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Abstract

This narrative inquiry explores 6 Chinese early childhood teachers’ teaching and
learning experiences in Shanghai and Beijing, where Chinese and Western
educational ideas and practices co-exist. Interviews with teachers, kindergarten
directors, and parents, and participatory observations and collected documents are
analysed and interpreted to reveal the teachers’ experiences of being both teacher

and learner in the contemporary urban Chinese context.

The teachers’ experiences and voices are at the centre of this study and are
represented in poetic format. The themes emerging from the teachers’ poems are
discussed alongside relevant literature in order to gain in-depth understanding of
each teacher’s teaching and learning experience in specific kindergarten contexts.
Emerging themes embody the reality of teaching and learning, professional learning
in the embedded community of practice, and the teachers’ professional and
personal selves. Tensions and challenges the teachers faced in teaching and learning
are identified. The enabling and constraining factors that may deskill, re-skill, or
empower the teachers are discussed. The teachers’ stories suggest that they
experience tensions between the multiple and contradicting educational ideas; the
embedded kindergarten community’s interpretation of teaching and learning at
multiple levels; the teachers’ personal practical knowledge; and their life as a
multifaceted human being. The research suggests the need for kindergarten

directors, scholars and policymakers to pay attention to the dynamic relationships



between a kindergarten’s structure, curriculum, pedagogy, images of the child,
teachers’ personal practical knowledge, professional learning, and teachers’ inner

selves and agency.
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Chapter 1: The Beginning

My research interest in Chinese early childhood (EC) teachers’ teaching and
learning experiences emerged from my own experiences of being a teacher and
student in different kindergartens, and social and cultural contexts in Shanghai,
Beijing, and Wellington. The differences, changes, uncertainties, and challenges |
experienced when working with different educational ideas and practices in
different contexts over time led me to wonder whether other Chinese early
childhood teachers would face similar experiences to those | had encountered. |
therefore proposed a research question at the beginning of my research journey:
how do Chinese early childhood teachers work with the tension between traditional
and modern early childhood educational discourses in contemporary China. | also
wanted to place teachers at the centre of the study, enter their everyday teaching
and learning, listen to their stories, and understand their feelings and perceptions of
being a kindergarten teacher.

Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) book Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story
in Qualitative Research enlightened me when | was searching for an appropriate
research method for my investigation. After reading some narrative studies of
teachers’ experiences (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Craig, 1997, 2007; M. F. He,
2002a, 2002b, 2002c; X. Li, 2005; Scherff, 2008), | learnt that narrative inquiry would
allow me to inquire into Chinese EC teachers’ lives and experiences over time and in
different contexts. Moreover, the process of telling-retelling-reading the participants’

stories could be a way of communicating between the participants, the researchers,
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and the readers, which could be collaborative and non-judgemental. Therefore, |
believed that narrative inquiry resonated well with what | wanted to achieve in this
study.

To guide my investigation, | also proposed three sub-questions in my
research proposal:

1. What are the dominant early childhood educational discourses in

contemporary China?

2. a. How do Chinese early childhood teachers make sense of the curriculum in

their kindergartens?

b. What knowledge or discourses do they draw on to help them interpret the

curriculum and their practices?

3. What strategies do Chinese early childhood teachers use when dealing with

uncertain and ambiguous teaching and learning situations?

At that time, the overarching research question and the sub-questions were
very useful in guiding the data-collection process. As my understanding of narrative
analysis deepened and as | interpreted the teachers’ narratives, | found that the
teachers focused more on multiple educational ideas they encountered, rather than
on certain types of discourses that they worked with. Therefore, | changed the
wording of the overarching research question from “work with” to “experience”, and
from “discourses” to “ideas and practices”, and now this study’s overarching
research question is: “How do Chinese early childhood teachers experience the
tension between traditional and modern early childhood educational ideas and
practices in contemporary China?”

Moreover, during data analysis, | realised that the teachers’ narratives had a

life of their own. The teachers’ narratives actually directed me to attend to the



reality of teaching that each teacher experienced, their different professional
learning experiences, and their feelings and identity, rather than what the proposed
sub-questions were concerned with. In particular, various tensions emerged from
the teachers’ experiences at the personal and practical levels when they
encountered uncertain and ambiguous moments concerning teacher-child
relationships, planning and actual teaching, individual children’s needs, and group
needs. These tensions became very significant since they seemed to shape the
teachers’ experiences of (re)conceptualising teaching and learning, pedagogy,
socialisation, and personal and professional self. Therefore, they led me to focus on
why such tensions emerged and how the teachers experienced and responded to
them rather than on the teachers’ strategies when dealing with uncertain teaching
situations. The analysis of these tensions also helped me understand the possible
sources of the uncertainty and challenges | had experienced as a teacher myself.
This realisation was exciting, as | started to gain in-depth understanding of my own
experiences during this reflexive research journey. Based on these considerations, |
decided to focus discussion of the findings around the themes emerging from
individual teachers’ stories on experienced tensions, rather than directly answering
the proposed sub-questions in this thesis. However, my thematic analysis does
eventually provide some answers to each of the proposed questions.

Narrative inquiry often starts from the researcher’s own narrative of
experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Hence, my report of my narrative inquiry
journey begins with the telling and retelling of my own story of being a student and
Chinese early childhood teacher. As will become apparent in later sections, my own

teaching and learning experience has influenced the direction and the design of this



study. At the same time, what | have learnt from Chinese and Western literature, the
participants, and different social and cultural contexts during this research journey
has also shaped my own understanding of who | am as a teacher, PhD student, and
researcher. Therefore, my understanding of my own experiences has been

transformed by the experience of doing this research.

My Story

“We teach who we are.”

(Palmer, 1998, p. 2)

Late 1970s, Shanghai

| only went to kindergarten for six months.
| often role played teacher and gave instructions to my younger brother.
| would have loved to learn piano but my parents could not afford it!

1980s, Shanghai

| was trying to be an “early bird” as my mum expected.

My entrance exam scores did not qualify me to study at the top middle schools.
| believed that was because | did not study hard enough.

| disappointed mum and lost confidence.

| went to study at an average middle school.

| was doing well academically at the middle school.

My confidence was boosted!

Mum told me that was because | was the “taller” one among the “shorter”
ones.

| needed to decide what to do after middle school.

| wanted to learn piano and music.

| wanted to be independent.

| wanted to avoid serious high school entrance exams.



| decided to study at a residential preschool teacher’s training college.
| was confident of passing the training college’s entrance exams.
| felt a sense of control in my life.

| started my preschool teacher training at the age of 15.

| enjoyed the freedom and independence of boarding at the training college.
| got the teaching diploma after five years of training.

| was very comfortable to be an average student.

Like all future teachers in training, | received approximately CNY¥30/NZDS6
grant each month from the government.

Early 1990s, Shanghai

| started my teaching career at a newly established state-run kindergarten.
| worked there for three years and taught children from 4 to 6 years old.

| had taught a class with forty-two 5 and 6-year-old children.

| won the second prize at a young kindergarten teachers’ teaching contest.
| wanted to do the job well so | could meet other people’s expectations.

| attended night time English and professional typing classes.

| thought these courses might help me find an office job in the future.
| went to classes after work, sat there listening or practising.

| passed tests and got the respective certificates.

Late 1990s, Beijing

| married a Beijing boy.

| decided to continue my teaching career after relocating to Beijing.

| got a job as a Chinese teacher at a newly established international school.

| started to work alongside foreign and English--speaking early childhood
teachers for the first time.

| started to work with children who spoke different languages from all around
the world.

