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1 Introduction

Early childhood education curriculum policy has increasingly followed a global
trend toward nationalization and systematization. UNESCO (2021) emphasizes
that systematic, cross-sectoral early childhood policies and curricula are key
pathways toward achieving sustainable development in education. The OECD
(2021, 2023), in its reports on early childhood education and care (ECEC),
similarly highlights the importance of curriculum flexibility, alignment of goals, and
strong support mechanisms for teachers. Teachers play a vital role in
implementing curriculum policy. Once public education sets forth its vision
through national curricular standards, it is ultimately teachers who are
responsible for mediating teaching and learning to realize educational aims. This
mediation relies heavily on teachers’ capacity for curriculum judgment, contextual
interpretation, and everyday decision-making—all of which relate closely to
autonomy, particularly in ECEC. Unlike primary, secondary, or higher education,
which are strongly knowledge-oriented, early childhood teaching emphasizes
emotional care, responsiveness to children’s complex and dynamic life
experiences, and sensitivity to developmental variation. In this context, autonomy
becomes an essential condition for teachers to effectively navigate the fluid
demands of their work (Lofgren, 2015; Osgood, 2012).

However, teacher autonomy is not always fully realized, and the space for
decision-making is often constrained or distorted. Demands from educational
policy and accountability mechanism can exert dual pressures on teachers,
shaping how they perceive their professional roles and, in turn, affecting the
outcomes of curriculum reform (Vuorisalo et al., 2014; Steenbeek & van Geert,
2017; Huo, 2022; Hedges, 2000; Mausethagen & Mglstad, 2015). Teachers’
professional capacities and cultural contexts also influence their pedagogical
judgments (Liu et al., 2008; Frostenson, 2015; Tuul et al., 2015; Kang, 2016;
Devjak et al., 2020; Birbili & Myrovali, 2019). To support sustainable curriculum
reform and ensure the emotional sustainability and well-being of kindergarten
teachers, more attention should be paid to their professional autonomy—

especially as experienced in daily teaching.



Teacher autonomy refers to teachers' ascribed ability to make decisions through
professional action within legal and institutional frameworks (Wermke & Hostfalt,
2013)—either individually or collaboratively with others within the organization
(Frostenson, 2015; Ahonen et al., 2023; Vangrieken & Kyndt, 2019). It is not
simply a matter of individual freedom. Decision-making and control are central
themes in understanding teacher autonomy (Salokangas et al., 2020). According
to Wermke and Salokangas (2021, p.69), autonomy is primarily situated in the
educational domain, especially at the school and classroom levels. They argue
that the key issue is how teachers navigate the tension between freedom and
control within complex educational systems, making autonomy a deeply context-
dependent concept (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.35).

Nevertheless, most existing research on teacher autonomy has focused on
primary and secondary education, with limited attention to early childhood
education and care (ECEC) contexts (Erss, 2018; Salokangas et al., 2020; Liu et
al., 2008; Zhang, 2020). Even in Finland, a country often cited for its high level of
teacher autonomy, empirical research on early childhood teachers remains
scarce. Moreover, much of the literature addresses general professional
autonomy rather than curriculum-specific autonomy. Cross-cultural comparative
studies are also limited, resulting in a Europe-centric understanding of teacher

autonomy.

At the same time, policy developments in mainland China have increasingly
emphasized research-oriented professionalism, child-centered pedagogies, and
play-based learning—sharing key features with Finland’s curriculum reform
agenda. Therefore, to expand current research beyond single-country and
Eurocentric perspectives, this study draws on semi-structured interviews with ten
kindergarten teachers in China and Finland. By centering teachers’ voices, the
study aims to better understand how broader cultural, organizational, and
pedagogical factors relate to teachers’ curriculum autonomy in everyday practice,
and to deepen the understanding of teacher autonomy as a context-sensitive
concept.



2 Theoretical background

This section aims to define key concepts, review highly relevant literature, and
outline the theoretical framework of the study. Specifically, the first part clarifies
the concept of curriculum, analyzes and compares curriculum policy contexts
between Finland and China, and explains the significant roles that teachers play
within these contexts. The second part defines the central concept of teacher
curriculum autonomy and further elaborates on the theoretical framework
adopted by this research. Given the literature retrieved using the keywords

” G

‘kindergarten,” “early childhood education and care,” and “curriculum autonomy”
is limited, the researcher expanded the search scope by including terms such as
“teacher autonomy,” and “teacher agency,” conducting searches on platforms like

Google Scholar, Semantic Scholar, ERIC and CNKI.

2.1 Curriculum in Early Childhood Education and Care

Education exists as a subsystem within the broader social system, and its
essential function lies in supplying qualified individuals to other systems (Wermke
& Salokangas, 2021, p. 37). Consequently, education inevitably interacts
continuously with other functional systems, requiring responsive mechanisms
(Wermke & Salokangas, 2021, p. 37). This interaction implies that education itself
must maintain a certain degree of autonomy, enabling flexibility between its
internal functions and external demands, thus swiftly adapting policies to align
with evolving societal expectations (Wermke & Salokangas, 2021, p. 37).
However, public education, as a particular form of education, essentially involves
individuals coming together to acquire predetermined behaviors, skills, and
knowledge, which inevitably leads to establishing relatively stable norms and

frameworks for teaching and learning.

2.1.1 National Curriculum as the core principle

Curriculum is defined as commonly accepted knowledge selected and
documented in official texts (Hopmann, 1999). Apple (2018), from a sociological
perspective, critiques the nature of curriculum, arguing that it is not a neutral body



of knowledge but rather shaped by social, political, and economic factors. A key
function of curriculum is legitimizing the existing social order, persuading people
to accept the perceived rationality arranged by the educational system (Apple,
2018). Similarly, Pinar (2013, p.406) emphasizes the selective nature of
curriculum, yet focuses more on curriculum as a complex dialogue among

individuals, historical contexts, present concerns, and future aspirations.

From concept to text, the public curriculum goes through a process of collective
interpretation. Hopmann (1999) indicates that highly public curriculum planning
usually involves three main actors: top-level policymakers, teachers, and the
public, though their levels of participation differ depending on the context.
Furthermore, researchers emphasize that curriculum planning should not only
include normative and ideological guidance at the macro-political level but also
institutional-level document preparation and actual classroom-level
implementation (Dieudé & Prgitz, 2022). Therefore, after systematic planning,
curriculum eventually takes concrete textual forms such as curriculum guidelines,
syllabi, and textbooks. These texts solidify abstract curriculum ideas into
standardized forms, becoming the specific basis for teaching practices and
forming the primary and most significant reference framework for teachers
(Wermke & Salokangas, 2021, p.74).

When teachers’ roles resemble those of civil servants, official government
curriculum policies become particularly important because teachers’ instructional
activities are limited within clearly defined boundaries, especially regarding
specific subject teaching. Shulman (1998) argues that curriculum frameworks
generally imply fixed teaching methods, which reduce uncertainties and potential
risks in teaching but may also serve as excuses when teaching quality fluctuates.
However, although curriculum represent ideal visions of education, there is
always a gap between prescribed curriculum standards and the everyday reality
of school practice. Experiences and expectations of students, parents, and
teachers each influence the actual implementation of curriculum. Consequently,
curriculum content and methods of implementation inevitably undergo continuous
and dynamic adjustments in response to changing social demands within diverse
and practical contexts.



2.1.2 The ECEC curriculum and policy development in different contexts

Due to the international comparative nature of this study, familiarizing oneself
with early childhood education and care (ECEC) curriculum policies in different
contexts is a prerequisite for conducting the investigation. At the same time, the
methodological guidelines for comparative education research must also be
clarified before one can fully understand the specific educational context.

Internationally comparative studies in education

Some researchers criticize standardized comparative educational studies, such
as OECD-led international assessments (e.g., PISA), for reinforcing the nation-
state as the primary unit of analysis. They argue that focusing on local-level
educational systems better reveals the complexity of curriculum policies
(Guevara, 2022). Furthermore, researchers’ cultural biases may influence
interpretations of educational systems. When global early childhood education
policies emphasize “quality” defined by Western scholars’ notion of “best
practices,” the policy recommendations inevitably exhibit a Eurocentric tendency
(Sousa & Moss, 2022). However, compared to educational practices at other
levels or subjects, the quality of early childhood education practice is more
challenging to measure due to its child-centered, integrated learning, and play-
based pedagogies. Thus, comparative studies in this field should emphasize
exploring differences rather than seeking a singular “best solution,” which is also
one of the objectives of this study (N6voa, 2018).

A brief history of ECEC development

In the early stages, kindergartens primarily functioned as childcare institutions,
addressing the need to care for children while their parents were working. During
this period, the educational function of kindergartens was relatively weak, and the
concept of curriculum had not yet clearly emerged. It was not until Froebel
introduced the idea of education-oriented kindergartens, emphasizing systematic
teaching methods, that the educational role of kindergartens gradually expanded



(Tafa, 2008). In the 20th century, several clear ECEC models emerged in Europe,
such as Montessori and Reggio Emilia curricula. In the same period, influenced
by the New Culture Movement and Dewey’s pragmatism, Tao Xingzhi and Chen
Heqin developed theories such as “Life Education” and “Living Education,”
establishing a distinctly Chinese approach to ECEC (Pan & Xia, 2015).
International educational models such as Montessori, Reggio Emilia, and High
Scope have significantly influenced ECEC practices in China since the 1980s
(Fan, 2024).

Currently, ECEC curricula are gradually becoming nationalized and systematized.
UNESCO (2021) highlights that promoting systematic, multi-sectoral cooperation
in ECEC policies and curricula is crucial for sustainable educational development.
Additionally, the OECD (2021, 2023) emphasizes in its reports that curricula not
only determine teaching content but also guide how teachers interact with
children, families, and the environment, thus significantly impacting the process
quality of teaching. Moreover, flexibility in curriculum implementation, clarity of
educational goals, and supportive mechanisms for teachers are considered
equally important (OECD, 2021, 2023) .

Finnish educational context

In Finland, educational policies for children aged 0—6 are jointly developed by the
Ministry of Education and Culture and the Finnish National Agency for Education,
emphasizing decentralization and localization of curriculum design (Simola et al.,
2013). To date, there has been only one national-level curriculum document
(Finnish ECEC Core Curriculum, NCC, 2022). Local municipalities are required
to develop local ECEC curricula based on this national core curriculum (NCC,
2022). Educational institutions, including public and private kindergartens as well
as family daycare centers—implement teaching activities based on these

municipal-level curricula.

Finnish ECEC curriculum aligns closely with the broader national educational
values of equality and inclusiveness, explicitly underscored in the Finnish ECEC

Core Curriculum. Finnish curriculum emphasize children’s agency, where



teachers design activities based on children’s interests, ensuring substantial
autonomy in their learning processes. This principle is also reflected in widely
used individual development plans (IDPs), collaboratively designed by teachers,
guardians, and special education teachers, tailored to each child’s unique needs
and interests (Heiskanen et al., 2019).

Despite curriculum frameworks established by the Ministry of Education, a
decentralized model is adopted in Finland, encouraging local decision-making
and curricular flexibility in schools (Niemi et al., 2018; Niu et al., 2024). There are
also established quality assessment standards to ensure compliance with
curricular policies. However, ECEC quality assessments are conducted nationally
by the independent agency KARVI, incorporating diverse aspects such as
educational quality, inclusiveness, curriculum implementation, and teacher
development into their framework (Karvi, 2023, 2024). Additionally, Finnish
municipalities evaluate local curriculum implementation, and educational
institutions are required to self-assess and continuously improve their educational
practices (NCC ECEC, 2022). These differing approaches to curriculum directly
influence teachers’ roles and instructional methods, providing an essential

perspective for understanding teacher curriculum autonomy.

