while most students do not have such opportunities. This contradicts the
principle of equality in Finland (T3-VP1, 2015, interview and learning
report).

4.2.2 Autonomy
The participants find autonomy is a complex issue in Finland and in China. In T3,
the majority of the participants agreed that autonomy appeared to be another key
feature of Finnish education. Autonomy was said to operate at institutional and
individual levels. At the institutional level, participants were impressed by the fact
that Finnish UASs seemed to enjoy extensive autonomy in organizing their own
administration, building infrastructure, deciding on staff recruitment, student
admission, and designing degree programmes. In contrast, the participants
reported that they lack such autonomy at their own universities in China. They
admired most what was presented to them as their Finnish peers’ autonomy in
recruiting staff. This is a feature they do not have. The Chinese university leaders
can recruit staff in principle. However, they have to negotiate the recruitment
numbers with the local provincial/municipal education government, which makes
the final decision. The local education government is the main sponsor of regional
universities, and it has to take personnel costs into consideration. Similarly, T1P1 and T1-P5 reported that most Chinese principals did not have the autonomy to
recruit teachers.
At the individual level, in FHE, autonomy means that, theoretically, every
individual has the freedom to act as they wish and take responsibility. T3-VP2
found that Finnish university presidents could fully implement the autonomy
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granted by law. T3-VP1 noted that Finnish teachers seem to enjoy a high degree
of autonomy, can decide how to teach and evaluate students, and are free of
corruption. T3-C noted that students in Finland seem to take initiative in their own
studies, including individual work, group work and internships. He gave an
example related to me:
(19) You, as a PhD student from Finland, take the initiative to travel far away
to Beijing and make a research request to me. I accept, because I feel your
research is meaningful and you are a professional researcher. (…) My
students heavily rely on me and have not taken such initiatives (T3-C,
2015, interview).

However, the participants in T3 did have a thorough understanding of the
complexity of the Finnish and Chinese contexts. They wrote in the learning reports
that Finland had gradually been introducing the market mechanism in higher
education since the 1990s under the influence of neo-liberalism and globalization.
A typical example from the data was mention of the implementation of the
University Act of 2010. The participants reported that the reform gave universities
more autonomy, meaning that universities had to engage with society more
broadly, increase fundraising, improve efficiency, and take more risks. Should the
university not run well, it could go bankrupt. Autonomy also meant university
staff were no longer civil servants with permanent job contracts, since the
university became their new employer.
Regarding the Chinese context, T3-P2 pointed out that the Chinese system was
not ready for autonomy, since, he argued, the system is not transparent enough.
He was worried about the possible corruption if the Chinese government gave the
university autonomy without adequate preparation. In his view, not giving
autonomy was actually a kind of protection for university staff. This is how he
questioned autonomy in China:
(20) Are Chinese universities really ready for taking autonomy? Can university
leaders recruit staff transparently with autonomy? If I have autonomy, I
will become more careful. Autonomy not only means power, but also
responsibility (T3-P2, 2015, interview).

What the participants show is that they understand the double-edged sword of
different aspects of autonomy, as it is presented and constructed within the context
of Finnish education. Although there was a lack of critical engagement with the
notion during the training programmes, the participants were able to reflect on the
problematic evidence for a link between autonomy and performance (Enders, de
Boer & Weyer, 2012). Further, the participants revealed a complex picture of
university autonomy in the Chinese context.
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4.2.3 Physical and social environment
The majority of participants in T3 enjoyed the physical and social environments
at Finnish UASs, including learning environments, supporting systems, and
university-industry cooperation.
Firstly, the participants perceived the learning environment as relaxed. They
considered the university buildings to be modern and convenient learning
materials at Finnish UASs to be up to date. All these features created what they
perceived as a relaxed and creative learning environment. Two examples were
given:
(21) In Finland, university staffs and students use the same café. Staff members
have to pay more than double the price for food that students pay, since
they earn money and pay taxes. It is fair! Food is delicious and cheap at
my university staff café, where students are not allowed to buy food. The
reason is limited resources (T3-P2, 2015, interview).
(22) My university library building [in China] looks magnificent. But the
atmosphere is too serious: E.g., students are not allowed to eat or take a
nap. Is this really necessary? Now I am re-thinking the main function of a
library: to provide an enjoyable learning environment and good services
instead of just collecting books and journals (T3-P1, 2015, reflection
workshop).

The second aspect that was discussed concerns the student support systems. T1P6 reported the issue of students’ sports accident insurance. She said that Finnish
principals and teachers were free to begin any kind of physical education classes
because the Finnish government would cover students’ sports accident insurance.
The Finnish government also created hospital schools for those who were sick for
a long time. However, Chinese principals and teachers were reluctant to start
physical education classes. They sacrificed their private time to make up missing
lessons for those students who were sick at home. The reason for this was that
such insurance, not to mention hospital schools, was not covered by the Chinese
government.
The participants in T3 reported that Finnish universities had comprehensive
learning guidelines and a support system, including programme brochures, course
outlines and selection, transcripts, student help centres, and students’ involvement
with university governance: e.g., two participants found student counsellors at
Finnish universities to be real experts with professional qualifications.
The third aspect was the university-industry cooperation in the students’
training. The majority of participants reported that the Finnish UASs had
combined students’ internship (30 ECTS for 1 semester) and thesis (assignment
for a company) in degree programmes.
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Although the image of a systematic and coherent environment constructed by
the participants sounds appealing, some voices were critical of what could be
labelled as the inadequate function of education at Finnish universities:
(23) More than 1,000 students register for the course Entrepreneurship
Education at UTA, but [there is] less attendance and success. Education
resources are wasted… The students’ training at UAS focuses too much
on practical activities at companies and less [on] systematic training at
UAS (T3-VP1, 2015, interview and learning report).

4.2.4 Quality and quantity of teachers
The participants in T1 and T3 mentioned that teaching was presented as a highly
attractive career in Finland – this is very much in line with e.g. Niemi et al.’s
(2012) presentation of the “miracle” of Finnish education. The participants
attributed this to two factors. Firstly, they were told that teachers are highly
respected and trusted in Finnish society. Secondly, they felt that Finnish teachers
were highly professional. Finnish teachers were seen by them as passionate
educators and responsible, confident and efficient employees (see Niemi et al.,
2012). It was highly competitive to get a study place for teacher education at the
Finnish universities. Therefore, universities could choose the most talented
student candidates to study teacher education. T1-P5 gave an example about
selection of student teacher candidates in Finland and in China:
(24) To study teacher education in Finland, student candidates have to go
through many procedures, and one important procedure is an interview.
In China, when I was a candidate to study teacher education, there was
still an interview to select the right candidates. Nowadays there is no such
interview (T1-P5, 2012, interview).