But | had never spoken English to foreigners before.

| had to use English for communication, reading documents and writing reports.
| was ignorant of Western curriculum and teaching approaches.

| had to learn and work with foreign curriculum and approaches.

| could not teach according to my teaching plan on my first day.

| learnt that | needed to know the children before any planning.

| realised that my teaching diploma seemed not enough as a qualification.

| needed a degree.

| could not study at university since | did not have mainstream high school
qualification.
Self-study Higher Education Examination was an alternative for me to get a
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degree.

| chose to study Chinese since | was teaching young children Chinese.

| needed to self-study all required textbooks and memorise all learning contents.
| needed to take the exams that were organised twice a year nationwide.

| could get a degree major in Chinese if | passed all the exams and wrote a
thesis.

But | did not!

| stopped this journey after two exams, | did one well and failed another.

Early 2000s, Beijing ...

| was promoted to a leadership role at the international school where | was
teaching.

| was learning how to be a school leader while working alongside an
experienced Western principal.

| presented at the NAEYC! annual conference in Chicago with a Western teacher.
| needed a degree desperately.

Online university emerged.

Its flexibility attracted me.

| enrolled in an education management programme.

| attended lectures with hundreds of other students every weekend on campus.
| listened to the tutor’s presentation, noted down important passages in the
textbooks, tried to memorise all the important content.

| needed to pass the exams as well as other assignments for each course.

| did very well in the educational psychology course.

| quit study after missing an advanced mathematic exam.

| was on a business trip and | knew | could not pass it.

| tried to balance my life as a new school leader, a student and a mother.

| failed to get a degree again.

| resigned from the school leadership role.

| went back to classroom teaching.

Late 2000s, Wellington, New Zealand

| considered my former New Zealand co-teacher’s suggestion of furthering my
study in New Zealand.

| passed IELTS? test with an average score of 7.5/10 without attending any
English courses.

My diploma and 14 years of teaching experience were recognised by Victoria
University of Wellington.

| was accepted into the Master of Education programme.

| paid tuition fees approximately NZD$20,000 per year.

! NAEYC stands for The National Association for the Education of Young Children.
2 |ELTS refers to the International English Language Testing System.
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| taught part time at a newly established preschool in Wellington while studying.
| enjoyed reading, thinking, presenting, group discussions, writing assignments,
and no exams.

| found learning could be meaningful, stimulating, exciting and satisfying.

| started to reflect on my past passive and rote learning experience along with
the current active and critical thinking focused learning.

| completed the master’s programme with merit after two years of study.
However, | still felt | only knew very little of early childhood education.

| therefore carried on my study by undertaking this doctoral research project.

Analysis of My Story

Writing up the above snapshots is a process of reliving my life as a student
and an early childhood teacher. In this section, | analyse these lived experiences by
connecting myself with the landscape that constituted my learning and teaching
journey (Greene, 1978). | also search for my own vantage point where | start my

contact with the participants’ world.

A journey of finding paths to the future

| have lived in a “good time era” according to my grandpa who had lived
through war, famine, and the Cultural Revolution to mid-1990s. The era | have been
living in is when Chinese society has experienced mass reform in political structure,
economy and education. The forces behind the mass reform are the power of the
centralised and autocratic political system through policies and regulations, the urge
to be part of the global market, and the value of science and technology (Paine,
1986). As a result, Chinese people have enjoyed increasing wealth, possibilities and

opportunities, and increasing interactions with the wider world. My story thus is
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constituted by a booming economy, modernisation of life styles, and integration into
the global world. The “good time era” also comes with peculiar challenges, such as
uneven distribution of capital and resources, decreasing number of family members
in the younger generations, and fast developing technologies and access to an
overwhelming amount of information. When facing these challenges and finding
paths to the future, the Chinese government and people learn from Western
approaches, adapt them to the Chinese context, propose new ideas and plans, test
and try out the ideas at some institutions as models, reflect and evaluate, then
promote the tested models nationwide.

My approach to finding paths to the future seems different to the
government’s approach since | cannot test my steps before moving, but must live
with them. There were many good examples of students who succeeded in the
Chinese education system, but | had experienced many failures, self-doubts and
disappointments when finding my paths towards higher qualification in the same
system. | did not have enough knowledge and skills to succeed in this particular
context. However, | had instilled Chinese culture and my personal teaching and
learning experiences accumulated over the years in different contexts. They are my
personal knowledge gained through tacit knowing (Polanyi, 1962). They have
sustained my learning, enabled me to study abroad, and became the genesis of this

study.

A journey of understanding teaching and learning

Over the years, | have learnt to work with people who speak different

languages and to teach children with diverse cultural backgrounds. This experience



has given me insight into multiple ideas of teaching and learning. Through
interacting with different external environments, | have gone through three phases
when developing my understanding of teaching and learning: crossing the one-log
bridge, finding my way in a maze, and driving on an open highway with maps.

During the crossing the one-log bridge phase, | studied the explicit
knowledge written in the textbooks by modelling, mimicking and memorising. As a
student, | experienced a culture of learning that was traditional and influenced by
Confucian cultural heritage (Biggs & Watkins, 1996; Clark & Gieve, 2006; Jin &
Cortazzi, 2006). | was expected to listen carefully and to study hard. | had to pass
gate-keeping exams (one-log bridges), which | was afraid of, in order to pursue
higher education. | learnt to choose a log-bridge that was less popular and seemed a
bit wider, so that | could keep myself in the learning journey.

The finding my way in a maze phase started right after working with Western
teachers in the international school. The teaching and learning | was once familiar
with was no longer relevant. | knew nothing about teaching foreign children. | could
not understand the curriculum documents since they were all written in English. |
planned the lessons and activities in the ways that | used to plan, but they did not
work. | was lost and did not seem to know how to teach anymore. | tried to lean on
my Western teaching partner. However, she was in a similar state as this was her
first time teaching outside her own country. Prescriptive curriculum went out of the
window because there were no early childhood curricula suitable for international
schools in 1996. We were both lost. We had to turn to the children and to learn
from them. There were many early childhood educational (ECE) ideas | encountered

during that time, and many times | was confused. | was still trying to find a suitable



log-bridge to cross for higher education in China, but | did not want to passively
accept what was available for my learning. Sadly, there seemed to be no courses
suited to my learning style and to meet my needs at that time.

Now | am on a journey of finding my next destination by driving on an open
highway equipped with maps. There are many possible routes to get there, but | am
confident | can find my way to the future. This metaphor expresses my current
understanding of teaching and learning as an active, contextualised and well-
equipped journey from the experienced past to the unknown future. Such
understanding has been influenced by my first-hand learning experiences in
different learning contexts: from a passive, quiet, rote learning experience in China,
to an inquiry-based learning experience as a PhD student in New Zealand,
encouraged and learning to be critical by drawing on both Chinese and Western

ideas.

A journey influenced by the conceptual worlds

My journey is not only shaped by particular social and cultural contexts, but
also conceptual contexts. Over time, traditional Chinese educational ideas, Western
educational ideas, and co-influences of Chinese and Western ideas have created
three different external conceptual worlds, shaping my understanding, actions, and
feelings as a learner and a teacher. In the following discussion, | explore the three
conceptual worlds as embodied, foreign, and chaotic to help me understand my
“relations with the perceptual field that are given in experience” (Greene, 1978, p.