Chinese educational context

In contrast, policy formulation in mainland China is more centralized. Over time,
three separate national guidelines have been released, demonstrating a trend
towards increasing standardization. These documents include the Kindergarten
Education Guidelines (KEG, 2001), Early Learning and Development Guidelines
(ELDG, 2012), and Childcare Institution Care Guidance Outline (CICGO,
2021). Care policies for children aged 0-3 are overseen by the National Health
Commission, while educational policies for ages 3-6 are centrally managed by
the Ministry of Education.

Early childhood curricula in mainland China exhibit a more structured, teacher-
directed approach. Teaching goals and methods are closely aligned with specific
age groups, clearly positioning teachers as facilitators and directors of age-



specific educational activities. Teachers adopt a combination of direct and
indirect instructional strategies, designing engaging activities to increase
children’s participation. Niu et al. (2024) point out in their comparative analysis
that China’s two most representative documents are ELDG (2012) and KEG
(2001). ELDG complements KEG by providing more specific, clear guidance for
teachers. Its structured goal-setting and clearly delineated age-specific
instructional methods notably reduce the complexity of instructional planning,
particularly for novice teachers (Niu et al., 2024) .

Assessment standards are also adopted in China. The Chinese Ministry of
Education released Guidelines for the Quality Assessment of Kindergarten
Childcare Education in 2022, assessing childcare education quality through
clearly defined indicators across areas including educational direction, childcare
and safety, educational processes, environmental design, and teacher
qualifications (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, n.d.).

In both countries, national curriculum documents play a crucial role in guiding the
overarching curriculum frameworks and educational goals and are centrally
administered by national education authorities. Curricula in both countries
emphasize a child-centered approach, promoting holistic child development
across areas such as health and physical activity, language, socio-cultural
competencies, science, and the arts (Niu et al., 2024). More over, the importance
of creating supportive environments and fostering cooperation between

kindergartens and families is a shared understanding (Niu et al., 2024; Qi, 2019).

2.1.3 The role of teachers in curriculum implementation

Since people often have idealized expectations for curriculum, curriculum policies
can sometimes be burdened with unrealistic hopes beyond their practical
capabilities, ultimately transferring these expectations onto teachers during
implementation. Curriculum implementation is about how teachers organize
educational activities and choose appropriate teaching methods to ensure
effective student learning experiences (Han & Weiss, 2005). This process
involves not merely executing prescribed syllabi but also adapting and adjusting



teaching activities according to specific classroom situations and student needs
(Clayback et al., 2022; Madondo, 2020).

However, the effectiveness of curriculum implementation is influenced by school
and environmental factors, as well as the level of administrative support provided
to teachers (Clayback et al., 2022; Madondo, 2020). If curriculum reforms are
rushed, teachers may lack sufficient understanding of the new curriculum, which
can lower their sense of self-efficacy and lead to stress from excessive teaching
responsibilities, negatively affecting implementation outcomes (Clayback et al.,
2022; Mabunda, 2023). Therefore, curriculum implementation is not a value-
neutral process (Hopmann, 1999). This is particularly evident in ECEC

environment.

Curriculum implementation in ECEC is not a static execution but rather a dynamic
process that continuously adapts based on children’s needs and teaching
feedback. Thus, teachers must not only organize teaching activities within
curriculum frameworks but also continuously innovate curricula based on
classroom realities, acting like researchers to enhance teaching quality
(Vuorisalo et al., 2014; Steenbeek, H & Geert, V. P., 2017; Huo, 2022; Hedges,
2000). However, research also indicates that as external accountability pressures
intensify, teacher autonomy is gradually weakened, transforming teachers
increasingly into mere deliverers of prescribed content rather than active creators
of curriculum (Mausethagen & Mglstad, 2015).

Meanwhile, interaction is the essence of curriculum implementation in
kindergartens. Education fundamentally arises from the interactions between
teachers and children, a process characterized by uncertainty and
unpredictability. Teachers need to capture and respond instantly to children’s
genuine thoughts and needs, avoiding overly rigid methods of forcing children to
learn particular knowledge or skills (Wermke & Salokangas, 2021, p.36). Based
on the above considerations, this research conceptualizes kindergarten teachers’
curriculum implementation as consisting of three stages: curriculum design,

which involves teachers’ interpretation of official curricula, the organization of



teaching activities; and the evaluation of teaching quality at the end of
implementation (Han & Weiss, 2005; Clayback et al., 2022).

To ensure education truly fulfills its mission, serious consideration must be given
to how teachers can realize their professional autonomy without being restricted
by narrow curriculum frameworks, thus preventing professional burnout. The next
section further discusses teacher professionalism, elaborates on the concept and
dimensions of teacher autonomy, and explores key factors influencing curriculum

autonomy.

2.2 Teacher professionalism and curriculum autonomy

This chapter first explores the concept of teacher professionalism, subsequently
defining teacher curriculum autonomy. Through a review of existing research, it
analyzes specific factors influencing teacher autonomy across various contexts,
particularly highlighting the unique challenges teachers face in ECEC settings.
Finally, this chapter introduces a theoretical framework for teacher autonomy,
laying a foundation for formulating and discussing subsequent research

questions.

2.2.1 Teacher professionalism

Teacher professionalism is closely related to the social and policy environment in
which teachers operate. Because teachers’ work is difficult to evaluate by a single
standard, their professionalism encompasses not only academic knowledge and
teaching skills but also significant influences from governance regimes and civil
society (Wermke & Salokangas, 2021, p.2). Education provided by teachers
includes not only knowledge and skills but also values, social norms, and moral
behaviors. Particularly in ECEC, where children's socio-emotional skills are
emphasized, teachers must guide children’s socialization based on specific
socio-cultural values (McDonough, 2010; Wermke & Salokangas, 2021, p.98).
Consequently, teacher professionalism evolves continuously in response to

changing social, political, and cultural contexts (Lawn, 1989).

10



Webb et al. (2004), in their comparative study of primary teachers’ professional
qualities in Britain and Finland, found that teacher autonomy and decision-making
power are crucial components of teacher professionalism. Teachers’ perceptions
and understandings of their autonomy significantly influence curriculum
implementation outcomes (Webb et al., 2004). However, Policies increasingly
demand documented evidence of teachers’ professionalism rather than trusting
their professional judgment (Ball, 2006; Gewirtz & Cribb, 2009; Lofgren, 2015).

In ECEC settings, teacher professionalism is highly personalized and emotionally
driven (Lofgren, 2015; Osgood, 2012). Interactions between teachers, children,
and families rely heavily on emotional care, and this emotional labor, together
with standardized teaching skills, forms a fundamental part of early childhood
educational processes (Lofgren, 2015; Osgood, 2012). Intensified accountability
systems might push teachers to abandon more creative and personalized
educational practices to comply with regulatory frameworks or satisfy parental
expectations, sometimes even conflicting with their own educational beliefs.
Therefore, effectively utilizing curriculum autonomy to achieve more creative and
personalized educational goals and ideals is an essential topic for further
exploration, particularly when kindergarten teachers face multiple professional
role expectations.

2.2.2 Teacher autonomy and curriculum autonomy

In European studies, teacher autonomy is commonly defined as a state of self-
governance, specifically the ability to make decisions through their actions within
legal and institutional frameworks (Wermke & Hostfalt, 2013). However, teacher
autonomy is not purely individual freedom; rather, it remains deeply influenced
and constrained by broader social contexts, policies, and institutional structures,
given the inherently public nature of education (Wermke & HOostfalt, 2013;
Wermke & Salokangas, 2021, p.6). Thus, regardless of educational stage,
teacher autonomy is interconnected with other institutional members through
collaborative decision-making, forming a collegial professional autonomy
(Frostenson, 2015; Ahonen et al., 2023; Vangrieken & Kyndt, 2019).

11



Existing studies attempt to analyze the complex concept of teacher autonomy
from various dimensions. Wermke and Hostfalt (2013) differentiate teacher
autonomy into two dimensions: institutional autonomy, emphasizing teachers’
collective rights within national governance frameworks, and service autonomy,
focusing on teachers' decision-making freedom in classroom practice. This
distinction highlights the dynamic tension between macro-level governance
systems and micro-level daily teaching practices (Wermke & Hostfalt, 2013).
Further refining this concept, Erss (2018) proposes three dimensions: “self-

directedness,” “capacity for autonomous action,” and “freedom from control.”
Compared to the former perspective, this framework emphasizes more explicitly
how teachers achieve autonomous decision-making in specific contexts and
clearly highlights the constraints imposed by external control (Erss, 2018). To
simplify, autonomy fundamentally revolves around decision-making and control,
explicitly reflecting teachers’ dual roles as both implementers of policy and

subjects of control (Salokangas et al., 2020).

In Chinese scholarship, teacher autonomy tends to be described as “professional
autonomy,” emphasizing teachers’ rights in professional judgment, execution,
and protection against external interference, spanning various dimensions such
as teaching, research, management, and professional development (Liu et al.,
2008; Zhang, 2020). This terminology likely reflects a cultural tradition within
Chinese teaching communities that strongly emphasizes professional ethics and
standards. It also implies that while teacher autonomy shares cross-cultural
commonalities, the concept and dimensions are shaped by differences in local
governance models and teachers’ role perceptions (Liu et al., 2008; Zhang, 2020).

Within the specific context of ECEC, teacher autonomy can be further focused on
the curriculum level. Xia et al. (2021) distinguish between “curriculum autonomy”
at the classroom level and “general teaching autonomy” at the kindergarten
institutional level. This distinction highlights varying degrees of decision-making
spaces for kindergarten teachers across different educational contexts. Tuul et
al. (2015) express a similar viewpoint in their study in Estonia but notably
emphasize the tension between national curricula and localized kindergarten
curricula. This indicates that early childhood teachers’ curriculum autonomy

12



involves not only individual teacher actions but also restrictions imposed by the
curriculum policy environment (Tuul et al.,, 2015). Erss et al. (2016) further
analyze teacher autonomy directly within the interrelationship of curriculum
enactment, curriculum control, and teachers’ perceptions of autonomy. They
illustrate how curriculum deeply shapes teachers’ practices, underscoring

autonomy as a core element of professionalism (Erss et al., 2016) .

Considering that this study specifically examines kindergarten teachers'
perceptions of curriculum autonomy in China and Finland, it aligns with the
perspectives of Erss et al. (2016) and Xia et al. (2021), defining teacher
curriculum autonomy clearly as the perceived decision-making space teachers
have in classrooms and schools when interpreting and implementing national
curriculum policies. This definition acknowledges curriculum autonomy as a
personal perceptual concept embedded in teachers’ lived experiences,
recognizing external constraints, and thus better captures the realities faced by
kindergarten teachers in curriculum implementation (Erss et al., 2016; Xia et al.,
2021).

2.2.3 Theoretical framework of teacher autonomy

In summary, teacher autonomy is not a singular or fixed concept, but rather a
dynamic, multidimensional construct. Wermke and Salokangas (2021, p.8)
identify an “autonomy paradox,” emphasizing that increased autonomy does not
always lead to improved teaching outcomes. Under neoliberal education systems,
granting teachers greater freedom often simultaneously increases their
responsibilities and pressures (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.8). In such
contexts, teachers may even choose to relinquish some autonomy voluntarily, as
excessive decision-making freedom often introduces additional complexity and
risks to their work (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.137). Consequently, what
teachers truly need is not pure freedom but an appropriate degree of decision-
making space, guided and supported by a clear framework. In other words, ideal
teacher autonomy involves striking a careful balance between autonomy and

control, rather than pursuing maximal freedom blindly.
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Drawing on this dialectical understanding of autonomy, this study adopts the
analytical framework proposed by Wermke and Salokangas (2021, p.46) as its
theoretical reference. This framework conceptualizes teacher autonomy as a
matrix intersecting three horizontal dimensions (levels) and four vertical
dimensions (domains) (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.46). Within this
framework, the three levels of autonomy reflect the teacher’s professional context,
progressing from micro to macro level, including the classroom level, school level,

and professional level (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.44).