In terms of teacher requirements in a Finnish UAS, the participants in T3 reported
that to become a lecturer, one must have a master’s degree, a minimum of threeyears’ work experience in industry, and 60 ECTS of pedagogy studies.
Meanwhile, the participants reflected on the quality of teachers in China. They
reported that uneven teachers’ qualifications constituted one big challenge in
Chinese schools and universities. Some were highly qualified, while others were
not. They agreed that teachers were the core people to implement leaders’ ideas
in daily work and that having qualified teachers was absolutely essential.
In addition, they mentioned teacher development in terms of teachers’
professional ethics, professional development, motivation, appraisal and
university pedagogy. T3-C highlighted this point: “Paying attention to teacher
development is the most economical and practical way to the university’s overall
development.” T3-P1 gave an example in developing effective teachers at the
Finnish UAS:
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(25) Finnish UASs focus on teachers’ professional development in four
domains: (a) the skills of carrying out digital teaching, (b) the skills of
evaluating students’ learning outcomes, (c) the skills of providing support
and help during students’ learning, and (d) the skills of organizing
students’ learning at the UAS or industries (T3-P1, 2015, reflection
workshop).

T3-VC felt it was necessary to make all the university regulations detailed, simple,
transparent and operable. He provided an example about teacher appraisal:
(26) Finnish universities make class teaching, grading assignments, answering
students’ questions and emails as teachers’ working hours. The evaluation
of teachers’ workload is simple, clear and operable. Chinese universities
still have many regulations which are lengthy, complex, vague, and
difficult to operate (T3-VC, 2015, learning report).

T3-P1 further pointed out the problem of teacher appraisal at Chinese universities:
(27) In China, some university teachers publish articles for the sake of
promotion only. It is a huge waste of human and financial resources. Great
attention is needed to solve this illness (T3-P1, 2015, reflection workshop).

Regarding university pedagogy, three participants in T3 favoured the way of
classroom interaction and co-teaching at the Finnish UAS. They found Finnish
trainers were good at handling students’ interruptions and at co-teaching in class.
With a more than 20-year university teaching experience in China, T3-VP1
reflected:
(28) It is my first time to see two lecturers teach together in one class. Their
perfect cooperation, elegant manners and comprehensive knowledge
impressed me deeply (T3-VP1, 2015, interview).

However, these participants raised the point that this approach could be
challenging for many Chinese teachers, since Chinese teachers and students are
said to be used to teacher-centred pedagogy.
T2-VP4 raised the issue of the quantity of teachers in Finland and in China:
(29) In Finland, there are sufficient numbers of teachers who can spend more
time teaching and giving individual support to every student. In China,
there is a lack of sufficient numbers of teachers. My university has 23,000
students. Where do we have sufficient numbers of teachers to give
individual support to every student? It will take ages to do so following
the Finnish way (T2-VP4, 2014, interview).
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4.2.5 Role of decision-makers
The majority of the participants agreed that the training helped them gain
increased understanding of the role of government in education. They considered
that there is a strong government in China which could make changes happen.
The first issue was about teachers’ qualifications. Having seen the high
qualifications of Finnish teachers, the participants in T1 and T3 felt it was the
responsibility of the Chinese government to remove obstacles in the system, build
cooperation and collaboration, train qualified teachers systematically in schools
and universities, and give autonomy to universities for recruiting senior engineers
and technicians.
The second issue concerned the dual structure in the Finnish education system.
As mentioned, the participants in T1 were impressed that the Finnish government
built a two-track system to ensure general and vocational upper secondary schools
were openly accessible to each other. There were very few obstacles between the
two school systems. Students could freely choose courses in both schools and get
two diplomas in case they wanted. Meanwhile, the participants in T2 and T3
mentioned the dual structure in FHE: universities and UASs have equal but
different roles in the society. T2-VP1 highlighted this point: “The Chinese
government should build the legislation for the UAS in future.”
The third issue was about university-industry cooperation. Participants in T2
and T3 felt the Chinese government could play a role in university transformation.
T2-VP2 gave an example: The hospitals are unwilling to accept trainees from
medical universities. He offered a suggestion related to university-hospital
cooperation:
(30) The Chinese government should and can push the hospitals to accept
student doctors from the universities for practice training. As public
sectors, hospitals must take the social responsibility (T2-VP2, 2014,
interview).

The last issue was about students’ support system. Having seen the operation of
physical education classes in Finland, T1-P6 felt it was the Chinese government’s
responsibility to cover students’ sports accident insurance expenses. This would
ease the worries about beginning physical education classes in Chinese schools.
Finally, all the participants considered two factors crucial while learning from
Finland. The first factor was local context:
(31) China is a huge country: every province is different, every city is different,
and every university is different. We cannot blindly copy international
experience without carefully considering local context (T2-VC, 2014,
interview).
(32) Finland has only 5.5 million people but 38 universities and universities of
applied sciences. Some cities in western China have the same number of
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inhabitants as Finland but cannot afford to operate one university. This is
a huge difference (T3-P1, 2015, reflection workshop).

The second factor was action. Having seen how these aspects were practiced in
Finland, the participants felt there was an urgent need for the useful things learnt
to be put into practice in future. In other words, according to the participants,
actions are more important than slogans. As T1-P1 illustrated:
(33) The education principles are quite similar between China and Finland.
Why does it work well in Finland? The key is action. In Finland, people
act more and speak less. In China, some people just talk and talk, but they
do not act. (T1-P1, 2012, interview).