2).
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The embodied conceptual world: traditional Chinese educational ideas

My initial learning and teaching experiences were shaped by the traditional
Chinese intellectual culture and most significantly influenced by Confucian thoughts
(D. L. Hall & Ames, 1995). At the centre of Chinese traditional education belief is
that to know and to think are the selective processes of acquiring and
comprehending the existing moral, principled, and authorised knowledge (D. Zhang,
2003). These views underpin the traditional Chinese culture of learning that values
moral-centred knowing, knowledge-transmission emphasised teaching, self-
cultivation and achievement-motivated learning (Hu, 2002; Shi, 2006). Some
traditional Chinese educational ideas are still influencing teaching and learning
nowadays. For instance:

e The purpose of education is to cultivate the ordinary child to the ideal child

(Bai, 2005a).
e Teaching should be in accordance with student’s aptitude (M. Gu, 2006).

e Learning and thinking are combined. To learn is to memorise, understand,
reflect and question (W. O. Lee, 1996) in order to comprehend and acquire
knowledge, but not to critique and challenge the knowledge which is known

and taught.

e A view of “uniform teaching/learning” is valued, which “refers to education
and instruction based on a uniform thought and value standard” (H. Zhang,
2006, p. 227). It emphasises “unify[ing], standardiz[ing] and stabiliz[ing] the
thing being taught” (p. 228).

e Teaching and learning are closely monitored and controlled by teachers or

more knowledgeable scholars who have absolute authority (Qi & Tang, 2004).
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e Self-autonomy and individual development are subsidiary and they are
subject to the interests of the society in order to maintain a harmonious

human relationship and social order (G. Zhao, 2010).

e Play is not encouraged in young Chinese children’s learning. Play is only
encouraged when it has a purpose and when children can apply their minds
to good things that may help them becoming sage or people of virtue (Bai,

2005a).

These educational beliefs and ideas have been practised at both the cultural
and individual levels (Jin Li, 2009): in my parents’ words, in my teachers’ teaching,
and in the Chinese education system. They are commonly accepted by the mass
population. | grew up with these ideas and they were embodied in me until they

were challenged by another set of educational ideas which seemed quite different.

The foreign conceptual world: Western theories and ideas

Western educational theories and ideas were foreign to me. Initially, | learnt
some Western educational ideas as subject knowledge through developmental
psychology courses, for instance, Piaget’s, Vygotsky’s, and Dewey’s notions, selected
and introduced by the Chinese scholars and my tutors at the training college. | learnt
their theories by memorising what was written in the textbooks. | memorised
Piaget’s explanation of developmental stages. | used Vygotsky’s notions to answer
guestions concerning the topic of nurture and nature in human development for
exams, and | criticised the potential unbalanced teacher-child relationship if
implementing Dewey’s child-centred notions in practice according to my tutors’
interpretations. My understanding of the Western theories had never gone beyond

the exam papers.
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Then | met my first Western teaching partner who practised Western
educational ideas in her teaching. She wanted to teach according to children’s
emergent interests. She did not do precise lesson/activity plans but would spend
time observing children’s play and discuss her observations with me. She posted a
sign “Learning through Play” in the classroom. She questioned why children were
led to recite a Chinese poem together several times during a day. She asked me
“what is your educational philosophy?” without being aware how challenging this
guestion was to me, since | had never thought about it. She did not formally
transmit any Western educational ideas to me but demonstrated them in practice.
Unlike my textbook-based learning at the training college that focused on the literal
and given meanings of the Western ideas as a priori knowledge: this time | was
learning the Western ideas as intentionally interpreted knowledge in practices and
in everyday contexts.

| am now able to read and write in English and have taught in both Chinese
and Western educational contexts. | am able to interpret and internalise Western
theories by connecting them with my embodied cultural and personal knowledge,
and my observations of the Chinese and Western contexts. With my growing ability
in using English, conceptualising and making sense of multiple perspectives, | have
learnt the importance of understanding Western ideas in relation to the wider
Western and Chinese contexts. For example, | now see that Dewey’s ideas, the
guiding theoretical ideas informing this study, may be understood and interpreted
differently in different cultural contexts.

In the early twentieth century, Dewey (1938) discussed characteristics of the

traditional North American educational approach as:
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e Educational objectives emphasised future preparation and knowledge

acquisition through practice and drilling.
e Students were expected to be docile, receptive and obedient.
e Teachers used books to represent the lore and wisdom of the past.

e Teachers were the agents of knowledge and skills, and enforced the rules of

conduct.

What Dewey considered the traditional educational approach in the North
American context a century ago is very similar to the Chinese traditional educational
approach that still exists in Chinese ECE practices now. Dewey criticised this
traditional educational approach as “imposition from above and from outside” (p.
18). He advocated for democracy and freedom in education and promoted the
notion of learning through experience. Dewey argued that an educational approach
should value individuality, free activity, past experience, personal life and the
changing world.

Like Dewey, the Chinese government and scholars nowadays also criticise
the traditional educational approach and have been trying to make some changes
through recent Chinese ECE reforms. In the edited book Interpreting Guidelines for
Kindergarten Education (trial) (Basic Education Department of Ministry of Education,
2002), M. Zhu (2002), a government official from the Ministry of Education, uses
terms such as “learn through experiences”, “learn through activities” and “learn
through the interaction with the environment” (p. 23, own translation) to illustrate
the kind of learning that the Chinese ECE reforms intend to promote. These phrases
echo Dewey’s educational ideas. As my thesis will show, at times these terms can be

interpreted differently through a Chinese traditional learning cultural lens, and may
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be nowhere near Dewey’s ideas. X. Liu (2002) thus argues that it is important to gain
in-depth understanding of the social and cultural context in which Dewey’s ideas
emerged while adopting or interpreting his notions.

What has become clearer to me now is that how Western ideas are
introduced and learnt may influence teachers’ understanding of them — for instance,
whether the Western ideas are learnt through

e textbooks as | experienced at the training college

e being an apprentice to more experienced colleagues similar to my

experience at the international school

e critically understanding ideas by connecting to underpinning values, social
and cultural contexts, and multiple interpretations of them from different

perspectives as | have been learning to do during this research journey.

The chaotic conceptual world: coexistence of Chinese and Western ideas

As a result of three waves of Chinese ECE reform since the 1980s (Yan Liu,
Pan, & Sun, 2007), the embodied Chinese educational beliefs and practices and the
foreign Western theories coexist not only in my inner conceptual world but also in
the external conceptual world in the contemporary Chinese ECE context. The first
wave of reform occurred in the early 1980s when some Chinese ECE scholars
initiated a bottom-up reform to experiment with the integrated theme teaching
approach as a response to their critique of the existing subject-based ECE teaching
practices at that time. In 1989, the Chinese government released the trial version of
Kindergarten Work Regulation and Procedures Kindergartens (Ministry of Education
in People's Republic of China, 1989). This marked the beginning of the second wave

of reform, a top-down reform that reflected the government’s intervention and
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guidance. The government wanted to change the teacher-centred, text-book
centred and lesson-based approach, to a more holistic, active, and child-centred
approach in ECE. Guidelines for Kindergarten Education (Ministry of Education in
People's Republic of China, 2001) was released in 2001. It signified the third wave of
ECE reform and reflected the government’s determination to take further steps to
deepen the reform. Some progressive educational ideas and practices derived from
Western theorists such as Dewey, Piaget, Vygotsky, and Montessori were promoted
and practised in kindergartens (J. Zhu & Zhang, 2008).

Contemporary Chinese educational ideas have therefore been changed from
being influenced solely by the Chinese traditional doctrine, to diverse ideologies and
educational approaches (e.g., Montessori, Multiple Intelligence, Reggio Emilia, and
English & Chinese bilingual education). Chinese EC teachers are therefore teaching
in a society experiencing huge ideological, cultural and structural changes. However,
X. Liu (2007) argues the Chinese ECE sector has not found a theoretical framework
to support the recent changes and development of Chinese ECE. Hua (2007) further
states that the Western ECE philosophies and theories are mostly introduced or
interpreted by Chinese scholars who often have no first-hand or practical
experiences of applying these ideas in kindergarten settings. The theoretical
explanation of Western educational ideas often goes beyond teachers’ possible
experiences at the practical level, which may make it difficult for teachers to
understand and articulate them. Moreover, Chinese cultural traditions cannot be
easily separated from Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning. The co-influence
of Chinese traditional and Western educational beliefs, theories, and approaches

can thus be observed in all facets of ECE in contemporary China (H. Li, 2007). They
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are blended with Chinese teachers’ knowledge system and their teaching practices
(Rao, NG, & Pearson, 2009). Some tensions have been identified in the mentioned
scholars’ — Hua, H. Li, Rao, NG and Pearson’s — discussions, for instance:

e Chinese versus Western educational ideas

e Embodied Chinese cultural knowledge versus the promoted reform

knowledge

e Theoretical versus practical knowledge.