1. The classroom level refers to teachers’ operational scope within their daily
classroom practices. Even in kindergarten or daycare institutions,
educational work still occurs within administratively defined class units and
physical classroom spaces. Thus, this dimension explores how
kindergarten teachers act professionally within class units (Wermke and
Salokangas, 2021, p.44).

2. The school level, compared to the classroom level, represents a more
complex social system in which teachers must interact with other social
roles such as colleagues, principals, special education teachers, teaching
assistants, and parents. Since interactions occur within mutually
influencing fields, an individual's autonomy may either facilitate or

constrain the autonomy of others (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.44).

3. The professional level represents the broadest dimension, encompassing
collective autonomy across the entire teaching profession. It includes
various aspects of professional life, from basic educational background
and academic knowledge to ongoing professional development and
academic training (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.44).

The four domains are categorized according to teachers’ primary responsibilities:
educational domain, administrative domain, social domain, and developmental
domain (Wermke and Salokangas, 2021, p.45). Wermke and Salokangas (2021,
p.45) acknowledge these domains are not strictly distinct and often overlap in

practice. However, this structured categorization enables a more nuanced
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discussion of teacher autonomy, making it adaptable across different national,

policy, and cultural contexts.

Given that this study specifically analyzes curriculum autonomy, and considering
kindergarten teachers face distinctly different decision-making spaces compared
to teachers at other educational stages. Therefore, this study focuses on
kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of autonomy in different curriculum
implementation stages: curriculum and instructional planning, activity
organization, and evaluation on teaching quality to closely align with the specific

kindergarten teaching context under investigation.

2.2.4 Teachers’ autonomous roles under different educational systems

Studies from different contexts reveal significant variations in teachers’
curriculum autonomy, indicating that its essence extends beyond merely the
amount of power teachers have; rather, it involves the structural relationship
between institutional frameworks and teachers’ roles (Erss, 2018; Salokangas et
al., 2020; Liu et al., 2008; Zhang, 2016; Xia et al., 2021; Tuul et al., 2015; Kang,
2016; Frostenson, 2015; Devjak et al., 2020; Birbili & Myrovali, 2019).

In Finland, teachers are widely trusted as professionals with sound judgment,
granting them not only freedom in curriculum implementation but also active roles
in adapting and recreating curriculum content (Erss, 2018; Salokangas et al.,
2020). This autonomy is rooted in their strong identification with the national
curriculum framework (Erss, 2018; Salokangas et al., 2020). In contrast, although
teachers in Germany and Estonia also seek some degree of freedom, they
typically operate within clearly defined boundaries (Erss, 2018). Estonian
teachers, in particular, tend to balance curriculum autonomy with external
guidance, illustrating a tension between professional independence and
dependence (Erss, 2018). Similarly, in Ireland, teachers’ decision-making spaces
are more limited by institutional regulations, with fewer opportunities to participate

in school-level decision-making (Salokangas et al., 2020).
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In China, kindergarten teachers’ curriculum autonomy demonstrates a picture
characterized by expanded formality but restricted substance (Liu et al., 2008;
Zhang, 2016; Xia et al., 2021). Although existing research indicates that teachers’
perceptions of curriculum no longer entirely depend on administrative commands
or expert instructions, their implementation in instructional activities remains
significantly constrained by educational administration (Liu et al., 2008).
Especially in reforms advocating play-based curriculum, teachers often face
disciplinary constraints, making it challenging to genuinely reconstruct the
curriculum according to their professional judgment (Zhang, 2016). Xia et al.
(2021) further argue that even as curriculum become more open, teachers still
lack clear awareness of their roles within institutional affairs, with autonomy

remaining largely operational rather than substantive.

Influences on teacher autonomy are not limited to institutional structures;
teachers’ professionalism and cultural contexts also play crucial roles. Teachers
with higher-quality training are more likely to proactively adjust curricula, and
more experienced teachers are inclined to respond critically to curriculum
frameworks (Tuul et al.,, 2015; Kang, 2016). However, teacher culture often
shapes implicit collective norms. In conservative professional cultures, teachers
tend to suppress individual judgment to maintain group conformity, with collegial
autonomy potentially transforming into a mechanism of control, restricting

personal professional expression (Liu et al., 2008; Frostenson, 2015).

Additionally, curriculum evaluation systems, and societal expectations also
impose external limitations. Slovakian research reveals that teachers with greater
freedom in choosing teaching methods are more likely to encourage children’s
participation and exploration, whereas highly controlled curriculum systems foster
more directive, controlling instructional practices (Devjak et al., 2020). Thus,
when teachers face increased accountability pressures, and curriculum decision-
making is driven by market logic, implementing child-centered teaching

philosophies becomes challenging (Wermke & Hostfalt, 2013).

Moreover, decentralization does not necessarily equate to reduced disciplinary

control; administrative power might simply reorganize itself in different forms.
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Even in decentralized educational systems like Finland, as parental influence
intensifies, administrative authorites may act as buffers, mitigating
teachers’ social responsibilities, but they may also utilize parental feedback as
managerial tools, indirectly limiting teachers’ autonomy (Wermke & Salokangas,
2021, p.90). Meanwhile, teacher autonomy, if lacking collective norms and
professional accountability, could lead to deviations from educational objectives.
The Greek case demonstrates how individual teachers may strategically equate
autonomy with personal expression, superficially complying while substantively
diverging from national curriculum expectations (Birbili & Myrovali, 2019).
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3 Research task and research questions

In conclusion, if we understand teacher autonomy as the right to exercise
professional judgment within a given framework (Wilches, 2007), then ideally,
teachers should not only have freedom in curriculum implementation but also the
opportunity to participate actively in shaping curriculum frameworks. In reality,
however, teachers often lack both the awareness and opportunities to voice their
perspectives and are constrained by multiple factors such as organizational
structures, cultural expectations, and professional hierarchies, making it
challenging for them to truly influence curriculum directions (Clayback et al., 2022;
Mabunda, 2023; Madondo, 2020; Zhang, 2016; Xia et al., 2021; Wermke &
Hostfalt, 2013).

Kindergarten teachers often experience high turnover rates and low job stability
(Bassok et al., 2021; Totenhagen et al., 2016). Although the influencing factors
are complex, it is widely acknowledged that professional autonomy positively
impacts teachers’ professional identity, organizational affiliation, and job
satisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014; Shim et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2024;
Worth & Van, 2020). Curriculum autonomy is thus more than simply delegating
authority; it relates directly to how teachers are defined and supported within
organizational structures, and whether they can develop stable, reflective
teaching judgments amidst pressures and uncertainties. As a fundamental right
within educational culture, teacher autonomy deserves systematic understanding

and active advocacy.

While international comparative research on teacher autonomy has expanded
significantly in recent years, most studies have concentrated on secondary
education and subject-specific teachers, with limited attention given to early
childhood education contexts. Even in Finland, a country widely recognized for
granting considerable autonomy to teachers, empirical research specifically
focusing on ECEC teachers remains scarce. Meanwhile, China is undergoing
educational reforms emphasizing pedagogical professionalism, child-centered

practices, and play-based curricula, showing considerable similarities with
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Finland regarding macro-policy trends and curriculum philosophies (Zhu, 2008;
Qi, 2019; Niu et al., 2024).

However, the cultural differences between the two countries in curriculum control
methods and the professional roles assigned to teachers may significantly
influence how teacher autonomy is practiced. Systematic comparative research
addressing these nuances is currently lacking. Therefore, to broaden the existing
teacher autonomy literature, which is predominantly single-country focused and
Eurocentric, this study will adopt the perspective of teachers, examining their
lived experiences and reflections on curriculum practices, focusing mainly three
stages: curriculum and instructional design, curriculum activity organization, and
evaluation on curriculum implementation. Based on this, the research question is

proposed:

Research question: What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions on their
curriculum autonomy in China and Finland across different stages of curriculum

implementation?

The research question can be divided into two sub-questions:

1. What are the similarities of kindergarten teachers’ perceptions on their
curriculum autonomy in China and Finland across different stages of curriculum
implementation?

2. What are the differences of kindergarten teachers’ perceptions on their
curriculum autonomy in China and Finland across different stages of curriculum

implementation?
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4 Methodology

4.1 Research design

This study adopted a qualitative comparative study approach to examine how
kindergarten teachers in Finland and China experience curriculum autonomy
across different stages of curriculum implementation. Semi-structured interviews
were used to explore teachers’ perspectives within their specific organizational
and cultural contexts. The comparative lens helped identify country-specific
features and offered a more nuanced understanding of the kindergarten teaching
profession from an international perspective. The study drew on Bereday’s four-
stage model of comparative research: description, interpretation, juxtaposition,
and comparison (Adick, 2017).

4.2 Participants

A total of 10 kindergarten teachers participated in the study, five from China and
five from Finland. Participants were selected based on two criteria: having at least
two years of professional experience in early childhood education and being
representative of their local educational contexts. The Chinese teachers all
worked in public kindergartens in a “new first-tier” city in Southwest China. The
Finnish teachers were from private kindergartens in Helsinki. It is important to
note that in Finland, private and public kindergartens follow the same regulations
under municipal governance, and there are minimal quality differences between

them.

Due to resource limitations, participants were recruited through convenience
sampling. Two main channels were used: online teacher communities (including
the researcher's former colleagues and classmates) for recruiting Chinese
participants, and kindergarten institutions with established cooperation with the
University of Helsinki for recruiting Finnish participants. All participants were
informed about the purpose of the study and participated voluntarily. The ten
teachers were anonymized as T1 to T10.
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Table 1. Participants

Participants $§2(r::ing ggr]oeup Gender Eggﬁg:gj}ﬂ Nationality
T1 4 3-6 Female Bachelor's Degree China
T2 9 1-5 Female Bachelor's Degree Finland
T3 8.5 3-6 Female Associate Degree China
T4 4 3-6 Female Associate Degree China
TS5 6.5 1-5 Male Bachelor's Degree Finland
T6 4.5 2-3 Female Bachelor's Degree Finland
T7 2.5 3-5 Female Bachelor's Degree Finland
T8 6 3-6 Female Bachelor's Degree China
T9 7 3-6 Female Bachelor's Degree China
T10 2.5 1-3 Female Bachelor's Degree Finland

*Note: Asssociate degree means a three-year college degree that student-teachers can
obtain from a college.

4.3 Instruments and procedures

Curriculum autonomy involves various forms of operation, teachers may
experience similar degrees of curriculum autonomy through different processes.
For this reason, semi-structured in-depth interviews (see Appendix 1 for protocol)
were chosen to collect teachers’ narratives about their professional knowledge
and experiences. The interview structure was informed by the autonomy
framework proposed by Wermke & Salokangas (2021), as well as previous
interview instruments on teacher autonomy (Erss et al., 2016; Dieudé & Prgitz,
2022). Discussions with the supervisor and two pilot interviews—conducted in
both Chinese and English—were used to test the effectiveness of the protocol
design and refine the questions accordingly.

Formal interviews were conducted online in either Chinese or English, each
lasting approximately 40 to 60 minutes. The interviews were carried out between
the 26th of October and the 7th of January. Prior to each interview, participants
were briefed on the structure. With their consent, all interviews were audio-

recorded and fully transcribed for analysis.
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4.4 Data analysis

Thematic analysis is employed in this study by using ATLAS.ti. When analyzing
perspectives from different participants, thematic analysis helps identify both
commonalities and differences, uncover unexpected insights, and generate a
well-structured and coherent report (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017).
During the translation and interpretation of key excerpts in both Chinese and
English, particular attention was paid to conceptual equivalence. The coding of
Chinese-language data was conducted bilingually. The analysis combined both
deductive and inductive approaches and was carried out in three phases:

Phase 1: Generating Initial Codes, Categories and Themes. Based on the
theoretical framework and prior research, predefined themes, categories, and
codes were developed deductively in a codebook (Wermke & Salokangas, 2021,
p.44-46), which provided analytical direction when working with a large volume
of data. At the same time, new codes were generated inductively through reading
of the data and guided by the research questions (Nowell et al., 2017).