4.3 Perceived programme impact on CEL’s leadership
practices (Study II & Study III)
This section provides answers to RQ3 on CEL’s perceptions of programme impact
on their leadership practices:
RQ3. How do CEL perceive the impact of the Sino-Finnish TNELT programme
on their leadership practices? (Study II & Study III)
The findings here only include the Finnish training programmes. It should be
noted that the data from Study II are based on six learning reports, four interviews
and two reflection workshops immediately after T3. CEL refers to university
leaders in Study II. In contrast, the data from Study III are based on six interviews
conducted seven months after T1. CEL means general upper secondary school
principals in Study III. In addition, some data from T2 are supplemented with the
perceptions of leadership practices.
4.3.1 A different form of leadership
The most striking findings to emerge from the data were about more effective
leadership, including curriculum leadership, strategic leadership, service-oriented
leadership, humanistic leadership, networking and responsibility.
In T1, five participants reported that the school-based curricula in Finland were
highly rich, selective and flexible. They were impressed that Finnish schools had
detailed guidelines to explain how the curricula should be designed and
implemented. The Finnish examples gave them the insight that well-designed
curricula could make a difference to students’ learning. Most importantly, they
learnt some skills to make real curriculum improvements happen in their own
schools. T1-P3 gave an example:
(34) Now my school is trying to open more extended and research courses that
are in line with students’ demands, as well as the school’s philosophy. (…)
I allocate all available resources to support these improvements. For

80

Perceived programme characteristics and impact
instance, I recruit part-time teachers to teach these courses (T1-P3, 2012,
interview).

In terms of strategic leadership, T1-P1 and T1-P6 claimed that the training
programme expanded their vision and horizons, especially in relation to futureoriented leadership practices. The training helped them understand the “bigger
picture” of school. Afterwards, they were able to stand on a higher level to look
at specific school issues. T2-VP2 emphasized that the competencies of strategicthinking and decision-making are key elements that leadership training
programmes should focus on. In addition, T3-C reflected that the training helped
him define university features, clarify his thoughts for future work, and gain more
confidence to carry out university transformation. As he put it:
(35) The training helps me stick to my university mission: Run an applied and
sciences university that is respected by the locality and become the centre
of personnel training and scientific research in the region (T3-C, 2015,
interview).

The participants in T2 and T3 reported service-oriented leadership after training.
They admitted that service was rich at Finnish universities while poor at Chinese
universities. They also related this with the wider society. Two examples were
given:
(36) There is a saying about the Chinese universities: “30% of the whole
university staff is raising 70% of the staff, and those 70% should provide
good service for the 30%.” The problem is: 30% of the staff can do their
jobs well, while the other 70% cannot. This is a university governance
problem (T2-VP2, 2014, interview).
(37) In China, we say a lot, “管理就是服务(guanli jiushi fuwu)”. It means
management is service. In reality, university service is poor. We
(university leaders) occupy high positions and request a lot from students.
We lack an equal discussion and communication with students (T3-P2,
2015, reflection workshop).

T1-P6 mentioned that she was able to implement humanistic leadership in her
school. She said, “After training, I learnt to pay more attention to individual
needs and try to support these needs within available resources.”
Networking is another practice mentioned by the participants. T1-P3 utilized
more effective networking to enhance students’ overall development after T1. For
example, her school started to cooperate more with one university in the areas of
conducting small joint research projects, organizing students’ association
activities, giving career lectures, recruiting teachers, and co-designing curricula
of extended courses. Compared with a few years earlier, the school now had more
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extended courses for students to choose from. Such collaborations are beneficial
for the university and the school:
(38) Previously, universities and general upper secondary schools were
separated and blaming each other. (…) Now it is changing. My school
has the real collaboration and cooperation with one university. We try to
help each other and grow up together. The university is considering what
it can do for the school, and vice versa (T1-P3, 2012, interview).

After training, participants in T3 started to think about how to make their
universities have wider connections with society. T3-VP1 would suggest setting
up an external office at his university to handle the needs of local government,
companies and industries. T3-P2 started to consider how to train more qualified
doctors for the local hospitals:
(39) The mission of my university is to train qualified doctors. Thus, we must
do solid work to understand the needs of the local community (T3-P2,
2015, interview).

The face-to-face meeting with foreign university teachers enabled the participants
to reshape their mind-sets and enhanced their sense of responsibilities. Four
participants in T3 revealed that the Finnish training enhanced their sense of
responsibilities as university leaders, as they saw how seriously Finnish university
leaders and teachers took their responsibilities and did their jobs. They also saw
how such responsibilities were achieved for students’ training. T3-C1 gave the
example of the “me and my city” project [in Finland] that cultivated primary
students’ understanding of daily life and sense of responsibility. Therefore, they
felt such sense of responsibility should also be encouraged among themselves,
teachers and students at Chinese universities.
4.3.2 Confidence
T1-P1 expressed the view that the training programme promoted his ideals of
education and educational philosophy. After the training he better appreciated the
remarkable achievements of Chinese education with its huge population. As he
said,
(40) I do not look down on our education after overseas training. Instead, I
became more appreciative more of the extraordinary accomplishments of
education in China. As the largest population in the world, it has been a
great achievement for China to reach the aim of education for all in the
basic education sector (T1-P1, 2012, interview).
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The most confidence Chinese university leaders seemed to have gained was
related to the Finnish UAS’s good performance, which they linked to two factors.
The first (outside) factor was the economic restructuring and industrial upgrading
of Finnish society in the 1990s, requiring highly qualified and skilled students.
The second (inside) factor was the fact that UASs themselves took the initiative
and carried out comprehensive system reforms. Therefore, the participants liked
the fact that UASs and Finnish society appeared to have formed a complementary
and mutually beneficial relationship. They felt Chinese UASs should take
initiatives and become proactive to work together with the local government and
community. As T3-P1 put it:
(41) The Finnish UAS experience fits a Chinese saying, “有为才能有位 (you
wei caineng you wei)”. It means gaining respect and recognition through
hard work. Respect and recognition do not come overnight. (…) We
should consider: What does my university really want to do? How could
the university contribute to the local society and economy? And how to
increase such a contribution? (T3-P1, 2015, reflection workshop)

T3-VP1 and T3-VP2 explain how they became more confident in supporting
teaching. T3-VP1 noted:
(42) The most useful lesson I learnt is to reinforce my belief in supporting
teaching. Before training, I was unsure if it was wise to provide such a big
budget for teaching. When I learnt the Finnish UASs allocated 85% of the
budget to teaching and 15% to research, I had no doubt in my belief (T3VP1, 2015, interview).