These tensions present great challenges for Chinese EC teachers in terms of
educational values, beliefs, practices, positions, and identities (Hsieh, 2004) since
they may contradict and compete with each other. But how do Chinese EC teachers
experience these tensions at the personal and practical levels in their everyday

teaching?

From My Story to this Research Project

The telling and retelling of my own stories created a sense of who | am by
“draw[ing] together human actions and the events that affect human beings”
(Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 6). This particular biographical exploration of my past and
inner self is important since it connects me with my inner world and the external

world. In constructing this narrative | realised some of the vantage points that

guided the design of this research and my interpretation of the participants’ stories.
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Firstly, | realised that there were tensions and challenges accompanying the
co-influence of diverse traditional Chinese and Western educational ideas in my
teaching and learning because of their different cultural and social origins. Secondly,
my understanding of the Chinese traditional and Western educational ideas and
practices was developed from my first-hand learning experiences, puzzling and
working with them over time in different cultural and kindergarten contexts. Thus |
understood teaching and learning as an active and on-going meaning-seeking
process through real life experience that was both personal and social, involving
interaction in situations, continuously moving backwards and forwards from past to
future, and associated with changes (Dewey, 1938). Thirdly, | felt that many Chinese
EC teachers like myself were on their own journey of learning and working with both
traditional Chinese and Western educational ideas, and of seeking the meaning of
teaching and learning. They had much to say and to offer. However, there was little
record of Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning experiences, their frustration
and satisfaction, their experiences of dealing with challenges and uncertainty, and
their responses to the complex, dynamic, uncertain and rapidly changing era (J. Liu,
Sun, & Wang, 2007).

Therefore, in this study, | regarded teachers as people who “know more than
they can say” (Schon, 1983/1991, p. viii). | positioned the teachers at the centre of
my study, and attended to their personal knowledge and their relationships with self
and the external environment. | explored the participants’ teaching and learning in
everyday contexts, and focused on the cultural and contextual influences, tensions
and challenges the participants face, their professional learning experiences, and

their feelings and professional identity. In short, teachers’ teaching and learning
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experiences, culture and professional learning are three important aspects of this

study.

The Structure of this Thesis

In this chapter, | told and re-told my own story as a student and teacher,
discussed my contact with the wider world and my relationships with different
social, cultural and conceptual contexts through a narrative meaning-making
process (Clandinin et al., 2006). In later chapters | continue the narrative meaning-
making process to help me understand and present six Chinese EC teachers’ stories
from three different types of urban kindergartens — state-run, private, and
international — in Shanghai and Beijing.

In Chapter 2, | describe the epistemological standpoint that orientates my
approach of working with different knowledge claims from Western and Chinese
contexts, and the selected theoretical ideas supporting the probing and analysis of
the participants’ stories in different kindergarten contexts.

In Chapter 3, | review related literature around three themes of teachers’
experience: the journey of being a teacher, the role Chinese culture plays in
teaching, and professional learning.

In Chapter 4, | discuss narrative inquiry as both a methodology and a method
that have led me to the telling-retelling process of six Chinese EC teachers’ teaching
and learning stories. | explain the methods of recruiting participants, data collection

and analysis, and justify my decisions to represent teachers’ stories poetically.
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Chapter 5 is about two teachers’ — Linda’s and Angela’s — stories from a
state-run kindergarten (called Public Kindergarten) in Shanghai. | give readers a brief
introduction to Public Kindergarten, and then tell Linda and Angela’s stories
individually as poems. In Chapter 6, | analyse their stories individually, then
summarise my analysis by highlighting some common threads emerging from their
stories. The process of analysis contextualises Linda and Angela’s stories in the
specific state-run kindergarten context, and connects them with my observations,
the teachers’ reflections, and the information gathered from the director and
parents.

The telling-retelling process of four other teachers’ stories follows the same
structure and format as Linda’s and Angela’s. Chapter 7 and 8 are the telling-
retelling of Selina and Cherry’s stories from Private Kindergarten in Shanghai.
Chapters 9 and 10 are about Summer and Cecilia’s stories at International
Kindergarten in Beijing. Readers are invited to make their own interpretations by
relating their own experiences to the participants’ stories.

In the concluding chapter, | return to the main research question and discuss
how three main findings are reflected in the teachers’ stories. | argue the situated
teaching and professional learning context contributes greatly to how Chinese EC
teachers conceptualise teaching and learning, how they define and construct their
pedagogical positions and strategies, how they learn and develop appropriate
repertoires of practices, how they feel about being a teacher, and how they
understand who they are in children’s life. Implications and future research needs

are also discussed.
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Chapter 2: Epistemological and Theoretical Context

Reflecting on my discussions in Chapter 1, | realise the obvious influence of
Western educational ideas in my current understanding of teaching and learning,
and their relevance to teaching and learning in the contemporary Chinese context.
As a Chinese researcher, |, therefore, often find myself battling with the questions:

e What is this study’s theoretical context, Western or Chinese?

e Have | become the kind of Chinese researcher who uses Westernised ideas
and language to understand Chinese teachers’ experience, which D. Wu

(2009) believes is dangerous?

e Am | losing my identity and position as a Chinese researcher? But what
should a Chinese researcher’s identity and position be in the contemporary

world?

My tension echoes the recent debate about how to localise Western
educational ideas and approaches (D. Wu, 2009) in the Chinese context. Central to
the debate is how to deal with multiple knowledge claims and from what
epistemological viewpoint. It is therefore important to clarify my epistemological
standpoint since it provides a specific intellectual context “in which to consider how
[I] organize perceptions, responding to the world, and the conceptions of ‘self’”
(Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998, p. 9) in particular ways. In this chapter, | discuss my
particular epistemological viewpoint as well as the theoretical framework |

construct by drawing on multiple theoretical ideas from three aspects of this study —
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experience, culture, and professional learning in education. Together, they
constitute and inform my narrative inquiry of six Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and

learning experiences.

Searching for an Epistemological Standpoint

My epistemological tensions relate to the relationship | define between
Chinese and Western ideas, the approach | take towards different ideas, and the
socially and culturally bonded self when connecting with multiple ideas (Lyotard,
1984). Chen-Hafteck and Xu (2008) use the metaphor of bd hé/Pulling the River
(tug-of-war in English) to illustrate Chinese people’s internal struggles in finding the
balance and position in the tug of war between the Chinese and Western worlds. H.
Li (2005) suggests Chinese EC teachers adopt the Zhongyong approach, a central
Confucian epistemology and methodology, to gain appropriate balance between
opposing Chinese and Western ideas such as teacher-directed and child-directed
notions. Chinese and Western ideas in this sense are regarded as objects that can be
collected and balanced, and they are opposed to, and distinguished from, each
other. Moreover, H. Wang (2008) points out Chinese people tend to regard
knowledge as “profound, coherent and self-consistent”, and thus accept ideas with
“reverence and trust” (p. 97). Chen-Hafteck, Xu, H. Li, and H. Wang’s discussions
provide insights into how Chinese people relate and respond to knowledge in
general. However, when | work with multiple knowledge claims, | find a passive

accepting and balancing approach is not very useful. The balance is hard to achieve
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because of the power struggle between Chinese and Western ideas, the
authoritative interpretation of selected knowledge and my personal comprehension
of them. Therefore, | want to take an active and integrated approach towards
different knowledge claims when building this study’s theoretical framework.