Phase 2: Refining Codes and Categories. Throughout the iterative coding
process, unnecessary codes were removed, while existing ones merged or
redefined. Categories were also refined to maintain coherence with codes (Braun
& Clarke, 2006).

Phase 3: Reviewing and Refining Themes. After multiple readings of the interview
transcripts, meaningful units were identified, categorized, and refined into
conceptual themes(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). This process
ensured that the clustered themes accurately reflected the original data (Fereday
& Muir-Cochrane, 2006) and corresponded to different stages of curriculum
implementation: curriculum and instructional design, curriculum activity

organization, evaluation on curriculum implementation (see Tables 2—4).
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Table 2. Theme: Curriculum and Instructional Design

Categories [Codes Description Examples of data excerpts
[The sources or
materials teachers
use when developing |Because we have a programme based on the
their teaching plans, [KEG, five days a week, we have to arrange
Sources for [such as national core [the curriculum according to the five domains
planning curriculum, local for the age of the children, and then make sure
curriculum, or that all five domains are covered every week.
institutional (T3)
templates.
Decision-making in Everyone wh_o works !n the groups at this
the planning process, dayc_are are involved in creating the group
Teaching  |Decision- fincluding who ;pecmc one(plan) and the one fo.r this daycare.
. N ; o then we usually have a planning day, a
planning making in  [decides the theme, . h h bri things
lanning rhythm and structure meeting toget erwr e_r'e we bring up thir 9,
P fthe teachi | and then someone if it's us together or if it's
ot the teaching plan. ke hoss writes down the ready plan, the ready
curriculum. (T7)
[The adjustments
teachers make for  |We change our plans all the time. | always
teaching themes, learned that you have to have a plan A. And if
Modification content sequence, plan A doesn’t work, you havc_e to have_plan B
of plans and pacing on a and plan C and plan D....... With the children's
semesterly, monthly, |interest if it's not like working the way |
weekly, or daily planned it then | have to change it around to
basis. suit the children. (T2)
Teachers select
Feachlpg content, (The prescribed textbook) It's supplementary,
including whether the . .
Content is prescribed offering many sugges:ted a_lctlvmes you can
by curriculum freely choose fro_m. It's quite developed, with _
Selection of ldocuments. or complete_ thematic fra_meworks. We d(_)n’t use it
content autonomou’sly entirely, just parts of it. We also combine it with
content from another one we currently use.
chosen by the Th | f but t
keacher based on e angles or focuses can vary, but you mus
. , adhere to the overarching framework provided.
children’s needs and
) (T4)
interests.
Teaching
content How teaching content
is modified by
teachers during or
after planning, | think that’s quite up to the teachers...I wanted
including real-time  [to work with teaching the kids more animal
Adjustment [adjustments based |names because | noticed that they didn’'t have
of content  [on classroom a big vocabulary for animals but they were
dynamics, individual |very interested in playing with the animal toys.
children’s responses, [(T7)
or administrative
appointments.
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Categories [Codes Description Examples of data excerpts
Teachers select
eaching methOdS When choosing materials, | usually consider
and materials, L .
X . my own conditions and the materials | already
including the role of ; :
. 9 have... Generally, | design my teaching
Selection of |organizational : > >
materials based on what'’s already available,
methods andresources, and and of course, I'll also think about whether
materials  |consideration of - . u ethe
. , these materials are attractive or interesting to
children’s needs, ;
) children. (T8)
interests, or
developmental levels.
Teaching
methods and How and Why .
materials teachers adjust their
chosen methods and
materials, such as in |It's still based on the feedback | get from the
Adjustment response to kids after _teachmq a few lessons... for _
of plassroom example, in today’s class... around two-thirds
interactions, time of the children were engaged in the activity...
methods and . . , .
. constraints, children'simost of the kids met one of my lesson
materials o : . .
engagement levels, [objectives, so | think the materials suited them
or after self-reflection well... (T3)
or feedback from
colleagues.
Teachers’ If a child has some issues this morning or
continuous, informal [recently, we’llimmediately discuss and decide
observations of if the class teacher or other teachers should
Dai children's behavior, [talk to the parents. It's not about listing all the
aily ) . . - . .
. interaction, learning |child’s shortcomings or issues, but rather
observations . o .
progress, and understanding the child’s recent status in class
emotional states or kindergarten. There’s no fixed time for
during daily activities. [evaluating children. (T1)
Assessment Regular group
of children discussions among  [Every week in the class meeting we discuss
teachers about which children have recently improved in
T children’s which areas, or for the issues we discussed
eam o .
i . development, aiming [before, whether they’ve improved or
iscussion , , :
on child to reach a collective [regressed, how we’ve addressed it, whether

development

understanding and
adjust curriculum
strategies
accordingly.

we should stick with our approach next week,
analyze the reasons behind their progress or
setbacks, and make adjustments for the
following week this way. (T1)
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Table 3. Theme: Curriculum Activity Organization

Categories

Codes

Description

Examples of data excerpts

Collegial
collaboration

Collaborative
decision-
making

How curriculum-
related decisions,
such as activity
planning, content
selection, and
assessment
approaches are made
collectively by
teachers through
meetings,
negotiations, or
shared
responsibilities.

In other teams when we have been
multiple teachers, we have been able to
divide the responsibility so that we several
have the same responsibility. (T6)

Distribution of

How leadership roles
or responsibilitie are
distributed among
colleagues, either

| am the classroom teacher then | am the
administrator of the class, | have to
manage the class well, so | have to clarify
some duties and points of the class with

School
discipline

eadership formally appointed or [the two teachers in the class... They are
informally agreed able to deputize the class smoothly when
upon within the team. [I'm not in the class. (T3)
The explicit, officially
stajte_d rules and During children’s free playtime, teachers
policies that regulate , ; S
, -~ |don’t need to organize activities but must
teachers' behavior in , ; o .
- . clearly define their positions. Play areas in
Institutional the school setting, . L
: . . g kindergartens are divided between
regulations typically outlined in

school documents or
discussed in staff
meetings.

bedrooms and classrooms, with some
blind spots, so teachers must be clear
about where to stand. (T3)

Implicit norms

The informal,
unspoken behavioral
expectations that
shape classroom or
school culture, such
as how teachers are
expected to interact
with children in
activities.

Right now, everyone is just maintaining a
safe environment because the safety
regulations are strict. | think, in the name
of safety, there are certain activities we've
all agreed to do a certain way... (T1)
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Table 4. Theme: Evaluation on Curriculum Implementation

Categories

Codes

Description

Examples of data excerpts

I Administrative

Evaluation conducted
by school
administrators or
internal supervisors,
such as the principal
or pedagogical

In addition to the requirements for the
developmental goals of the children...
there are also directives issued by the
education bureau... (If) there are times
when our activities do not meet these

benchmarks to
assess whether
teachers’
implementation aligns
with official

expectations.

supervision ; requirements or are not appropriate for
ggg;dr:/neatggsvggs’ or the_ age group of the child_ren, they will
orovide %eedback on ad_just the teache'rs bgck in time... to
teachers’ curriculum bring the teacher's mind back to the
X ; track. (T3)
implementation.
Evaluatio initiated or
‘r:r?unr?igicptgﬁlg\)//el | think that last year the city of Helsinki
. ) .. [sent us a message that we need to be
g\lj:fﬁgtisogf Municipal \?v?:lﬁ? trlr?gyaiﬂgsgges’ more specific than we were. So then we
evaluation standard inspections adjusted_ some changes an_d then this
curriculum audits, or, year | think they've accepted it. (T6)
performance reviews
at the system level.
E{ﬂtﬁg’;g ?Sdirby At the er_1d of each semeste_r, we
Colleagues, often summarize all semester activities and
through mL;tuaI c_h!ldren s developrr_1ent from start to
Peer observation, joint finish. All teaphers in the km_dergarten
cvaluation reflection o’r team- gather _to review and_col!ectl_vely evaluate
based feédback on the entire process, highlighting strengths
oach other's and areas for improvement. Teachers_
urriculum sug_ggst hOV\_/ t_he ngxt tgacher conducting
implementation. a similar activity might improve. (T4)
The predefined
administrative During morning exercise observations,
formats, forms, or ABC scores are used... Later, we'll
checklists used in the |discuss and summarize (the morning
Administrative [evaluation process, |exercise) together. They'll evaluate what
formats which standardize you did well and provide suggestions for
what aspects of improvement or better practices... we’'ll
curriculum go through each of these points (from
implementation are  [the ABC scores). (T9)
assessed and how.
[The evaluation
Evaluation standards that are
criteria directly derived from
national or municipal
curriculum guidelines |For instance, when conducting an
Policy-based or policy documents, |activity... If the chiI(_j can jump 3 r_neters
cvaluation often u_sed as or 5 meters, match_mg the guideline, then
standards normative they’ve reached this developmental goal,

meaning the lesson’s objective was
achieved. (T9)
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4.5 Ethical consideration

All participants received written and verbal information (see Appendix 2) about
the study’s purpose, procedures, and voluntary nature, and provided informed
consent before the interviews. No identifying information was included in the data.
Participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any time without
consequence. During the interviews, special care was taken to minimize
emotional discomfort, especially when discussing professional tensions or
constraints. Prior to recruiting participants in Finland, the head of daycare was
approached for initial permission to approach the teaching staff. Chinese
teachers were contacted on a personal basis, as the interviews focused on

individual perspectives and did not involve organizational information or publicity.
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5 Research results and their interpretation

This section presents and analyzes the findings to address the research question:
“What are kindergarten teachers’ perceptions on their curriculum autonomy in
China and Finland across different stages of curriculum implementation? ” The

analysis below clarifies how teachers’ curriculum autonomy manifests in practice.

5.1 Similarities between Finnish and Chinese kindergarten

teachers’ curriculum autonomy

Based on interview data from ten kindergarten teachers in Finland and China,
this study finds that teachers in both countries experience similar policy
guidance regarding curriculum planning. Furthermore, child-centered values
and organizational factors—such as working rhythms—emerge as crucial

elements shaping teachers’ perceptions of curriculum autonomy.

5.1.1 The guiding roles of policy documents, child-centered educational values, and
organizational culture in curriculum and instructional design

Influences of policy documents and organizational routines on teaching planning

Teachers from both countries showed a clear policy-oriented approach in
curriculum planning. National educational authorities do not provide detailed,
standardized regulations regarding teaching content or methods. Instead,
teachers base their planning on general curriculum frameworks or guiding
documents. Specifically, Chinese kindergarten teachers frequently mentioned
national guidelines such as the Kindergarten Education Guidelines (KEG) (for
trial implementation) and the Early Learning and Development Guidelines (ELDG)
for Children aged 3 to 6. These documents offer broad directions and thematic
categories but do not prescribe detailed implementation. The descriptions
typically outline overall developmental goals and balanced growth directions for
specific age groups, while leaving specific teaching methods and implementation
strategies to teachers’ discretion, depending on their own contexts. Teachers’
actual tasks involve autonomously developing detailed teaching plans based on
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developmental goals within five major domains, organized by semester, month,

or even weeKly.

“For example, our outdoor activities and group teaching sessions need to be
organised by the teacher. Because we have a programme based on the KEG,
five days a week, we have to arrange the curriculum according to the five
domains for the age of the children, and then make sure that all five domains are
covered every week.” (T3)

In certain specific educational stages, such as the preschool-primary transition
courses emphasized in senior kindergarten classes, policy guidance remains
directional rather than providing detailed instructional regulations or explicit
operational guidelines. Teachers still rely on their own interpretations and

judgments to translate policy objectives into practical teaching plans.