Three participants in T3 were aware of the difference in contexts and seemed to
have more confidence in the strengths of Chinese universities after the training.
The most fundamental confidence is related to the system, namely 党委领导下的
校 长 负 责 制 (dangwei lingdao xia de xiaozhang fuze zhi), i.e. the Principal
Accountability System under the Leadership of the Party System 13. They believed
that this was the spirit of Chinese universities and should never be doubted.
4.3.3 Willingness to change
Some participants in T3 expressed their willingness to change practices in future.
T3-VP1 said, “I will suggest establishing an external cooperation office that deals
with both domestic and international cooperation issues at my university. It will

NB: This refers to collective leadership, democratic centralization, individual consultations, and meeting
decision. This governance system includes two levels: From the macro level, the Communist Party is the core of
leadership, taking care of the “big picture” to ensure the university functions properly. From the micro level, the
president exercises power under the collective leadership from the Party to ensure actions are taking place.

13

83

Xin Xing
optimize the governance structure to better cooperate with local government and
industry.” T3-VP2 said,
(43) The function of the UAS in China should be further enhanced: not only
educating talents, research and development, and community service, but
also enhancing lifelong learning and training vocational school teachers
(T3-VP2, 2015, learning report).

T3-C reflected that the budget for teaching and research was far too small at his
university and that he would invest more.
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5 Summary and discussion
In this chapter the findings of the empirical sub-studies in relation to the
overarching research questions will be discussed. This will begin with a
deliberation of CEL’s perceptions of programme characteristics, programme
impact on CEL’s understanding of education systems and leadership practices,
followed by factors influencing perceived impact. The chapter also includes the
methodological evaluation of the thesis’ trustworthiness, limitations and
suggestions for further research.

5.1 Perceptions
5.1.1 Perceived programme characteristics
This section focuses on CEL’s perceptions of the characteristics of an effective
TNELT programme and how these perceptions aligned with what research
describes as effective PD. The findings show that an effective training programme
is characterized by contents, methods, formats and social aspects. However, issues
such as some poor Finnish lectures, improper choice of Chinese trainers,
insufficient and unmatched cases, and inappropriate training time seem to have
received insufficient attention in current training programmes.
In the Sino-Finnish training TNELT programme, CEL put forward certain
wishes for an effective training programme. The wishes include more targeted
training for certain universities, conducting a needs-survey in advance, the
involvement of more practitioners, professional dialogues, a communication
platform for those who have trained abroad, an E-learning platform for training
materials delivery, more comparative case studies on university and curriculum,
more time for field visits, and cooperative training between Chinese and foreign
universities.
CEL stress the importance of “seeing is believing” and “doing homework” for
an effective training programme. In other words, training programmes can
become more effective when CEL are located in a different educational
environment and a different culture and society, since the positive shock changes
their mind-set and enhances their responsibilities as educational leaders. In
addition, training programmes become effective when both trainers and trainees
fully prepare for training in terms of questions, education systems, and cultural
difference in advance.
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5.1.2 Perceived programme impact on CEL’s understanding of the
Finnish and Chinese education systems
CEL’s perceptions of programme impact on their understanding of education
systems can be summarized as follows. The participants considered equality and
equity, autonomy, physical and social environment, the quality and quantity of
teachers and the role of decision-makers as important aspects in shaping their
understandings of Finnish and Chinese education systems. The participants in T1
and T3 shared similar findings in terms of education sector structure, autonomy
to recruit teachers, and the quality and quantity of teachers. It is interesting that
some participants provided answers to other participants’ questions. For instance,
T3-C explained the complexity of autonomy to recruit teachers in China, which
answered the question from other participants [in T1 and in T3].
While Finland has a strong record of equality in distributing resources in
education, the Nordic country is a poor performer in terms of equity (Layne, 2016).
Additionally, what the participants fail to understand about the “autonomy” of
Finnish universities is their complicated role as “adaptors of market forces logic”
(Häyrinen-Alestalo & Peltola, 2006). The current commodification of FHE since
the new university law passed in 2009, through the rhetoric of “autonomization”,
triggered by different governments since the 1990s, has modified the “functions,
the modes of governance and the meaning of the Finnish university” (Rinne,
Jauhiainen, & Kankaanpää, 2014). Budget cuts, the dwindling of tenured positions,
and the aggressive approach to internationalisation have all led to a clear neoliberal perspective on university autonomy in Finland.
5.1.3 Perceived programme impact on CEL’s leadership practices
CEL’s perceptions of impact on their leadership practices can be summarized as
follows. The participants reported different forms of leadership, including
curriculum leadership, strategic leadership, service-oriented leadership,
humanistic leadership, and networking. They also became more responsible,
confident and willing to implement certain practices.
The main difference in data among the three training programmes is that T1
and T2 reveal both conceptions and practices, while T3 reports more on
conceptions. The participants in T1 and T2 reported that they had carried out or
were in the process of carrying out some practices. In contrast, the participants in
T3 reported that they planned to implement some practices or were still thinking
of implementing some practices. The reason for the difference is the timing of the
reporting. It was possible for the participants in T1 to apply some practices within
seven months after completing training. Similarly, those participants [who had
trained in other countries] in T2 could implement some practices. Therefore, the
practices reported by the participants in T2 were not attributed to the Finnish
training programme; instead, they were attributed to training programmes
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attended earlier in other countries. Giving sufficient time would allow CEL to test,
reflect and consolidate lessons learnt abroad. On the other hand, it was impossible
for the participants in T3 to implement any practices immediately after training.
The findings are in line with previous research. The findings on curriculum
leadership confirm that successful school leaders provide adequate and consistent
resources to support collaborative work (Connolly & James, 2006, pp. 72–79;
Walker & Ko, 2011, p. 373). The findings on strategic leadership confirm that
training on the theme of strategic planning equips school leaders with the
knowledge and skills needed to succeed in challenging circumstances (Alava,
2008, p. 45), and helps them be future-oriented so as to make adjustment in time
to suit the circumstances at hand, therefore overcoming the turbulence of
challenges which confront them every day (Gamage, 2005). It also coincides with
the view that successful principals set directions (vision and goals) for their
schools (Kouzes & Posner, 2012; Leithwood et al., 2006). The findings on
humanistic leadership confirm that effective principals help people develop by
providing individualized support and consideration (Leithwood et al., 2006) and
by creating a positive school climate that supports teaching and learning
(Hallinger, 2003) and cares for students (Cotton, 2003).