Instead of viewing Chinese and Western ideas as opposing parties in a tug-
of-war, | see them as different cords needed for making a Chinese knot. A knot-
maker decides what cords are needed for the particular knot he/she is making. |
view myself as a knot-maker, exploring different Chinese and Western ideas through
an active process of selecting, reflecting on, and interpreting multiple ideas
(different kinds of cords), deciding how these cords can be used for making a unique
Chinese knot (this study) to represent my point of view (my argument). This is a
careful thinking process that enables me to “thread everything together into one
whole” (D. Zhang, 2003, p. 434) thus supporting the development of new
understanding and knowledge. Moreover, different ideas are not considered as
totally objective and waiting to be acquired and applied, but as subjective, partially
true, and open to interpretation, reflection, and question. | interpret selected
Chinese and Western ideas by connecting them with particular contexts, my
personal knowledge, and academic scholarship to construct a knowledge base and
theoretical context for this study.

According to D. Wu (2009), Chinese scholars often use a “comparative
pedagogy” when working with Western theories and pedagogy, through direct and
indirect translation, comparing, compilation, editing, commentary, and criticism.
This pedagogy implies that Western and Chinese ideas can be viewed as objects and

contextual free knowledge to be known and compared, rather than as knowledge
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that “lives in human acts of knowing” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 8). It
is an approach of introducing Western ideas to Chinese audiences, rather than
recontexutalising them in the Chinese context.

Apple (1993) argues concepts can travel and be introduced in different
places, that the context where the concept travels to defines the meaning of the
concept, and that “[p]olitical accords and educational needs can radically alter the
shape and organization of the knowledge”. Apple asserts that the process of
selecting certain knowledge claims, recontextualising agents who have the power to
select and interpret different knowledge claims, and kindergartens’ and teachers’
personal responses to the ideas are important aspects in recontextualising
educational ideas. Informed by Apple, | regard myself as a recontextualising agent
who is trying to select and interpret Chinese traditional and Western educational
ideas in the contemporary Chinese context. The recontextualising process
emphasises the consideration of my personal standpoints, cultural and political
contexts, and the selection, reflection, interpretation, and critique of multiple ideas

in a contextualised and critical way (see Figure 2.1).

Western Context Chinese Context

Western Theories and
Pedagogies Selecting, reflecting, Pedagogies

interpreting & critiquing

Personal standpoints
ﬂ Cultural and political contexts
Nﬁ Chinese Theories and

Selected, reflected and interpreted
theories and pedagogies

Figure 2.1 My integrated and interpretive approach to multiple educational ideas
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The Theoretical Context

This study emerged from my own vantage points focusing on teachers’
experiences, cultural and contextual influences, and teachers’ central position in
teaching and professional learning. Therefore, | explore three main bodies of

theoretical ideas when constructing a theoretical context for this study:

e understanding experience
e understanding culture in teaching and learning

e understanding teachers’ professional learning.

My reflexive interpretations of the selected theoretical ideas support the
probing and analysis of the participants’ teaching and learning experiences in later

chapters.

Understanding experience

The main focus of this study is to understand the teachers’ experiences, so it
is important to first define the term experience from both linguistic and theoretical

perspectives.

Linguistic definition of experience

According to the online Oxford English Dictionary (http://www.oed.com), the
English word experience as a noun means “the action of putting to the test; trial”
and “proof by actual trial; practical demonstration”. It also refers to a source of

knowledge gained through direct observation or from lived-through events, and a

25



state of one’s condition in or affected by an event. As a transitive verb, the word
experience means encountering or undergoing an event or occurrence. These
definitions suggest experience concerns the action of seeing, hearing, and doing;
time; event; the process of knowing; and the relationship between the subject
(someone) and the object (something or event).

While the definition of experience in the English dictionaries considers the
connection and interaction between the subject and the object, the direct Chinese
translation of experience as a noun, jingyan, has its main emphasis on the skill and
objective knowledge gained through practices (Youqing Chen, 2006). Youging Chen
suggests translating the word experience as tiyan — a verbal phrase containing a
meaning of internalisation, exploration or on-the-spot investigation through
practical and personal experience, according to the Chinese dictionary
(http://www.zdic.net). In this study, | use the word experience in a broad sense that
can be referred to as both jingyan and tiyan depending on the specific contexts of

the teachers’ narratives.

Dewey’s notion of experience

In terms of a theoretical definition of experience, this study is largely
influenced by Dewey’s theory of experience in education. Dewey (1934) defined
experience as “the result, the sign, and the reward of that interaction of organism
and environment which, when it is carried to the full, is a transformation of
interaction into participation and communication” (p. 22). Dewey (1938) placed the
intellectual activity of knowing and thinking (perception) in social actions and

human affairs (practice), rather than seeing it as a mental and cognitive function.
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Dewey’s theory of experience unifies individual, environment, time, and space in
the meaning-making process. According to Dewey (1934), experience is an endless
movement towards the desire of fulfiiment and consummation. Understanding
experience in a broad sense, Dewey believes that education comes through
continuous and interactive experience and promotes a learner-centred learning
process based on the learner’s life experience. As | discussed in Chapter 1, Dewey
values a democratic and equal teaching and learning process for the learners. He
prioritises learners’ needs over societal agendas and learners’ experiences over
teachers’ instructions or textbooks. In this sense, Dewey’s notions resonate well
with my desire to engage in teacher-centred research and prioritising teachers’ own
experiences. Moreover, Dewey’s notions also connect me with narrative inquiry
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), an interpretive research method, since it uses a
framework of three-dimensional narrative inquiry space that mirrors Dewey’s theory
of experience (see Chapter 4 for more detailed discussions).

My recent reading of Dewey provides me with an alternative cultural and
theoretical view of experience beyond its linguistic meanings. This view is also quite
different to my initial understanding at the training college of Dewey’s notions being
just around child-centeredness. My new understanding of Dewey’s ideas has led me
to choose Dewey’s notion of experience as one of the theoretical pillars guiding this
narrative study. Discussing Dewey’s notion of experience alongside the linguistic
definitions of experience in English and Chinese has also made me realise the
complexity of introducing and interpreting a Western concept in the Chinese
context. There are linguistic, intellectual, philosophical, and cultural aspects of

interpreting a foreign concept. These aspects are a whole package; leaving out any
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of them may cause misunderstanding or one-sided interpretations. This has

occurred to Dewey’s notions in China (X. Liu, 2002).

Understanding culture in education

The second focus of this study is the cultural and contextual influences on
the teachers’ teaching and learning experience. In the material that follows, |
discuss culture by creating a bricolage of different ideas to support my analysis of
the teachers’ teaching and learning experiences. Firstly, | focus on the concepts of
culture (Hofstede, 1986, 1997; Stenhouse, 1967) generally at the national level.
Then | discuss how Apple (1993, 1995, 2004) uses the concept of culture in a
sociological analysis of education with a focus on the relationship between school
structure, work culture, and teachers’ agency. Finally | draw on socio-culturalists’
(Rogoff, 1995, 1998, 2003; Vygotsky, 1987, 1997) ideas around particular aspects of
culture at the level of the individual acquiring culture. This bricolage of different
ideas is used to support my analysis of the cultural influences on the teachers’
teaching and learning experiences at the general/national, organisational, and
personal levels. There are some links between my discussion about culture in this

section and the material covered in the next section on professional learning.

Defining culture

In the West, the concept of culture has various definitions depending on the
focus and form (Cohen, 2009; Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952; Lawton, 1975).
Stenhouse (1967) stated: “culture serves as a medium through which individual

human minds interact with one another in communication”, and “[i]t lies, as it were,
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between people and it is shared by them” (p. 13). Stenhouse asserted that there
were common aspects among individuals’ unique experiences if the individuals
shared “a way of life and a language” (p. 14). Culture, in this sense, is rooted in
common and shared experience, and is embodied in everyday lives and interactions
of specific groups (Apple, 1995). It also forms the basis for understanding each other
and co-operation between people. Furthermore, Hofstede (1997), through the lens
of social anthropology, defined culture as “the collective programming of the mind
which distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another”
(p. 5). In other words, the term culture refers to the unique “patterns of thinking,
feeling and actions” (p. 4) of a group of people or a society with shared beliefs,
values and practices.