“When it comes to the senior class, because now the government places greater
emphasis on the transition from kindergarten to primary school, but there isn’t a
specific curriculum for this transition period. There’s only a national guideline
stating that we should pay attention to a few aspects during this transition, but
they’re just some guiding points, and can’t really be called a curriculum.” (T1)

In Finland'’s early childhood education system, teachers follow the National Core
Curriculum for ECEC (Finnish ECEC NCC), but they also receive additional
guidance from local municipal curriculum documents. When designing the overall
educational plans for schools and the specific plans for each class, teachers
actively reference these localized curriculum guidelines. Such municipal-level
policies not only specify the national curriculum but also offer teachers
professional insights for incorporating local cultural contexts into their curriculum

design.

“The national curriculum | think is the main one. And then they also have made a
separate one for daycares in Helsinki which are supposed to work towards if the
different cities have set up a different goal...So that is still all the same things but
then the Helsinki specific ones also added into it.” (T7)

“I think it's quite good now. How we have it that we got the broad, and then we
narrow it down... if you live in Helsinki then it's like more you need to know
different things than if you live in Lapland...because they have a lot of nature...and
then you can take those things and develop them from like a Helsinki point of
view and then we work with...sustainability...in city how do you do things and
that's a difference from if you do if the child lives in Lapland...” (T2)
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Teachers from both countries frequently encounter disruptions and challenges
when creating and implementing teaching plans. During interviews, teachers
mentioned that their preparation and teaching time is often significantly reduced
due to unexpected meetings, rearranged group activities, or unforeseen incidents.
These practical interruptions make it difficult to carry out their planned activities
smoothly.

“I think maybe it's because something suddenly comes up in kindergarten... like
some events or activities, and the things | planned to do get interrupted... For
example, this afternoon | planned to observe a project activity, to see if the kids
had solved some of their previous problems, but suddenly there was a meeting.
Then | had to leave and missed it.” (T8)

“...like we have talked about these individual plans every week with the team, but
so far we haven’t had time, that much time to do it...1 find it like difficult, especially
if i's some activity that we also need to plan for and prepare for...So | feel like if
I’'m planning an activity, then | don’t have time to open up the child’s document
and read that. ” (T7)

Although the seemingly broad national and local curriculum frameworks permit
personalized teaching decisions, they always define the overall scope of teachers’
instructional plans, implicitly requiring self-regulation and adjustment. Teachers
from both countries reported regularly reflecting on whether their designs align
with curriculum standards, continuously adjusting their plans as needed.

“Actually, the habit of tidying up toys should be formed as early as in the junior
class...But we paid too much attention to individual children’s daily routines and
overlooked the routine-building of other kids. And even we teachers didn’t realize
that this was something important that should be treated as a curriculum.” (T1)

“I use everything and then like from the guidelines and then | do it in like theory
in practice and then go back and forth through this... And then you always like
review is it review but you go reflect on it assess and then you do something
again what’s working, what’s not working?” (T2)

Therefore, teachers’ actual instructional planning is rarely a purely independent
choice; rather, it is a form of controlled autonomy within policy frameworks,
involving ongoing negotiation and adaptation between personalized decisions
and policy guidance.
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Child-centered observations as a basis for adapting teaching content

When determining the specific content of teaching activities, kindergarten
teachers in both countries prioritize children’s interests and developmental needs,
reflecting shared professional beliefs and educational values. In practice,
teachers first consider children’s curiosity and willingness to explore, along with
developmental characteristics specific to their age group, ensuring that selected

teaching activities effectively meet children’s needs.

“(What determines your teaching content, materials, and methods?) Teaching
content partly comes from daily life. For example, when a child suddenly
becomes interested in a particular topic, we’ll choose it for teaching. And we also
rely on the guidelines, like the senior class children need to learn number
decomposition within ten, so we choose that topic. And you still need to maintain
balance among the five learning areas throughout the week. That’s basically how
we decide.” (T8)

“That is quite often it is based on what the kids are interested in learning or what
they are interested in, in playing. A lot of the educational topics are awesome.
We sort of explore them through play. So playing is a big part every day. And
then also through what the children are playing already. Then we observe and
discuss with them what they are interested in knowing more of.” (T7)

During the interviews, teachers from both countries emphasized their
commitment to a child-centered perspective, viewing children as active learners
rather than passive recipients. Such choices of teaching content are guided by
teachers’ professional judgment, highlighting children’s development as the core

educational objective.

Influences of child-centered values and organizational resources on teaching

methods and materials

Teachers from both China and Finland mentioned that when selecting and
applying teaching methods and materials, they typically match them closely with
their pre-designed teaching plans and content to maintain coherence and
effectiveness. At the same time, teachers consistently emphasized that these
choices are never fixed; they continuously adjust their strategies based on
observations and feedback from children’s actual performance in kindergarten

activities.
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“Firstly, we reflect on whether the play materials provided for the children are
suitable for them, whether there are too few or too monotonous, or if they’re too
simple for them, and then teachers in the class will discuss it. Secondly, why can’t
they engage well, is it because they lack experience with such play? Or they have
no relevant experience? Or they simply don’t understand the play...Thirdly, we
still need to listen to what the children are discussing. Because some children
have rich experience, while some others don’t. So we(l) make adjustments
according to the characteristics of the age group I’'m teaching.” (T3)

“We started out observing the children’s needs and their interests in the group.
And then we quite quickly noticed that they have a big interest in building activities.
So then we tried to take out more toys and create more activities that train these
skills.” (T7)

However, ideal teaching decisions cannot always be smoothly implemented.
Teachers commonly expressed in interviews that real-world constraints
significantly limit their ideal professional practices. Tight schedules often leave
insufficient time to prepare richer and more diverse teaching materials.
Additionally, limited resources and funding within kindergartens directly restrict
the diversity and innovation in their choice of materials. Under these
circumstances, teachers must demonstrate a high degree of professional
adaptability and creativity. They actively seek alternative ways to achieve
teaching goals, such as preparing detailed backup plans in advance. These
measures allow teachers to flexibly adjust their strategies and ensure smooth
teaching activities when encountering shortages or disruptions.

“‘When choosing materials, | usually consider my own conditions and the
materials | already have... Generally, | design my teaching materials based on
what’s already available, and of course, Il also think about whether these
materials are attractive or interesting to children.” (T8)

“‘When | think materials, it's always like you would want to change, but there’s a
limit to what you can change like within the rooms and furniture and stuff like this,
but you have to work with what you have.... you get used to it...sometimes to just
have more energy to plan more.” (T10)

Objective limitations inevitably narrow the space for idealized teaching practices,
compelling teachers to compromise and constantly balance between their ideal
and reality. The need to exercise professional adaptability and initiative clearly

underscores teachers’ central role in instructional decision-making.
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Child-centered longitudinal daily observation as the primary mode of assessment

Kindergarten teachers in both China and Finland emphasize child-centered
assessment practices, focusing primarily on the individual child’s natural
development. Teachers generally adopt personalized, one-to-one methods for
longitudinal evaluation rather than relying on standardized forms or comparative
tests. Specifically, Chinese teachers usually conduct comprehensive individual
reviews during regular class meetings or end-of-term summaries, with

approaches based on their long-term, continuous observations of each child.

“We don’'t have specific mid-term evaluations for children. Evaluations are
embedded in daily observations or weekly class meetings. For example, if a child
has some issues this morning or recently, teachers immediately discuss and
decide if the class teacher or other teachers should talk to the parents. It's not
about listing all the child’s shortcomings or issues, but rather understanding the
child’s recent status in class or kindergarten. There’s no fixed time for evaluating
children.” (T1)

Finnish teachers evaluate children's development through systematic
observation and analysis of daily behavior, actively integrating these findings into
Individual Development Plans (IDP) and communicating children’s progress with
parents.

“And assessment, because now it's been mostly a document that you take out
when you have the meetings with the parents. But then it should also be at all
throughout the year to check the work that we are doing with the children. So that
is something that | want to do more to go back to the individual plan for every
child and see how the methods work, are working and like evaluate if there’s a
new goal that needs to be made for the child or if there are new methods that
need to be tried, or if things are seemingly smooth.” (T7)

In terms of specific assessment content, teachers from both countries focus on
transferable skills such as children’s social abilities and emotional regulation.
Such an assessment approach requires teachers to possess acute observational
skills and professional judgment to transform daily observations into evaluations.

“(Is this assessment formative or summative?) It's formative. But at the end of the
term, we don’t produce any formal evaluation reports or documents. Teachers
discuss periodically if we notice a child has developed inappropriate ways of
interacting with peers or if there are specific areas we need to focus on. We adjust
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our approaches accordingly, observing and guiding the child. Then, after a while,
we check if there’s improvement.” (T3)

“They need to develop normally...is it something in the social skills they don’t
know how to go with to play with others...that’s something we have to work on
now with this child...That’s kind of assessment we do.” (T2)

This personalized evaluation method demands teachers leverage their
professional expertise, psychology knowledge, and even emotional support
capabilities. Although teachers enjoy considerable autonomy in this process, it
also presents significant challenges to their professional competence and ethical

awareness.

5.1.2 Collaborative decision-making serves as the primary approach to organizing
curriculum activities

Kindergarten teachers in both countries clearly demonstrate collegial cooperation
in organizing daily activities. They tend to use collegial decision-making methods
for acitivities orgnization to better accommodate the practical demands of full-day
pedagogy and address dynamic changes and uncertainties in actual teaching
practice. During instruction, teachers often establish collective agreements
through discussion and negotiation, ensuring coherence and consistency within

curriculum activities.

“But otherwise, we plan as a team. We plan how the room looks so it's good for
the children and how we how we want each of our how we see the daily work,
how it should be. So we come together as a team and discuss our own visions
so we can make it doesn’t change that much during the day or with the teachers.”
(T10)

This collaborative decision-making approach reflects teachers’ recognition of
collective wisdom. However, if a teacher deviates from previously agreed-upon
decisions or makes individual adjustments, the class’'s overall plan and
consistency can be disrupted. Thus, teacher autonomy in this context is not
simply about individual decision-making; rather, it is built upon mutual trust and

commitment among team members.

“We discuss with children things like, ‘We collected the toys, but the trays are still
messy; toys often get lost or misplaced.” Every day, after the play, we summarize
and review if each toy was properly put away according to our agreement. If even
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one teacher slacks off or overlooks a toy, all previous efforts are wasted. Our
attitude towards tidying reflects the class culture and attitude.” (T1)

When facing difficult decisions or multiple viable options, teachers prefer
collaborative discussions to reach final decisions. Such cooperation helps reduce
the pressure and responsibility associated with individual decision-making and
promotes diversity and inclusiveness in the outcomes, illustrates the social and
interactive dimensions of teacher curriculum autonomy, suggesting that teachers’
decision-making freedom is influenced not only by their professional judgment

but also by relational dynamics and interactions within the teaching team.

5.1.3 Evaluation on teachers’ curriculum implementation

The examination of evaluation mechanisms for teachers’ curriculum
implementation in Finland and China revealed few similarities. Instead, numerous

differences emerged, which will be discussed in the following section of this study.

5.2 Differences between Finnish and Chinese kindergarten

teachers’ curriculum autonomy

Although both Finnish and Chinese kindergarten teachers demonstrated a certain
degree of autonomy in curriculum implementation, there were marked differences in the
specific ways and extent to which they achieved curriculum autonomy, according to the
teachers' accounts. Compared to Finnish kindergarten teachers, Chinese kindergarten
teachers were generally subjected to more detailed guidance and discipline in terms of
instructional design and activities organization, and the purpose of the administrative
internal supervision received was related to the quality of instruction presented to the

public, rather than just the reorientation of instruction.

5.2.1 Curriculum and instructional design

Hierarchical decision-making vs. shared decision-making

When it comes to school-level curriculum project and decision-making, Chinese
kindergarten teachers generally lack direct input or even sufficient awareness of
such decisions. This reflects a certain level of information asymmetry and
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separation between individual teachers and organizational decision-making.
Consequently, when classroom activities intersect with school-level projects,
ambiguity in educational philosophy can occur, negatively impacting teachers’

curriculum planning.