5.2 Factors influencing perceptions
5.2.1 CEL characteristics
CEL characteristics included the places where they come from, their roles,
previous knowledge of Finnish education and training experience.
The places where CEL come from influenced their understanding of education
systems. The participants in T1 represent well-known schools from the same city,
Shanghai. It seems that the issues of equality and equity, physical and social
environment are not big concerns for them. Indeed, the schools I have visited in
Shanghai are well facilitated. I assume the Shanghai government has invested lots
of money in those schools and that funding is not an issue for the school principals.
As T1-P6 said in 2012, “I think schools in Shanghai are modern and updated:
some school facilities are even more advanced than those of Finland.” In contrast,
the participants in T3 come from western and central China, less developed
regions compared with Shanghai. They are more concerned about equality and
equity, physical and social environment. As T3-P1 mentioned earlier, “Some
cities in western China have the same number of inhabitants as Finland but cannot
afford to operate one university.” A big difference exists not only between western
China and Finland, but also between western China and Shanghai.
The second factor was the participants’ roles. The participants in T1 shared
more similarities in terms of school profiles (well-known city schools in
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Shanghai), job responsibilities (school principals), education background (a
Bachelor’s degree in teacher education from the same university), and work
experience (as leaders). Those similarities would enable them to reach similar
perceptions. Meanwhile, the participants in T2 and T3 shared more similarities in
terms of university profiles and their roles. They worked as (vice) chairmen or
(vice) presidents at similar regional universities, which were under the Chinese
government’s agenda of transformation.
CEL’s roles influenced their perceptions of leadership practices. This was
obvious in Chinese universities, where university leaders had different
responsibilities: e.g., the power and willingness of vice presidents and vice
chairmen to implement practices appear to be soft and light, while presidents and
chairmen seem to be strong and firm. This is because presidents and chairmen are
key figures in Chinese universities’ governance system who can strongly lead
changes after training. Vice presidents and vice chairmen are more likely
assistants or implementers. In addition, CEL’s different job responsibilities could
affect their perceptions of programme characteristics and impact. Even when the
participants have the same roles, they could have different job responsibilities. For
instance, the different vice presidents were in charge of different tasks, including
teaching, research, budgeting, students’ affairs, and safety.
The third factor had to do with their previous knowledge of Finnish education.
The participants in T1 had good knowledge of Finnish education. They all came
from Shanghai, a much-developed city in China. During the interview, they told
me that they had learnt many things beforehand about Finland and Finnish
education from books, media and websites. They all commented that Finnish
students were quite successful in PISA studies, although Shanghai students
performed well in 2009. In contrast, the participants in T2 and T3 came from
central and western China, less developed regions in China. During the data
collection, I noticed that they had little previous knowledge of Finland and Finnish
education. For instance, some participants confused “Finland” with the
“Netherlands” because of the Chinese translations’ similarity; some did not even
know where Finland is located.
The last factor was about the participants’ previous training experience. As
mentioned, at the time of collecting data, five participants had attended training
programmes in other countries before participating in the Finnish training
programmes. Such experience would enable them to have comparative
perspectives on training programme characteristics. For instance, the issue of
establishing a communication platform for those who have trained abroad was
raised in T2, since some participants had trained abroad earlier and realized the
importance of further communication. Another example was T2-VP2’s training
experience in the United Kingdom, which helped him to become a more
responsible university leader. Although few participants had such experience,
their perceptions could not be neglected when it came to the research questions.
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5.2.2 Training design
The training design consisted of programme theme, place, duration, group size,
activities, time, trainers and languages.
Firstly, the programme themes for school and university sectors were different.
The theme of T1 was about outstanding general upper secondary school principals,
while the themes of T2 and T3 were on university transformation. T2 was a kind
of pilot-testing and preparation for T3. T3 was the continuation and extension of
T2. The participants’ perceptions in T1 and T2 were clearly focused. The reason
was a targeted education sector: T1 for Finnish basic education and T2 for FHE.
However, the participants’ perceptions in T3 were mixed pictures. Although T3
was meant for FHE, the participants reported many issues about Finnish basic
education. The reason for this was that an important seminar on Sino-Finnish
Education Dialogue was organized during T3. Many issues on Finnish basic
education were discussed during the seminar. Therefore, the participants’
perceptions of training programme impact on their understanding of the Finnish
education system could be attributed to their learning from this seminar.
Secondly, the programme places, duration, group size, activities and time were
different. Both T1 and T3 were 21-day training programmes taking place in
Finland. The group size was quite similar (21 people in T1, and 20 people in T3).
During the training, CEL visited local schools/universities and had dialogues with
Finnish peers. It was easier to get first-hand experience when CEL were exposed
to a different context and educational environment, since the positive shock
changed their mind-sets and enhanced their responsibilities. This fits a Chinese
saying, “ 眼 见 为 实 (yanjian weishi)”, which means that seeing is believing.
However, T2 was a 3-day training seminar for 100 CEL in China. The participants
stayed in only one place to attend the lectures. The context was familiar for the
participants and there was no visit arranged. Compared with T1 and T3, the
duration was much shorter, while the group size was much bigger. CEL
perceptions of impact were based on what they were told by the Finnish trainers.
Further, the time of attending training in Finland contributed to different
perceptions. T1 occurred during normal school days in Finland, and the
participants could meet the local students. T3 took place when there was a holiday
at Finnish universities, and the participants did not have the chance to meet the
local students.
Thirdly, the trainers were different. Although the Finnish trainers were
presented in all training programmes, their profiles were different. The Finnish
trainers mainly came from UTA in T1, less diversified than the trainers in T2
(from four Finnish universities) and T3 (from five Finnish universities).
Meanwhile, there were only Finnish trainers in T1 and T3, while British trainers
were also included in T2 (for the first-day seminar). Their teaching influenced
CEL’s perceptions.
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Lastly, the language issues varied among these training programmes. The
participants in T1 complained more about language translation, since this was the
first time that the Finnish trainers provided such training for CEL, and the Finnish
trainers lacked experience. However, translation was not an issue in T2 and T3
because professional interpreters were recruited in these later programmes. The
Finnish trainers learnt new things and gained experience from T1.
5.2.3 Data collection and my influence
Data collection varies among these training programmes. This includes the time
of data collection and the quality of data.
First, the time of data collection was different. The data collection for T1
happened seven months afterwards. I personally visited the participants’ schools
in Shanghai and interviewed them. The participants in T1 reported more
perceptions of impacts on leadership practices, since it was possible to implement
certain practices within seven months after completing T1. However, the data
collection for T2 and T3 took place (during and) immediately after the training
programme. The participants reported more perceptions of impacts on their
understanding of the education system, since it was impossible for the participants
to implement any practices in such a short time.
Secondly, the quality of data was different. There were three types of data in
my thesis: interviews, learning reports and reflection workshops. I considered
interviews informal data, which were employed in all training programmes. The
participants could be more open and honest, since it was a private and relaxing
setting and there was no real hierarchy between the participants and me.
Meanwhile, I regarded learning reports and reflection workshops as formal data,
which were only employed in T3. Learning reports were obligatory assignments
that the participants had to submit to the Chinese authority. Reflection workshops
were the place where the participants shared their reflections in formal settings.
The participants would take the formal setting and the audience into consideration
when sharing their perceptions. All these different dimensions provide a mixed
and fruitful picture of perceived impact.
My teaching to the participants in T3 influenced CEL’s understanding of
Finnish education. My original plan was only to collect research data for my thesis.
However, I ended up teaching, too. During the pre-training at the NAEA in May
2015, Chinese university leaders invited me to say something about Finland and
Finnish education. I had not prepared for that. However, it went quite well. I was
able to answer most of their questions. Therefore, my informal teaching laid a
sound basis for the participants to understand Finnish education.
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5.3 Further inquiry on the Sino-Finnish TNELT programme
In this section, I will discuss further inquiry on the Sino-Finnish TNELT
programme from three aspects: CEL, improved education quality in China and
ethics in Finnish education export.
My different positions have shaped my understanding of this topic. My
position as an outsider of Finnish education export (an observer) and an insider of
the Finnish education system (a PhD student) enabled me to track the
developmental process of Finnish education export. I challenged the Finnish
trainers and raised ethical issues for Finnish education export with China at several
events. My position as a practitioner facilitating training programmes of BUAS
(vice) chairmen and presidents (in other countries) provided me with first-hand
experience of overseas training programmes. Based on my seven-year study
experience at Finnish universities, my six-year working experience at a Chinese
university, and my conversations with Finns and CEL, I would say that there is
great educational ideology and philosophy in China which is still invaluable in the
present time. What we need now are serious attitudes, actions and
implementations instead of slogans. I strongly agree with T1-P1: “the key point is
action.” Therefore, the long-term impacts of overseas training programmes largely
rely on those trained CEL who have the willingness and courage to act in their
own schools and universities.
5.3.1 Mindful CEL