In the Chinese linguistic context (Feng, He, Gui, & Yan, 2001), the word
culture (wénhua) is the abbreviation of “rén wén jiao hua”, which has three levels of
meaning. Firstly, rén (people) indicates that culture is a word used to discuss only
human society. Secondly, wén refers to language and/or characters and is the basis
and tool of culture. Thirdly, culture emphasises jiaohua (education/educate) that
can be used as both a noun and a verb and refers to both the common rules of
human activities, and the process and methods of generating, transmitting,
disseminating, and accepting common rules.

In this study, | regard culture as common and shared experiences, as medium
and tools, and as a process of developing, learning, and accepting common rules,
values and practices. | also understand culture as learnt (Stenhouse, 1967) through
interaction and communication with other members of a particular group. Culture

may change over time since human communities sometimes face the need to adapt
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to new changes, new demands and new crises in order to survive and continue
human society (Rochon, 1998). Culture, in this sense, is embodied, reciprocal,

changeable and multi-dimensional.

The model of cultural differences and Chinese culture of learning

Chinese culture of learning has its “expectations, attitudes, beliefs, values,
perceptions, preferences, experiences, and behaviours that are characteristic of
Chinese society with regard to teaching and learning” (Hu, 2002, p. 96). Hofstede’s
(1980, 1997) five-dimensional model of cultural differences is useful in
understanding Chinese culture in general and its influences on the Chinese culture
of learning. Based on his influential cross-national survey conducted twice in 40
countries around 1968 and 1972, Hofstede found five elements of cultural
characteristics that can be compared among different cultures: power distance,
individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, uncertainty
avoidance, and long-term versus short-term orientation. Hofstede’s (1986) data has
shown, in the Chinese cultural context, that the large power distance between
teachers and students supports a teacher-centred education in which the teacher
holds the authority and power in teacher-student interactions. The collective society
prioritises the group/society over individuals, and harmony over an individual’s
personality. The low uncertainty avoidance dimension reveals that Chinese teachers
and learners are more comfortable with prescribed and structured learning
situations. The masculine society dimension reflects male supremacist thinking that
is competitive, goal orientated, and striving for material success; and the long-term

vision values effort, thrift, and perseverance. These characteristics are reflected in
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my teaching and learning journey — some of them have enabled me to keep
pursuing higher education after many failures, and others seem constraints, causing
some frustration for me. For instance, as a Chinese researcher | find critiquing
multiple theoretical ideas very challenging.

Although Hofstede’s empirical data was collected three decades ago, his
cultural model is still popular in the disciplines of business and psychology
(Baskerville, 2003), and has been incorporated in much research worldwide
(Kirkman, Lowe, & Gibson, 2006; Taras, Kirkman, & Steel, 2010). Hofstede’s findings
resonate with Hu’s (2002) and Shi’s (2006) descriptions of the traditional Chinese
culture of learning. These areas are also made explicit in the Chinese cultural
context by researchers like Dimmock and Walker (Dimmock, 1998; Dimmock &
Walker, 1998) who studied the policy of school restructuring that promotes a
modern version of Chinese culture of learning in Hong Kong. They used Hofstede’s
five dimensions to compare the culture of Hong Kong with other cultures, and with
the promoted school restructuring policy. Incompatible cultural understandings of
teaching and learning were found between the general public and Western
influenced policies. Cheng and Wong (1996) made a similar inquiry into school
effectiveness in Zhejiang in mainland China. They identified values and factors that
enabled the effective learning and high achievement of students, and traced them
back to the Confucian origins of Chinese educational culture and concepts. They
argued that the promoted “educational thoughts and systems have to be consistent
with the general beliefs and social infrastructure of societies” for a “successful
marriage of education values from the East and the West” (p. 47). This body of

literature indicates the importance of studying the relationship between cultural
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system, values, and teaching and learning.

Hofstede’s cultural model enables Chinese scholars to connect Chinese
educational policy and practice to cultural values in a context of coexistent Chinese
and Western ideas. For this reason, | chose Hofstede’s model to help me interpret
the participants’ narratives, who share an identity as Chinese learners and teachers
with Confucian heritage, cultural experiences of teaching and learning. However, |
am aware that Hofstede’s universal approach is criticised in terms of its theoretical
foundation, equating a nation with culture, the quantifying method of studying
cultural differences (Baskerville, 2003), and its cultural and philosophical relevance
from specific cultural insiders’ perspectives (Fang, 2003). Therefore, in this study,
Hofstede’s general characteristics of Chinese culture and values are used with
considerations of particular kindergarten culture, teachers’ inner-self, and my “being
within” (Baskerville, 2003, p. 8) position as a Chinese researcher and an outsider as

a graduate student of a Western university.

Culture-structure-agency

Although the participants of this study share a common cultural identity as
Chinese teachers at the national level, they were members of three kindergartens
which were different in their organisation, culture, and structure during data
collection. Therefore, it is important to look at culture at the organisation level.
After reading Apple’s (1993, 1995, 2004) work, | was convinced that his sociological
perspective of culture would help me understand teachers’ teaching and learning
within a particular kindergarten’s social system and structure, as it connects culture,

structure, and teacher’s agency.
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Apple (2004) regarded education as “a site of conflict”, and was particularly
interested in “uncover[ing] the complicated connections among knowledge,
teaching, and power in education” (p. vii). According to Apple (1993, 1995),
knowledge was not neutral and was always cultural and political. It existed within
certain power relations. The selection process of what to teach and how to teach
was a cultural, political and economic decision that was controlled by curriculum
forms, pedagogy, and techniques and the ideological vision of management.
Teachers’ responses to the concepts and official knowledge often accorded to
“political and ideological discourse” (p. 10), the policies, the curriculum, the
classroom teaching, and their personal understanding. Apple borrowed Benson’s
(1986) definition of work culture as “a relatively autonomous sphere of action on
the job” (p. 228). He argued that work culture constituted “a realm of action that in
part provides both strength and the possibility of transformative activities” (Apple,
1995, p. 70), and might have also defined teachers’ multi-dimensional relationships
within a specific education system and kindergarten structure. Moreover, he
indicated that a teacher’s position within the authoritative structure of a particular
kindergarten and the control the kindergarten management exercises were two
factors influencing teachers’ teaching. Apple’s notions remind me that it is
important to attend to the underpinning values and power relations among the
legitimate official ideologies presented in the curriculum, the roles of school
structure and work culture, the control in teaching and learning, and the teacher’s
position and agency in the situated social, cultural, economic and political structure.

Apple’s notions were rooted in the American context and driven by values of

democracy and equality, which are different to the traditional Chinese context.
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However, | still chose Apple’s notions to inform my study in the contemporary
Chinese context for the following reasons. First, to increase equality and democracy
is a long-term goal for educational development and reform in contemporary China
(M. Gu, 2010). Second, increasing Chinese EC teachers’ voice, power and autonomy
are topics that have been raised in recent years (C. Shu, Gao, & Li, 2006) which echo
Apple’s arguments. Third, Apple’s notions emerged in the debates between neo-
liberals and neo-conservatives (Apple, 2001). This context is similar to the
contemporary Chinese context where Western liberal-influenced modern and
traditional conservative-Chinese ways of teaching and learning coexist. Therefore,
his notions may provide some insights into my analysis of Chinese EC teachers’
experience of traditional Chinese and Western educational ideas and practices.
Informed by Apple, | started to reflect on the cultural value system, the
power relations in curriculum, pedagogy, and teaching, and on the cultural and
structural constraints of my learning. | no longer blame myself for not working hard
enough to get a degree in the Chinese education system. | can understand why | felt
| could not meet others’ expectation during my first three years of teaching. My
passive acquiescent position in the kindergarten structure, and the director’s tight
control of curriculum and pedagogy were clearly influential. However, | am also
aware Apple’s perspectives are from his own vantage point. From a vocational
perspective, Lewis (1998) criticises Apple for not valuing forms of curriculum and
knowledge other than the mandatory state curriculum. Null (2011) points out
Apple’s notions are based on a negative review of American education focusing on
class, status quo, and power from a “left-lean” (p. 95) political position that may not

be relevant to the Chinese political context. Therefore, | incorporated Apple’s
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analysis of culture, structure, curriculum, and teacher agency in education rather
than the political aspects of his notions. In particular, | paid attention to the official
ideologies represented in curriculum, the lived work culture, the power relations,
the process of control, and the teachers’ agency when analysing the teachers’

stories in specific kindergarten structures.