“(Does every kindergarten have its own curriculum plan?) Yes. | can’t remember
exactly... | just know the curriculum includes several parts, and each activity
integrates these parts. At the time, a principal nearby mentioned this as ‘top-level
design,” something ordinary teachers usually are not able to fully grasp.” (T9)

Furthermore, hierarchical relationships significantly influence collaboration
among Chinese kindergarten teachers. Classroom teachers typically assume a
leading role, holding significant authority in teaching design and decisions. Other
teachers’ participation and autonomy depend largely on how classroom teachers

distribute their responsibilities.

“The classroom teacher doesn’t need to have their own ideas; their role is to
clearly understand the class’s current developmental goals and issues. We must
focus and resolve these issues because the classroom teacher knows the class
best... This person needs a holistic view to summarize and observe the dynamics
and issues in the environment.” (T1)

The Finnish teachers interviewed indicated that school-level teaching plans are
developed collaboratively by all teaching staff, characterized by transparency and
a flat decision-making structure. Within this atmosphere of collective discussion
and shared decision-making, every teacher has opportunities to express opinions

and offer suggestions.

“It's not just one person’s decision, like not the head teachers but every teacher
in the daycare agree on good thing this year.” (T2)

“‘Everyone who works in the groups at this daycare are involved in creating the
group specific one(plan) and the one for this daycare. So then we usually have a
planning day, a meeting together where we bring up things... and then someone
if it's us together or if it's the boss writes down the ready plan, the ready
curriculum. But that is something that we all work on together first. ” (T7)

Through respectful communication and negotiation, teachers reach
comprehensive plans that integrate diverse perspectives. As a result,

kindergarten-wide educational objectives, directions, and methods are coherent

36



and consistent, providing individual teachers with clear and reliable guidance for

their own instructional planning.

Prescribed learning materials and training vs. optional learning materials and

counseling

Prescribed textbooks can influence teachers’ teaching planning, adding another
layer of constraints beyond general curriculum guidelines provided by national or
local educational authorities. Chinese teachers reported that their daily teaching
practices are directly guided and sometimes restricted by these textbooks.
Although textbooks offer convenient instructional references and, in some cases,
clearly defined teaching objectives and content, they also limit teachers' creative
and personalized decision-making.

“(How does the textbook help you plan activities?) It's supplementary, offering
many suggested activities you can freely choose from. It's quite developed, with
complete thematic frameworks. We don’t use it entirely, just parts of it. We also
combine it with content from another one we currently use. The angles or focuses
can vary, but you must adhere to the overarching framework provided.” (T4)

Besides textbooks, school-organized workshops, seminars, and training sessions
also directly or indirectly affect Chinese teachers’ curriculum designs. Given that
kindergartens practice full-day pedagogy, different teaching activities receive
varying degrees of attention from educational administrators. For instance, group
teaching activities usually follow a structured, standardized framework with
specific time limits and prescribed methods, allowing administrative departments
to provide clear guidance and examples. Chinese teachers must select from or
moderately adapt these predefined structures. Thematic activities, covering
broader content areas and spanning longer periods, require early identification of
overall themes and directions. Administrative staff often provide guidance to
clarify teaching objectives, thereby offering support but also somewhat restricting
teacher autonomy. Chinese teachers typically engage in detailed design and

implementation within frameworks agreed upon through collective discussion.

“For thematic activities like deciding what theme we’ll carry out next semester,
the administrative teachers lead discussions with our classroom teachers at the
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end of the current semester. We talk about children’s interests and topics they’re
discussing, then plan themes for the next semester based on the Guidelines,
children’s age characteristics, and interests. We outline a thematic framework, at
first deciding what we’ll say to children, what topics to introduce, and how children
might respond.” (T3)

In contrast, daily life-related activities differ significantly. These activities involve
routines and habit formation that resist uniform classroom management, relying
instead on spontaneous, interactive responses between teachers and children.
This spontaneous nature grants teachers greater autonomy and flexibility, as
training and administrative guidance have relatively limited influence. Chinese
teachers rely heavily on professional judgment and experience to respond to
children’s immediate behaviors and needs, reflecting more personalized, context-

specific teacher autonomy.

“For example, if you notice the class is messy when tidying up toys, or things fall
down and kids don’t know what to do, the teachers will discuss it with the children.
| think we have quite a lot of autonomy here, because the higher-ups don’t really
pay much attention to these aspects, so we can make many decisions ourselves.
But whenever something draws their attention, we lose that autonomy.” (T9)

Overall, interventions from training and administrative guidance limit the scope of
Chinese teachers’ autonomous decisions to some extent, but they also alleviate
uncertainty and decision-making burdens in teaching practice. Curriculum
autonomy, therefore, is neither simply weakened nor enhanced but continually
negotiated and balanced between external guidance and internal decision-
making processes.

When Finnish teachers encounter practical difficulties or problems during
curriculum design, they typically have autonomy in selecting resources or seeking
appropriate solutions. Finnish teachers independently decide on teaching
methods, activity content, and materials to best meet children’s developmental
needs and interests. Additionally, Finnish teachers may consult with special
education experts within the kindergarten as needed. These experts offer
recommendations without imposing mandatory guidelines or requirements, thus

broadening teachers' perspectives while preserving their professional autonomy.
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“...just also getting ideas from our coworkers and our special teachers and stuff
like that to use as much as we can as well and try to be creative with the limited
amount of materials that we have.” (T5)

“...special needs is something we need more help with because it's not in our
schooling...she(the special teacher) usually sits with us. We have weekly
meetings with our team...and we can...talk together about ideas for the group...if
we have something more difficult, we need to work on them...she wants us to
think for ourselves...And then we talk a lot with the other teachers in the group
and with the other personnel as well of tips and what they would do and like how
they would handle some situations.” (T10)

This considerable curriculum autonomy largely originates from mutual trust and
respect among colleagues and leadership regarding each other’s professional
competencies. Recognition of Finnish teachers’ professional judgment and

educational decisions varies across organizational contexts.

“...when | was working for another daycare, we sometimes got from our bosses
guidelines that you have to use a certain material and stuff. But | think that in this
daycare we have more freedom and our bosses trust us. And then if we need
guidance, we can go ask them that, hello, | need help. What could | do? But we
have more freedom at this daycare to use the material we think is suitable.” (T6)

The educational environment which is characterized by both top-down and
bottom-up interactions, strengthening Finnish teachers’ confidence and initiative
in autonomous decision-making, enabling them to manage complex educational

challenges freely and flexibly.

5.2.2 Curriculum activity organization

Implicit safety culture as a constraint on event organization vs. process-oriented

approaches to safety event handling

From interviews with Chinese teachers, in organizing kindergarten activities,
safety is always prioritized and serves as a fundamental precondition for all
curriculum activities. While the strong emphasis on safety is necessary, it also
restricts Chinese teachers’ decision-making, especially regarding outdoor
activities and larger-scale indoor events aimed at children’s health and physical
development. Chinese teachers must carefully assess activity venues and child-
adult ratios to ensure safety, often leading them to modify or even cancel activities

39



based on continuous safety evaluations. This cautious decision-making can, in
some cases, compel teachers to compromise their educational beliefs and child-

centered ideals, abandoning more creative or developmental activities.

“During children’s free playtime, teachers don’t need to organize activities but
must clearly define their positions. Play areas in kindergartens are divided
between bedrooms and classrooms, with some blind spots, so teachers must be
clear about where to stand. Teachers also constantly observe children’s play,
ensuring safety and promptly intervening if conflicts arise.” (T3)

Under persistent tension between safety considerations and professional ideals,
Chinese teachers have gradually formed a conservative, implicit consensus and
internal culture. This culture tends to discourage innovative or potentially risky

activities, favoring instead familiar, safe, and reliable options.

“| feel nowadays everyone just aims to stay safe because the safety standards
are strict. Everyone agrees to limit certain activities for safety reasons, for
instance, running games or competitive activities have become restricted in
kindergartens.” (T1)

This safety-oriented conservatism reflects practical necessities in Chinese
teachers’ professional practice, while also highlighting organizational and
contextual challenges teachers face concerning professional decision-making. At
the same time, Finnish teachers follow clearly defined procedures and
organizational guidelines when addressing unexpected safety incidents involving
children during teaching activities. When such incidents occur, teachers must
document and complete detailed incident-report forms to ensure that handling is
standardized, transparent, and traceable. The primary objective of this process
is not to assign blame or punish individual teachers, but rather to analyze the

causes of incidents and prevent similar occurrences in future teaching activities.

“(if teachers didn’t pay enough attention to kids and some accidents happened)
we have to fill out forms...there’re guidelines how we need to act. And then after
the accident has happened, we need to check that the same accident won’t
happen again...there might be consequence that someone needs to come and
observe that what’s going wrong if it happens like multiple times. But if there’s an
accident that happens, we fill out the form and then we need to think about how
we don’t make the same kind of accident happen again.” (T6)
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This safety management approach treats safety incidents as inherent risks and
challenges within educational practice, emphasizing professional reflection and
systematic improvement rather than individual punishment or criticism. Teachers
are expected to demonstrate professional judgment and caution during post-
incident reflections, maintaining a rational balance between instructional activities

and safety management.

5.2.3 Evaluation on curriculum implementation

Quality of implementation in administrative supervision courses vs. direction of

implementation in municipal advisory courses

Although formal and standardized assessment tools such as rating scales, score
sheets, or exams are not widely used to evaluate teaching outcomes in
kindergartens, the interview data clearly show that Chinese teachers’
instructional design and activity organization are still subject to various forms of
external evaluation. These evaluations mainly take the form of informal, verbal
feedback and reviews, such as routine quality assessments conducted by
kindergarten administrators and occasional evaluations by local education
authorities or regional organizations. These seemingly informal evaluations

effectively act as a continuous mechanism for controlling teaching practices.

Firstly, the curriculum framework itself serves as an implicit standard for
assessing teaching quality. Even without explicit rating scales, kindergarten
administrators develop their own evaluation criteria based on experience, using
verbal evaluations to determine whether teachers' instructional activities meet

curriculum expectations.

“(Is your work ever evaluated?) Yes, like morning exercise observations scored
as A, B, or C, followed by group discussions. We discuss strengths and areas
needing improvement, giving suggestions each time.” (T8)

Group teaching sessions, thematic activities, and school-level programs often
become focal points of administrative evaluations, as children’s performance in

these activities is viewed as a direct reflection of teaching quality. Consequently,
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Chinese teachers face clearly defined quality expectations and evaluation criteria
during the organization of these activities. At the end of each semester, Chinese
teachers participate in group evaluation and reflection meetings organized within
the kindergarten, where peer evaluations facilitate professional growth and
mutual learning. However, such collective evaluations also highlight how

professional decisions are constrained by collective norms.

“(Do you feel evaluated when conducting thematic or other teaching activities?)
Yes. At the end of each semester, we summarize all semester activities and
children’s development from start to finish. All teachers in the kindergarten gather
to review and collectively evaluate the entire process, highlighting strengths and
areas for improvement. Teachers suggest how the next teacher conducting a
similar activity might improve. It’s like a collective evaluation by all kindergarten
teachers.” (T4)

It is important to note the potential discrepancy between administrators’ and
frontline teachers’ understandings of activity standards and child-centered
principles. Chinese teachers often have deeper knowledge of their own
classrooms and children’s experiences. When administrative perceptions conflict
with teachers’ educational beliefs, teachers may insist on their professional
judgments.