I feel the majority of CEL in the research are willing to discuss the research
questions. They mentioned the strengths and weaknesses of training programmes
and education system in China and in Finland. For instance, while appreciating
Finnish education, CEL pointed out its inadequacies, such as balancing “equality
and marketization” in FHE, course dropout, too much freedom and too little
guidance, and limited resources. In addition, CEL reflected on their own
leadership at practices after training. Although the duration varied (from three to
21 days), CEL reflected diversified perceptions in relation to research questions.
CEL also looked at these issues in a broader context, and some of them gained a
deep understanding of the complexity of culture and society.
The CEL are also taking actions. I have informally followed some changes at
the Chinese universities that took part in the Finnish training programme. For
example, one university signed a Memorandum of Understanding with a Finnish
UAS, invited the Finnish vice president to teach its administrators in China, and
sent its staff to receive training and its students to attend summer schools in
Finland. It seems that some CEL are taking actions to improve education after
TNELT programme.
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I have been grateful to have conversations with 20 CEL. The experience has
made me better understand the world and the complexity of education, and I am
digesting the meanings of these conversations in my daily work. For instance, I
offered individual support to students in my teaching at BUAS. In 2014, I taught
Intercultural Communication, an elective course for bachelor students at BUAS
for one semester. The course consisted of two groups: one has 220 students, and
the other 110 students. It was a huge challenge for me. The biggest challenge was
the group size, and I tried in many ways to cope with it. For instance, I formed
small groups of ten students. I gave each student two course assignments and
commented on everyone’s assignments. It was a huge workload and I was
exhausted after one semester. Therefore, as a university lecturer in China, I
understood much better the huge challenges Chinese teachers face in providing
individual support for students raised by T2-VP4.
5.3.2 Improved education quality in China
The role of decision-makers was raised repeatedly by the participants. The
government is an important stakeholder in education in many countries. China is
no exception. One highlighted feature is the fact of a strong government in China,
which can make things happen. During the past few years, many issues mentioned
by the participants have been solved or are being improved by the Chinese
government.
For instance, on 20 January 2018, the Chinese central government launched a
comprehensive policy paper on Deepening the reform quality of teachers at all
levels of the education sector [in China] in the new era. (MOE, 2018a) This is the
highest-level policy [in China] issued by the central government, as well as the
very first policy [since the establishment of the new China in 1949] that only
focuses on teachers’ development. In this policy paper, the quality of teachers
[mentioned by the participants] is tackled comprehensively at all levels of the
education sector. This means that the Chinese government is committed strongly
to taking responsibility and making efforts to improve the quality of teachers as a
national strategy. I believe the overall quality of teachers in China will be
tremendously enhanced in future with the implementation of this policy.
Another example is students’ accident insurance. The concern about starting
physical education classes mentioned by T1-P6 is now being tackled. The MOE
is tackling this issue by improving the risk prevention mechanism with regard to
sports injuries, implementing school liability insurance, and exploring a
comprehensive student insurance system to cover accidental sports injuries.
(MOE, 2018b) Here, the Chinese government is acting to improve the situation.
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5.3.3 Ethics in Finnish education export
The contradictory findings need to be discussed. For instance, the participants
reported that students’ internship is a part of degree programmes at Finnish UASs.
However, T3-VP1 reflected that only a few students can do internships in
companies, while most students do not have such opportunities. The second
example was found in T3-C’s learning report, in which he mentions that “70% of
sixth-graders in Finnish schools attend the ‘Me and My City’ project”, a hands-on
learning environment offering pupils information and positive experiences of
entrepreneurship, the economy and society. However, this statement turns out to
be untrue. In 2015 I learnt that only a few sixth-graders in Finland could attend
this project when I visited one of its offices. Such misunderstandings could be
attributed to incorrect translations, lack of clarity and contradictory statements
made by different Finnish trainers, but also to Chinese university leaders’ different
expectations and misunderstanding of what they have been told. Therefore, the
quality of training, especially correct content, must be given more attention in
future. (Xing, Dervin & Fan, 2017) All these efforts will help us to get a richer
picture of the learning experience taking place during the training.
I argue that ethical issues must be taken into consideration for sustainable
Finnish education export with China to avoid creating too many illusions and
omissions and to provide the participants with different realities of a given context.
I raise the ethical questions in Finnish education export: do Finnish trainers always
speak the truth about Finnish education to CEL? What do they potentially omit?
And what kinds of illusions does this create for CEL? Dervin (2012) and Schatz
(2016, p.146) also raised the ethical implications of Finland’s education export to
other countries. As mentioned, I challenged the Finnish teaching at one seminar
in Beijing in 2016. I also spoke out about the ethical issues at one seminar in
Tampere in 2017: “We, as educational professionals, must have the faith and
courage to pass the correct information to both sides for sustainable education
export.” In summary, I wish the Finnish trainers would present a more honest,
balanced and critical version of Finnish education for sustainable education export
with China.
In addition, I feel it is important to draw a clear boundary between the realities
of Finnish UAS and PISA-level education realities. FHE and basic education are
different sectors with different realities. However, it seems that Finnish education
exporters want to connect PISA studies while selling higher education. During the
training programmes, the mantra of pure equity and equality in the “Finnish
education miracle” was professed by the Finnish trainers.
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5.4 Methodological reflections
In this section I employ four criteria to evaluate the trustworthiness of the thesis:
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (e.g. Lincoln & Cuba,
1985; Patton, 2002; Shenton, 2004)
Credibility refers to the truth and plausibility of research findings or the
participant views and the interpretation and representation of these views by the
researcher (Tracy, 2010; Polit & Beck, 2012). Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that
ensuring credibility is one of the most fundamental factors in creating
trustworthiness. In this research, credibility is enhanced by random sampling,
triangulation, and member reflections
Random sampling. The research includes 20 CEL from three different Finnish
training programmes. Each represents a specific school or university in different
regions of China. The amount of data was quite good for a qualitative study. The
random sampling was appropriate to the nature of this study (Shenton, 2004),
since I did not know CEL in advance. In fact, there were 21 trainees in T1, 100 in
T2 and 20 in T3. Random sampling enabled me to gain access to multiple voices
and gain greater knowledge of a wider group (Stake, 1994).
Triangulation. In qualitative research, triangulation presumes that, if two or
more sources of data are collected, or if researchers draw the same conclusion,
then the conclusion is more credible (Denzin, 1978). The idea of triangulation is
to provide different viewpoints in order to see the same phenomenon from various
perspectives (Silverman, 2005). It is a process of employing multiple perceptions
to explain meaning, examining the repeatability of interpretations (Stake, 1994).
In this research, triangulation was employed through multiple data sources and
employed by the researchers across various sub-studies (Patton, 2002).
Data triangulation took place in Study I (interviews and learning reports) and
Study II (interviews, learning reports and reflection workshops). Combining
informal data (interviews) and formal data (learning reports and reflection
workshops) is also considered data triangulation. Researcher triangulation took
place in Study II (with three authors) and Study III (with two authors). However,
a combination of data source and researcher was only applied in Study II (with
three types of data and three authors). This enables me to have a new perspective
for understanding the deep meaning of research data and to address new issues in
the data.
Member reflections. Member reflections “yield new data which throw fresh
light on the investigation and which provide a spur for deeper and richer analyses”
(Bloor, 2001, p. 395). Such reflection was implemented in Study II and Study III,
where I had many discussions with the co-authors on research data and received
constructive feedback from them. All three studies have gone through the
anonymous peer-review processes, which can be seen as a crucial part of
strengthening credibility (Riessman, 2008).
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Transferability means that findings and conclusions of the research can be
transferred to other settings and contexts (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Tracy, 2010).
In the research, transferability was achieved through thick description of the
qualitative analysis and reporting (Patton, 2002; Tracy, 2010) to enable readers in
a parallel situation to determine whether transfer is possible (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). The findings are transferable to Finnish education export to China,
especially in relation to educational leadership training programmes in school and
higher education sectors. In addition, the findings are transferable to other kinds
of educational leadership training programmes between China and other
developed countries. Training providers in other countries can get useful insights
and recommendations for organizing similar training programmes in future.
Dependability refers to the consistency of the research process (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). Lincoln and Guba (1985) stress that credibility and
dependability are closely intertwined, arguing that, in practice, a demonstration of
the former goes some way in ensuring the latter. In this research, dependability
was achieved by using “overlapping data” (interviews and learning reports) in
Study I and Study II.
Confirmability refers to the neutrality and objectivity of the research (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985). Steps must be taken to ensure the research findings are the result
of the experiences and perceptions of the respondents, rather than of the
characteristics and preferences of the researcher (Shenton, 2004). In this research,
confirmability was achieved through thick descriptions (discussed earlier),
discussion of theoretical and practical notions, in-depth analysis and interpretation
of the findings, and waiving of my cultural bias (e.g., the concern of corruption
after giving autonomy).