Culture-learning-development

Apple has studied education at both the macro level of system and social
structure and the micro level of teacher agency. However, as a sociologist, his main
foci are on the society and human social activities. Thus, | needed some theoretical
ideas that could inform my analysis of cultural influences at the personal level, as
this study is about six teachers’ personal teaching and learning experiences. | find
socio-cultural scholars’ (Cole, 2000; Rogoff, 1995, 1998, 2003; Vygotsky, 1987, 1997,
Wertsch, 1991; Zinchenko, 1985) discussions around learning and development
helpful. They examine the interrelationship between mind and culture, and the
individual’s meaning-making process shaped by cultural artefacts, everyday
practices, situated context, and individual agency (Cole, 2000). These ideas resonate
well with the aims of this study.

Several key concepts which have informed this study are derived from the
work of Vygotsky (1987, 1997). Firstly, according to Vygotsky, human functions
appear on two planes — the social plane and the personal psychological plane.
Individuals’ learning and development is firstly understood in a social and cultural
process, by engaging in culturally specific activities and through communicating,

collaborating, and interacting with the social world, cultural artefacts and others.
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Then individuals go through a process of internalisation as they transform external
knowledge and actions into internal psychological functions. The internalisation
process can lead individuals to self-regulate and demonstrate appropriate
behaviours and mental activities according to the accepted meanings and practices
of a particular community. These views direct my attention to the participants’
social relations and interactions with others around them, and how they understand
and appropriate their own teaching by engaging in culturally organised activities at
particular kindergartens.

Secondly, Vygotsky argued the physical and symbolic (psychological) tools,
for instance, language, music, and arts etc., mediate an individual’s higher mental
functions such as voluntary attention, deliberate memory, concepts formation, and
decision-making. The development and modification of physical and symbolic tools
is closely related to specific cultural and historical contexts for meeting the
particular needs of certain cultural groups and individuals. This notion directs me to
attend to the cultural artefacts available in different kindergarten contexts that may
mediate the participants’ higher mental capacity, for instance “planning, logical
thoughts and problem solving, learning . . .” (Lantolf, 2000, p. 2).

Thirdly, Vygotsky highlighted the close relationship between thought and
language. He argued both the meaning and the linguistic form of word/words
should be attended to, as well as the mediated process that might enable thought
to become verbal, and language to become intellectual. These views guide me to
focus on the participants’ narratives and the important role they may play in the
construction of new knowledge and self-identity. However, Wertsch (1991) stated

there are multiple layers of meaning conveyed in particular narratives, which may

36



be determined by the position of the speechmaker, the dialogue between the
speechmaker and others, and the authoritative discourses. Zinchenko (1985) also
asserted that it is not only the words, but also the tool-mediated actions which are
driven by certain motives and goals. The tool-mediated actions occur during the
externalisation and internalisation process, including “external, material, practical
action and internal, ideal and mental action” (p. 106). Informed by Wertsch and
Zinchenko, | have realised the complexity of personal narrative, meaning and action
in learning and development, and have decided to collect and analyse data from
multiple sources — interview, observation, and documentation etc. — when studying
the participants’ teaching and learning experiences.

Among many socio-cultural scholars, | find Rogoff’s (1995, 1998, 2003)
participatory theory of learning is particularly insightful for this study as it positions
learning in context and analyses it through multiple lenses. Rogoff’s (2003)
participatory theory of learning understands an individual’s dynamic transformation
process by analysing individuals’ participation in social activities through three
inseparable lenses — personal, interpersonal, and cultural/institutional. It is based
on the overall assumption that “human development is a process of people’s
changing participation in sociocultural activities of their communities” (p. 52). From
this perspective, the individual’'s development is not simply influenced by the
external social and cultural environment. Rather, it is a process of active
participation in cultural practices, collaborating with others, resulting in individual
changes and development of the repertoires of practice (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003;
Rogoff, 1995). Repertoire of practice refers to “the ways of engaging in activities

stemming from observing and otherwise participating in cultural practices”
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(Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003, p. 21). It considers the linguistic, cultural and historical
specificity of certain types of cultural practice demonstrated by an individual in
cultural activities. This cultural-historical approach of understanding an individual or
a community’s ways of acting, unlike Hofstede’s universal model of cultural
differences, may reveal the uniqueness of each participant’s professional learning
experience. These views suggest socio-cultural theory can guide this study as it
allows me to contextualise individual teachers’ teaching and learning experiences in
a “shared endeavour” (Rogoff & Toma, 1997, p. 474), and analyse them through
multiple lenses.

Nevertheless, Sawyer (2002) reminds me that socio-culturalism’s process
ontology prioritises process and ignores entities and structure in learning and
development. The assumption that the individual and the social are inseparable
may be “theoretically problematic and empirically untenable” (p. 283). Therefore,
individual subjectivity may be neglected in the analysis of action or event. Based on
these views, Sawyer suggests an “analytic dualism” (p. 297) that views the individual
and the social context as both analytically distinct as well as interrelated. This
supports my decision to incorporate Apple’s sociological and the socio-cultural
perspectives when building a theoretical framework for this study. It led me to focus
on individuals, contexts, and individuals in contexts. Moreover, my choice to use
teachers’ verbal and written narratives, and observed actions in specific contexts as
analytical units may resolve the methodological challenge of studying the individual

and the social world.
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Understanding teachers’ professional learning

The third group of theoretical ideas are concerned with the topic of teachers’
professional learning. In recent years, research into teachers’ professional learning
has focused mostly on three sub topics: learning to teach over time and in different
contexts, learning how to learn, and learning to change and make changes (Avalos,
2011). This trend reflects a growing emphasis on lifelong learning and socio-cultural
perspectives of learning (Kelly, 2006). Teachers’ professional learning has also
moved from emphasising learning “developmental and technical-rational models of
practice, towards more complex ways of thinking about teaching young children”
(Edwards & Nuttall, 2009, p. 4). More specifically, teachers’ professional growth and
development is believed to be a cyclic (Shulman, 1987/2004), reflective (Schon,
1987), situated (Lave & Wenger, 1991), and multifaceted process of participating in
social activities in a specific teaching and learning community (Rogoff, Baker-Sennett,
Lacasa, & Goldsmith, 1995). The learning processes are influenced by politics
(Lefstein & Snell, 2011), contextual conditions (Blank, 2009), the model/approach of
professional development programmes (Levine & Marcus, 2010), teachers’ beliefs
and past experience (Weber, 2010), students’ responses to teaching (Vescio, Ross, &
Adams, 2008), and so on. These views are different to the traditional knowledge
transmission and acquisition learning that | once experienced as a Chinese student
and teacher, and the “pragmatic, skill-based transmission models of ‘professional

nm

development’” (Fleet & Patterson, 2009, p. 16). They provide me with an alternative
lens for understanding teachers’ learning from a Western cultural and theoretical

perspective. In this section, my discussion of theoretical ideas examines the four
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aspects of effective learning that Shulman (1996/2004) identifies: activity/agency,

reflection, collaboration and community.