“Everyone has different viewpoints and perspectives. Administrators might not
fully understand the actual situation since they aren't directly involved. Their
suggestions might not always seem helpful to me, so teachers only summarize
what they find useful and ignore the rest.” (T4)

Nevertheless, most of time, these professional tensions often lead Chinese
teachers to compromise in their instructional planning. A key reason behind such
compromise is that, although formal assessments like test scores are not
employed in kindergartens, visually demonstrable teaching outcomes such as
artistic classroom displays, publicity articles, and open-house events, which play
a significant evaluative role. These displays directly affect the kindergarten’s
public image and social reputation, placing administrative personnel as well as
teachers under public accountability pressures. Consequently, these informal
outcome evaluations significantly influence teachers’ instructional decisions,
encouraging them to align closely with administrative preferences, particularly in
activities associated with the kindergarten’s external image.
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“(Do the requirements and standards in thematic activities come from both child-
centered and external expectations?) Yes. Administrative requirements may be
more oriented to the developmental characteristics of the children, including
directives from education authorities. They may be more diversified for the
teachers to carry out some of the activities. Sometimes activities might deviate
from requirements or become unsuitable for children’s ages, so adjustments are
made promptly. Teachers’ focus can be a little bit off, requiring administrators to
redirect them.” (T3)

This informal, implicit evaluation mechanism, on one hand, offers teachers some
flexibility and personalization, avoiding overly rigid or standardized assessments.
On the other hand, it invisibly reduces professional autonomy, compelling
Chinese teachers to continually negotiate and compromise between their

personal educational values and organizational expectations.

On the contrary, Finnish teachers experience periodical inspections and
feedback from municipal authorities in their daily teaching practice. However, the
focus of these inspections is not on specific activities or classroom practices but
rather on ensuring that teachers’ teaching plans align with national and local

curriculum frameworks.

“if there is some sort of quality assessment of the daycare, then | mean that would
be a time to check that the curriculum is being followed(or not)...one thing that
we do have to sort of prove to the city of Helsinki...we need to write these goals
for the daycare and the goals for every group...send them so that they see that
we are working on something and the reasons why we are working on these
things. So | think that is... the only thing that they actually check what we are
doing. But | think that. | like that it is quite free and open...You need to check that
there is something going on at every dayare like that they are following the
curriculum.” (T7)

Municipal feedback is typically gentle and constructive rather than intrusive or
critical of Finnish teachers’ professional decisions, aiming primarily to enhance
overall planning quality and implementation. Such administrative feedback
largely respects teachers’ professionalism, emphasizing supportive professional
interactions that help teachers optimize their teaching practices.

“(Have you received some feedback on your plan?) | think that last year the city
of Helsinki sent us a message that we need to be more specific than we were.
So then we adjusted some changes and then this year | think they've accepted
it. We haven’t gotten any feedback that it was wrong or anything.” (T6)
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Internal administrative evaluations within kindergartens reflect a similar style,
characterized by encouragement and suggestions. Administrators adopt a
consultative approach, offering guidance to help teachers identify and resolve
issues in instructional designs, rather than issuing authoritative instructions or
criticism on how teaching should be conducted. Finnish teachers highly value and
accept this evaluation and feedback approach, believing their professional
competence enables them to make appropriate educational judgments without

overly assertive instructions or detailed directives from external authorities.

“The fact that we have open discussions with our superiors as well...And she
doesn’t have to come in and give us that many ideas. She can give us ideas like
you have this idea of maybe you could implement this as well, but it's not a must.
It's just an idea...| feel like the things that | do as a teacher, | have a fairly solid
base on why I'm doing it and | can explain why | do things in a specific way. So
pretty much there hasn't been that much evaluation or like need for someone to
come reprimanded.” (T5)

This municipal and administrative evaluation approach maintains curriculum
standards and teaching quality while fully respecting and protecting teacher
autonomy, providing a highly supportive model of external oversight.

5.3 Summary of the findings

In this section, the main findings of the study are presented. By comparing Finnish
and Chinese kindergarten teachers' perceptions of curriculum autonomy, key
similarities and differences across the stages of curriculum implementation were
identified.

Across the three stages of curriculum implementation, the main similarities were
found in curriculum design and activity organization. These were reflected in the
guiding role of curriculum policy documents, the shared emphasis on child-
centered educational values, and the collegial approach to decision-making in
organizing activities. In contrast, no similarity was observed in the stage of

curriculum evaluation.
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Differences emerged at each stage of curriculum implementation. Organizational
culture was identified as a key factor shaping teachers’ curriculum autonomy,
particularly in curriculum design and activity organization. In these areas, the
structure of organizational management and the nature of educational training
influenced the extent to which teachers could make autonomous decisions. For
Chinese teachers, implicit safety norms and internal administrative monitoring
related to curriculum quality tended to restrict their autonomy. In contrast, Finnish
teachers were more likely to follow standardized, process-oriented safety
protocols and curriculum implementation guidelines, which allowed for greater

consistency while preserving professional discretion.
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6 Validity
6.1 Credibility

To enhance the credibility of the study, all interview transcripts were reviewed
multiple times to ensure that findings were grounded in participants’ own
expressions and experiences. An inductive coding and categorization approach
was used, allowing themes to emerge from the data rather than being imposed
by prior assumptions. Representative quotes were included to support
interpretations, with attention to the cultural and organizational contexts of each
participant. However, due to the use of a third language in interviews with Finnish
participants, some responses may have lacked full fluency or nuance. The
researcher drew on personal teaching experience and knowledge of teacher
discourse to observe and interpret participants’ expressions and body language,
helping to guide the discussion and deepen thematic development during

interviews.

6.2 Transferability

This study involved a small sample of kindergarten teachers from two countries,
all working in economically developed urban areas and teaching similar age
groups (2-5 years). Participants had varying levels of experience, ranging from
2.5 to 9 years, and relatively similar educational backgrounds. While regional
policy and cultural factors may limit the generalizability of the findings, the shared
patterns of professional culture identified in early childhood education may offer
valuable insights, particularly for education systems facing similar challenges in
balancing teacher autonomy with accountability.

6.3 Dependability

To ensure dependability, the research process was systematically documented,
including the development of the research protocol, information letter, data
collection procedures, transcription, and each stage of inductive content analysis.
This allows readers to trace how findings were derived from the raw data. While
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the steps taken cannot guarantee replicable results, the transparency of
methodological choices and analytical reasoning contributes to internal

coherence.

6.4 Confirmability

Throughout the study, the researcher maintained a reflective stance to reduce
potential bias. With academic exposure to both Chinese and Finnish education
systems and cross-cultural experience, particular care was taken during data
analysis to ensure conceptual consistency across cultural contexts, and to clearly
distinguish between description and interpretation in the reporting of results.
However, the existing relationship between the researcher and some Chinese
participants may have influenced the data, as familiarity and language fluency
may have encouraged more open or nuanced expression. The researcher’s prior

exposure to related research may also have shaped aspects of the analysis.
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7 Discussion

This study explored how kindergarten teachers in China and Finland perceive
their autonomy in curriculum implementation. The findings indicate that while the
overall structure of curriculum autonomy is similar across both contexts,
differences in specific practices and experiences largely result from professional

cultures and organizational management models.

7.1 Curriculum autonomy across curriculum implementation

stages

Regarding the research question, Finnish teachers exhibit substantial autonomy
in curriculum design and activity organization, experiencing minimal external
evaluation and supervision on curriculum implementation. In contrast, Chinese
teachers exercise partial autonomy in these same areas but face more frequent

evaluative supervision from within their organizations.

Firstly, teachers’ curriculum autonomy in both countries share similarities in the
relationship with curriculum policies. Within the context of early childhood
education, the child-centered curriculum approach grants teachers considerable
flexibility to address children’s diverse developmental needs (Kahila et al., 2020).
Teachers in both countries value the scientific guidance provided by national core
curriculum guidelines, acknowledging that clearly defined developmental goals
help them to position their instructional activities accurately. This finding echoes
the work of Wermke and Salokangas (2021, p. 8).

According to Wermke and Salokangas (2021, p.8), the policy control surrounding
teacher curriculum autonomy can be understood through the distinction between
input governance and output governance. Input governance emphasizes
standardized resource allocation and instructional processes to ensure that all
schools and teachers operate within the same framework. This typically involves
strict curriculum guidelines and reduced variation in content across institutions
and teachers. Although the entry requirements for the teaching profession may
be high in such systems, external oversight during teachers’ careers tends to be
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limited. In contrast, output governance focuses more on student learning

outcomes rather than teaching processes.

From this perspective, both China and Finland follow a loose input-oriented model
in early childhood curriculum governance. The emphasis on children’s holistic
development replaces a focus on measurable learning outcomes, and curriculum
control is primarily aimed at regulating teaching processes rather than directly

assessing results.

Secondly, Wermke and Salokangas (2021, p.69) argue that classroom-level
decision-making is the dimension in which teachers feel the strongest sense of
professional ownership. This study also confirms that both Chinese and Finnish
teachers recognize their key role in educational decision-making within the
classroom. Although Chinese curriculum policies are more detailed than those in
Finland such as specifying developmental goals for each age group, teachers
regard the language used in guidelines such as the ELDG as suggestive rather
than prescriptive, serving as reference points for complex teaching situations
without significantly restricting their practical autonomy. Instead, Chinese
teachers’ autonomy in curriculum and instructional design is primarily constrained
by teaching materials or guides prescribed by educational institutions. When
required to follow specific teaching plans outlined in textbooks, teachers’
decision-making space is narrowed down to micro-level adjustments, such as

choosing specific teaching methods or instructional materials.

Moreover, teachers from both countries demonstrate high levels of autonomy in
assessing children’s development during curriculum and instructional design
stage, which closely aligns with child-centered educational philosophy. Given that
children’s development follows a spiral progression and educational effects tend
to be delayed, teachers’ individualized daily observations and interactions
become central to the assessment process. Professional judgment and emotional
logic are indispensable, while standardized assessment methods are considered
incompatible with the core curriculum philosophy. Consequently, teachers are
relatively free to exercise professional judgment in assessing children’s
developmental progress.
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Thirdly, when teachers are required to translate policy documents into concrete
classroom-level and school-level teaching plans, the role of the kindergarten
organization as an intermediary in interpreting and guiding policy is both
reasonable and necessary. Effective curriculum implementation depends heavily
on teachers’ understanding and acceptance of the curriculum. When teachers
lack sufficient professional knowledge or capacity for pedagogical reflection,
excessive discretionary power may lead to inconsistencies in teaching quality or
failure to achieve curricular objectives (Birbili & Myrovali, 2019). In Finland,
teachers enjoy broader professional decision-making space largely due to the
strong mutual trust between educators and their institutions regarding teachers’
professionalism, as well as a shared belief in their ability to fit into the curriculum.
This culture of professional trust within educational organizations is closely linked
to the academically rigorous nature of Finnish teacher education.

Finnish teacher education emphasizes integration with higher education and a
research-based approach. Kindergarten teachers in Finland are required to hold
at least a bachelor's degree. Their training focuses on autonomous learning,
critical thinking, and curriculum development, ensuring that teachers possess
solid disciplinary knowledge as well as educational research competencies
(Furuhagen et al., 2019). As a result, Finnish teachers earn a high level of trust
from the government and are well-positioned to operate within Finland's

decentralized educational governance model (Malinen et al., 2012).

In contrast, higher education coverage in early childhood teacher education
remains relatively low in China, where associate and bachelor’s degree programs
still coexist as the main training pathways (Zhu, 2008). Although recent reforms
in China have begun to emphasize prospective teachers’ child-centered
perspectives and educational research abilities (Wang, 2015; Jiang et al., 2021),
the outcomes of such reforms remain to be fully realized. Additionally, Chinese
early childhood teacher education continues to reflect a strong tendency toward
‘idealized teacher formation,” emphasizing comprehensive development.
Teachers are expected not only to master theoretical and research knowledge
but also to be skilled in both teaching and management. However, in practice,
this comprehensive and idealistic training model often results in teachers
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becoming passive implementers of tasks, constantly striving for higher-level
professional competencies and a more “perfect” professional identity (Peng & Liu,
2012; Qu, 2024).