5.5 Limitations and future possibilities
The research has four limitations that need to be considered in relation to the
findings.
The first limitation is about variation between the school and university sectors.
They are quite different education sectors, and the university sector is more
complex than the school sector. The research could be smoother if the data were
all from the same education sector. I wished to make it so. However, I was
constrained by the reality that Finnish education export has been a developing
process from the school to the university sector. On the other side, I considered
this feature a richness of the research. Having participants from different
education sectors can reveal different dimensions and realities of Finnish
education export to China. It also allows me to see this phenomenon from a
broader view. Furthermore, the participants shared similar backgrounds. They
were all educated in China, hold leadership positions either in schools or
universities, and understand the local context. However, studying the same
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education sector only (e.g. the higher education sector) or comparing different
perceptions between school principals and university leaders could be one future
research direction.
The second limitation has to do with variation of data collection. The first issue
here is the time of collecting data. The data collection for T1 happened seven
months after the training programme. I personally visited the schools in Shanghai
where the participants come from. The participants had reserved sufficient time
for interviews and showed me around their schools. I could see the real changes
while being there. However, the data collection for T2 and T3 took place
immediately after training. It was impossible for CEL to apply any practices in
such a short time. In addition, both CEL and I were visitors to the places of data
collection. We had a short stay there and had to leave afterwards. There was no
chance to see their universities, either. I wished to collect more data in the long
term but was constrained by the reality that, as a self-funded PhD student, I had
no resources to do so. However, this gap can be filled in future with study of the
long-term impact of the Finnish training programmes through collection of more
data.
A second issue related to data collection concerns the different perspectives
and types of data. In T2, I collected data from the Finnish trainers. At that time, I
was thinking of comparing perspectives between Chinese trainees and Finnish
trainers. However, after discussion with my supervisor, I gave up this plan and
focused only on the Chinese trainees in order to make the whole PhD thesis more
coherent. Nevertheless, the data on Finnish trainers are properly stored, and no
one can access the data except me. Including the perspectives from both trainees
and trainers would be a possible future research direction. Regarding different
types of data, there were some data on perceptions of training experiences in other
countries. I included data of training experience in other countries when answering
RQ1 but excluded them when answering RQ2 and RQ3. In future, it would be
interesting to compare different perceptions based on training experiences among
different countries.
The third limitation concerns data analysis. In the current research, I only
employed an inductive approach to content and thematic analysis. My interest was
the participants’ perceptions and experiences. I did not pay as much attention to
the linguistic meaning of the texts. Gaining deeper insights into the actual text
formulations via discourse analysis would, however, be an interesting approach
for future research.
The fourth limitation has to do with the focus of the research. My research
focus has been determining what CEL’s perceptions are (i.e., asking a “what”
question), rather than determining which factors influence different perceptions
(i.e., asking a “why” question). I have some preliminary discussions on the “why”
question, based on findings. However, I recognize that this is not yet sufficient. I
cannot explore that particular question more deeply due to the limits of the
96