7.2 Organizational and cultural influences on curriculum

autonomy

This study further reveals the combined influence of organizational factors, such
as curriculum policies and evaluation mechanisms, and cultural factors, such as

professional teaching culture, on teachers’ curriculum autonomy.

Although curriculum policies in both China and Finland reflect child-centered
philosophies and, in theory, grant teachers greater autonomy, in actual practice,
significant differences in internal evaluation mechanisms influence how
autonomy is exercised. In Finland, assessments conducted by the Finnish
Education Evaluation Centre(KARVI) are process-oriented. These assessments
focus primarily on the extent to which teachers’ curriculum designs align with the
national core curriculum. The primary aim is to support school development and
promote curriculum standardization through constructive feedback, rather than to
provide outcome-based public judgment (Simola et al., 2013). Additionally, the
absence of a ranking culture in Finnish early childhood education further reduces

pressure on teachers when making curriculum decisions.

In contrast, China’s Guidelines for the Quality Assessment of Kindergarten
Childcare Education may, during implementation, indirectly increase teachers’
instructional pressure (The State Council of the People's Republic of China,
2022). When kindergartens aim to improve educational quality, they often focus
on reshaping teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and providing supporting materials to
ensure compliance with curriculum policy standards. However, during this
process, teachers often feel compelled to exceed basic requirements to meet not
only national curriculum guidelines but also additional implicit expectations, such

as local curriculum mandates or project-based activities.
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Since children’s developmental outcomes are often used as indicators of
teaching quality, and because the standards for evaluating development are
themselves ambiguous, teachers’ innovative practices may be questioned during
internal evaluations. This can again lead to what Wermke and Salokangas (2021,
p.8) call an “autonomy paradox,” whereby the more teachers strive to
demonstrate autonomy, the more they experience self-imposed pressure, which

in turn undermines their actual sense of professional freedom.

Despite this, Chinese teachers are still able to find areas of autonomy within
organizational constraints. This is especially evident when teachers rely on their
direct classroom experience to accurately assess children’s interests and the
dynamics of their groups. The child-centered philosophy enables teachers to
reconstruct conventional instructional designs in practice. In this context,
teachers tend to use their practical reasoning to justify their educational choices.
This allows them to effectively balance curriculum implementation with external

evaluation expectations.

In addition, the internal professional culture of organizations plays a significant
role in shaping curriculum autonomy among teachers in both China and Finland.
In both contexts, the autonomy exercised by teachers is primarily “collegial
autonomy” rather than purely individual autonomy (Wermke & Salokangas, 2021,
p.170). Teachers’ individual decision-making tends to focus on micro-level
aspects, such as the selection of teaching methods and materials. This pattern is
closely linked to the team-based teaching model commonly used in kindergartens,
where curriculum implementation is managed through collective decision-making.
Within such a collaborative model, autonomy is often influenced by both explicit
and implicit organizational norms. Especially in organizational environments
where the teaching role is increasingly bureaucratized, teachers tend to avoid
risks and may voluntarily reduce their personal decision-making space (Wermke
& Salokangas, 2021, p.170).

However, findings from this study suggest that in the kindergarten context, the
practice of collegial autonomy can promote transparency in teachers’ work and
increase their participation in key organizational decisions. These include
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contributions to the development of the annual school plan and the semester or
monthly plans at the class level. Such involvement effectively expands teachers’
curriculum autonomy and helps align team-teaching objectives. For Chinese
teachers in particular, collegial autonomy serves as a strategic way to navigate
external evaluations and diffuse accountability-related risks.

Both Chinese and Finnish teachers interviewed in this study referred to the
leadership roles that they assume during curriculum implementation. Although
administrative leadership typically resides with the head teacher, leadership
during actual teaching activities often becomes distributed across different team
members. The study found that when Chinese teachers lacked the ability to
effectively exercise leadership within their teams, their collegial autonomy was
often overshadowed by the authority of the school’s administrative structure,
weakening their individual curriculum autonomy. In contrast, interviews with
Finnish teachers highlighted that a collaborative organizational culture plays a
key role in supporting the exercise of leadership, enabling them to better adapt
their roles and carry out teaching tasks more effectively within the framework of

collegial autonomy (Kahila et al., 2020; Ahonen et al., 2023).
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8 Conclusion and Implications

Adopting a cross-national perspective, this study examined how organizational
structures, organizational culture, and teacher education interact to shape
teachers’ decision-making space in daily practice. It also responds to the current
overemphasis on primary and secondary education in teacher autonomy
research by shifting the focus to early childhood education and highlighting the
role of collegial collaboration.

Findings show that while both Chinese and Finnish teachers share a child-
centered approach and engage in collegial autonomy, the organizational
conditions and cultural logics underpinning their autonomy differ. Finnish
teachers, supported by organizational trust and minimal external pressure, are
more confident in using professional judgment. In contrast, Chinese teachers,
operating under tighter internal evaluation and administrative control, rely on
collective negotiation to navigate within existing frameworks. Both groups enjoy
relative autonomy in assessment, but the ambiguity of responsibility boundaries

reflects a broader tension between curriculum guidance and implicit control.

The study offers three main contributions. First, by focusing on implementation,
it deepens understanding of how autonomy is experienced in practice. Second, it
underscores the importance of teacher education and organizational trust as
foundations for curriculum responsibility and pedagogical leadership. Third, it
brings attention to collegial autonomy, showing that in early childhood settings,
collaboration can support rather than constrain individual judgment, especially

under complex demands and accountability pressures.

Limitations include a limited and urban-focused sample, which may not capture
the full diversity of educational experiences. Additionally, cross-linguistic and
cultural interpretation may introduce some bias, given the qualitative nature of the

study.

In practice, promoting teacher autonomy requires more than organizational

delegation. Sustained investment in teacher education, including training in team-
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based decision-making and curriculum leadership, is essential. Organizational
trust and supportive administrative culture are equally important. Evaluation
systems should offer clear and developmental boundaries of responsibility,
allowing teachers to balance freedom and accountability. Only with such
conditions can autonomy become a genuine lever for improving early childhood
education and enhancing teacher well-being. Future research should expand the
cultural and regional scope and include voices from principals and administrators
to examine how leadership can support teacher autonomy. It would also be useful
to explore how individual and collegial autonomy can be integrated in early
education, with more attention to emotional and relational competencies in
teacher development to better support decision-making in complex curriculum

contexts.
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Appendices:
APPENDIX 1: Interview protocol

Dimension 1 : General on School Work

Q1: How’s your work as a kindergarten teacher? What are the classes you are
responsible for, your main teaching tasks and other duties?

Q2: How long have you worked as a kindergarten teacher? What is your professional
and educational background?

Q3: Do you have earlier experiences as teachers? Private schools, or primary schools?

Q4: Have you taken any further education, courses, academic updates lately?

Dimension 2: Teaching Activity

Q5: Can you tell me how do you work when preparing/planning your teaching? Is there
specific standard or criteria available to help you design your activities?

Q6: What decides/determines what topics you include in your teaching?

Q7: What determines the materials and methods you use in teaching?

Q8: Is it often you discuss the learning activities with others?

Q9: What plans and documents do you use in teaching planning? Are these common to
you and your colleagues? Are they helpful for you to suit individual teaching styles?

Q10: How freely do you stand in teaching planning?

Dimension 3: Assessment Practices

Q11: How do you conduct assessments of children? How do you work when you
evaluate a child's progress in different areas?

Q12: What forms of assessment do you think are most appropriate for early childhood
education and why?

Q13: Are you satisfied with the way you work?

Q14: Are there other ways you would like to do things (in terms of planning and

assessment)?

Dimension 4: Use of Documents and National Guidelines

Q14: Which guiding documents are the most central for your work as a teacher?

Q15: How would you say you relate to the curriculum in your work as a teacher/in the
planning of teaching?

Q16: How much do these standards influence your teaching planning and assessment?

64



APPENDIX 2: Information letter

Information Letter for Participants of Shiyi Hu's Master's Thesis Research

Research on the Curriculum Autonomy of Kindergarten Teachers in China and
Finland

Dear Participant,

This is an invitation to participate in the Master's thesis research project by Shiyi Hu, a
graduate student in the International Changing Education Master’s program at the
University of Helsinki. The purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of
kindergarten teachers in mainland China and Finland regarding their autonomy in
curriculum activities, particularly in terms of potential challenges between curriculum
standards and implementation, and how teachers navigate these situations.

In this study, the curriculum is considered a key tool in both educational policy and
practice, reflecting the broader societal values. It encompasses both the macro-level
policy standards and the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that educational institutions
provide to students. Curriculum autonomy refers to the active role teachers play in
curriculum development (including objectives, content, teaching and learning processes,
and assessment) and the flexibility they exercise in adapting national curricula to local
conditions, student interests, and learning needs.

This study will offer insights from an international comparative perspective on early
childhood education and aims to contribute to a more satisfying working environment
for kindergarten teachers by supporting their professionalism and well-being.

The study plans to recruit four kindergarten teachers from China and four from Finland
(Helsinki), each with at least four years of work experience, resulting in a total of eight
participants. Data will be collected through one-on-one individual interviews in English,
in which you will participate as an interviewee. The interviews may be conducted either
in person or online and will last approximately 40 to 60 minutes. The interviews will be
audio-recorded and transcribed. If there are any gaps in the data collected during the
interview, follow-up interviews may be arranged with your consent.

The research follows the ethics guidelines for research in humanities and social and
behavioral sciences issued by the Finnish Board on Research Integrity, as well as the
Ethical Review Measures for Life Sciences and Medical Research Involving Humans
(2023) in mainland China. As this study does not involve interventions affecting
participants’ physical integrity, does not deviate from the principle of informed consent,
does not involve research on participants under the age of 15 without parental consent,
does not subject participants to unusually intense stimuli, and does not pose a risk of
long-term psychological harm beyond the normal risks of daily life, there are no safety
risks to participants, and ethical review is not required. If you encounter any questions
that make you feel uncomfortable or offended during the interview, you are free to
decline to answer.
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Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at
any time by contacting the researcher, without providing a reason. Withdrawal will not
result in any consequences for you. Upon your withdrawal, the researcher will securely
store the information collected until it is eventually destroyed, and it will no longer be
used or disclosed. If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact the
researcher.

All information related to individuals, locations, or institutions in this study will be
anonymized. The researcher will use only anonymous data, and no personal information
will be disclosed. Your anonymity in the thesis will be guaranteed. All data and consent
forms will be stored in password-protected accounts affiliated with the University of
Helsinki. Interview data will be retained for two years and then destroyed. In
accordance with scientific practice, anonymized data may be shared with other
researchers or journals for verification purposes. The researcher will adhere to the EU's
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and China's Personal Information
Protection Law (2021), and comply with the University of Helsinki's data policy
(https://www.helsinki.fi/en/research/research-environment/research-data/data-policy).

If you have any questions related to the study or concerns regarding your rights as a
participant, you may contact the investigator (Shiyi Hu, email shiyi.hu@helsinki.f1). It
is noticeable that the study is managed by the Faculty of Educational Sciences at the
University of Helsinki, under the supervision of Professor Erika Lofstrom.

It would be really appreciated if you could consider participating as an interviewee in
my research.

Sincerely,
Shiyi Hu
Faculty of Educational Sciences

shiyi.hu@helsinki.fi
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APPENDIX 3: Concent form

Consent form to participants

Research on Effectiveness of Research Ethics Education

| understand that

e participation in research is voluntary, and | may terminate my participation at

any point without providing a reason.

e my identity or any information that could lead to the disclosure of my identity
will not be disposed by the researcher. | have the right to withdraw my consent
and ask researchers to remove already collected data. | understand that at this
point the researcher may only have anonymized data, but she will do her best to

delete my data.

¢ | can ask the researcher for more information about the research, and she will

answer my questions.

Date: 2024

Signature and name (legibly)

Please return to shiyi.hu@helsinki.fi
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