Perceived programme characteristics and impact
findings. In future, it would be interesting to continue to study the “why” for
different perceptions among the participants by collecting more data.

5.6 Recommendations
The findings have implications for Chinese training organizers, overseas training
providers (including Finnish ones), Chinese trainees, and the Chinese and Finnish
governments. In light of the findings, recommendations for each stakeholder are
outlined.
I agree that the professional learning community of educational leadership
training is open for all stakeholders. Through equal dialogue, the community
reaches a common understanding of training (Wu, 2010). Based on the research,
there are the following recommendations for different stakeholders:
Recommendations for Chinese training organizers:
1. Select the right people to attend overseas training programmes. The trainees
should share more similarities in terms of motivations, roles, previous
knowledge of foreign education and previous training experience.
2. Put similar universities in one training group based on training topic.
3. Include experienced Chinese trainers (who are the experts on the local
context) in pre-training in China.
4. Choose a proper training time so that the trainees can have the opportunity
to learn more about foreign education systems.
5. Set up an e-learning platform so that learning materials can be shared among
the trainees.
6. Organize the follow-up activities for those who have trained in different
countries in order to enhance the professional learning community.
7. Conduct research to investigate the long-term impacts of overseas training
programmes.
Recommendations for overseas training providers (including Finnish ones):
1. Be honest to Chinese trainees so that Edu-business can be sustainable.
2. Inquire about the needs and profiles of Chinese trainees in advance to
enhance the quality of training programmes.
3. Include practitioners as trainers to avoid purely academic teaching.
4. Review the training programme and explore ways to make it more effective
for the trainees.
Recommendations for Chinese trainees:
1. Before training: Do homework by becoming familiar with foreign education
systems and preparing for questions.
2. During training: Dig into truths and question what trainees are told.
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3. After training: Take more action and put things into practice.
Recommendations for the Chinese government:
1. Train and prepare qualified teachers at all levels of education systematically.
2. Conduct careful studies before launching certain education policies. To my
knowledge, TP1 was not fully implemented due to inadequate design and
preparation of the project.
Recommendations for the Finnish government:
Invest in education instead of cutting the budget. I wonder: Will Finnish
education export boost the Finnish economy in the long run? Or will it be an
excuse for the Finnish government to shirk its responsibility to education?

5.7 Final remarks
The aim of this thesis was to gain an increased awareness and a deeper
understanding of CEL’s perceptions of programme characteristics and of
programme impact on CEL’s understanding of Finnish and Chinese education
systems and their own leadership practices. The research was located in the
context of TNE with a focus on China and Finland. I took three different Finnish
training programmes for CEL as examples to illustrate perceived programme
characteristics and impact. Therefore, the programmes are tools to understand
CEL’s perceptions.
The Finnish training programmes provide a platform for CEL to understand
programme characteristics, to enhance their understandings of the Chinese and
Finnish education systems and to improve their own leadership practices. The
research adds new understanding of effective training programmes. One important
implication is the inclusion of trainees in building qualified training programmes.
Training programmes will become dramatically more effective and qualified
when the trainees’ perspectives are carefully heard and understood. It sounds
simple but, unfortunately, their voices have not always been heard. When the
TNELT programmes take place in China, it is recommended to include qualified
teaching from Chinese trainers, because they are the experts on the local context.
In addition, foreign training institutions must find proper ways to cooperate with
Chinese partners to conduct training programmes.
The research also indicates that deep understanding of local contexts
(including culture and society in broader contexts) is urgently needed for a
sustainable Finnish education export. It highlights the ethical issues in conducting
education export for those highly educated Finnish education training providers.
The importance of locality should be highlighted when exporting and applying
ideas and practices from one education system to another. In addition, we should
shift from the ideology of only learning from the other to learning with each other
(Li & Dervin, 2018).
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TNE started far back in history, is growing currently and will continue to
develop in future. More than 2,500 years have been passed since 燕伋(Yan Ji)
started his TNE. It was his own willingness that drove him, and he sponsored
himself to travel to Lu State to study. The impact of his TNE was simple but longlasting, which is shown in 燕伋望鲁台(Yan Ji Wanglutai). In my research, it is
only eight years since CEL started their TNELT programmes. Such TNE is
organized and sponsored by the State with China’s national mission. Whether such
TNELT programmes will have a long-term impact on CEL and their institutions
remains unknown. Therefore, there is an urgent need for continuous study on the
long-term impact of TNELT programmes. In other words, what did CEL
implement in practice after completing the Finnish training programmes? Such
efforts will improve the quality of TNELT programmes in future.
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Appendix 1 Education system in Finland.
Retrieved from http://www.oph.fi/english/education_system
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Appendix 2 Education system in China 14

14

NB: It is translated from the original Chinese figure, given by Yang (2015, p.230)
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