Activity/Agency

Some scholars have discussed the important role activity/agency plays in
effective learning (Shulman, 1996/2004), the construction of agency (Davies, 1990),
and the influence of emotion on teachers’ experience and agency (Hargreaves,
2001). Shulman (1996/2004) saw the learner’s active position during the learning
process as the first important condition for effective learning. According to Davies
(1990) who wrote from a post-structural feminist perspective, there were two
important aspects of this view: learner’s positioning and the learning actions or
practices, which are also important for the construction of human agency. Davies
argued that agency might be “constructed discursively as a positioning made
available to some but not others” (p. 341). She asserted human agency does not
necessarily depend on an individual’s behaviour and action, but the position of the
individual in the discursive practices of the particular collective environment. In this
sense, the agency of a learner is not only constructed by what he/she does as a
learner, but also by his/her positions and choices of certain actions constituted by
the discursive practices made available in the learning environment. These
discussions suggest | should pay attention to the social relationships and the
positioning of the participants in particular kindergarten contexts, as well as the
discursive practices that may provide opportunities for the participants to make
different choices in their professional learning. Inspired by these views, | analysed

the teachers’ agency by exploring whether the participants had the power, personal,
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and social resources to enable them to take control of and interpret their learning.
This exploration was integrated with Apple’s (1993, 1995, 2004) sociological
perspective of macro cultural and structural influences and control of teachers’
teaching, learning, and agency. However, Davies did not discuss extensively personal
resources in the construction of teachers’ agency, for instance, the search of
teachers’ inner self (Palmer, 1998) — their perceptions, feelings and emotions of
teaching and learning, and their relations with others and the wider world. | then
find Hargreaves’ (2001) notion of emotional geographies of teaching useful for
understanding the emotional aspect of the participants’ experience, since personal
resources may influence the construction of teachers’ active position and agency in
their professional learning.

Hargreaves (2001) studied the teachers’ emotions in relationships, and used
the term “emotional geographies” to “describe the patterns of closeness and
distance in human interactions that shape the emotions we experience about
relationships to ourselves, each other, and the world around us” (p. 1056).
Hargreaves argued that emotional geographies are not only shaped by structural
and cultural conditions, but also the teachers’ active making and remaking of “the
emotional geographies of their interactions with others” (p. 1062) and themselves.
The teachers’ positive or negative emotions can be shaped by:

e the socio-cultural distance — which relates to the social and cultural

backgrounds between the teacher and the others

e the moral distance — which is “closely bound up with and triggered by our

purpose” (p. 1066), priorities and choices

e the professional distance — which is about whether the teachers’ professional

practices are understood or recognised
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e the physical distance — which refers to the “intensity, frequency, and

continuity” (p. 1071) in teachers’ interaction with themselves and others

e the political distance — which links to teachers’ “experiences of power and

powerlessness” in social relations and structures (p. 1072).

Hargreaves revealed the complexity of teachers’ emotions from multiple
aspects. His relational and contextualised approach to understanding teachers’
emotions coheres with this study’s sociological and socio-cultural stances. However,
| am aware that there may be a potential dilemma around whether it is culturally
appropriate to highlight and explore the self, agency, and emotion in the Chinese
context where traditionally the hierarchical structure of authority defines the self,
not vice versa (Lau, 1996). Therefore, | need to be culturally sensitive and respect
the participants as individuals, culturally located in part by traditional values. In
short, Hargreaves and Lau highlight the importance of the teaching self, the
positioning of the teacher in the particular professional group, the teacher’s social
relations, interactions and emotions, as well as cultural and structural matters in

teachers’ professional learning. These aspects are at the centre of this study.

Reflection

Shulman (1987/2004) stated teaching and learning are inseparable in the
cyclic process of
e learning and comprehending propositional knowledge

e transforming propositional knowledge into practice and instructions that

build up teachers’ case knowledge

e evaluating and reflecting on the case knowledge and strategic knowledge

used in practice
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e thus reaching new understanding and comprehensions of teaching and

learning.

Shulman regarded teachers’ “pedagogical reasoning and action” (p. 233) and
the wisdom of practice as “the maxims that guide the practices of able teachers” (p.
232). Teachers’ practical knowledge and experience could act as “ground of belief”
(Dewey, 1933, p. 11) for teachers’ reflective thinking, which might enable teachers
to become conscious of how and why they were “learning particular things in
particular ways” (Shulman, 1996/2004, p. 476). To value teachers’ practical
knowledge and their reflective thinking and reasoning process is inspiring because it
no longer places teachers at the receiving end of theory-driven practice. It allows
me to move teachers to the centre of the study and gain insights from their
experiences of constructing their professional knowledge (Zeichner & Liston, 1996).

According to Dewey (1933), reflective thinking has two phases: “a state of
doubt, hesitation, perplexity, mental difficulty, in which thinking originates, and an
act of searching, hunting, inquiring, to find material that will resolve the doubt,
settle and dispose of the perplexity” (p. 12). Uncertainty and inquiry are important
impelling aspects for reflective thinking grounded in cumulated and empirical
experiences. Teachers often use certain repertoires to help them understand unique
and uncertain circumstances through reflection-in-action, and therefore to develop
their own responses to the embedded situation (Schén, 1983/1991). For Schon,
repertoire can be images, examples, ideas, and actions that emerge from teachers’
past experiences in similar or different situations. This view echoes Gutierrez and
Rogoff’s (2003) notion of repertoire of cultural practice as discussed earlier.

However, the repertoires of practice may hinder the teachers’ reflection in some
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cultures, as O’Sullivan (2002) found with Namibian teachers. This implies that
reflection, as a cultural practice, may not be natural to teachers in a culture that
values knowledge transmission and acquisition. In addition, van Manen (1991)
stated some actions cannot be fully reflected since they are “instant thinking acting”
during pedagogical situations that required “our immediate response and
participation” (p. 118). This has brought the notion of tacit teaching and
pedagogical thoughtfulness to my attention, leading me to attend to teachers’
intuitive actions and what mediates these actions. Together, the cited scholars
suggest | should connect thinking and practice, highlight a process of meaning-
making and theorising practice, value practical knowledge, and acknowledge

uncertainty and tacit knowing in teachers’ teaching and learning.

Collaboration and community

Shulman (1996/2004) identified collaboration and community as two
important aspects of effective learning. Unlike activity/agency and reflection, which
look at learning at the personal level, collaboration highlights the interpersonal
interactions that may only happen when working or learning alongside others in a
community. Therefore, | chose to discuss collaboration and community together.
Shulman stated that, during effective learning, learners would engage in
“collaboration, working together in ways that scaffold and support each other’s
learning, and in ways that supplement each other’s knowledge” (p. 476) within a
community that would support and enable such collaboration.

Like Shulman, Lave and Wenger (1991) also believe learning should be a

situated activity and the learning mind cannot be separated from the social world,
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and context and participation are two important elements of learning. Lave (1993)
discussed the contextual aspects of learning through the concept of community of
practice. She explained that community of practice was everywhere and was
defined through three dimensions: a joint enterprise which determined what the
community was, mutual engagement that illustrated the function of the community,
and a shared repertoire that enabled the community’s capability of function. In
terms of participation, Lave and Wenger (1991) proposed a concept of legitimate
peripheral participation “as a descriptor of engagement in social practice that entails
learning as an integral constituent” (p. 35). Legitimate peripheral participation was a
social process by which a newcomer changed his/her position from being peripheral
in the community of practice to being central and becoming “a full participant in a
socio-cultural practice” (p. 29). Lave and Wenger’s ideas acknowledge that teachers
may participate and position themselves in multiple ways and various degrees in the
community in which they are located. It allows time and space for teachers to learn
and develop their own understanding of theory and practice at their own pace.
What Lave and Wenger present to me is a way of respecting Chinese EC
teachers as individuals with unique personalities, knowledge, and cultural
backgrounds while teaching and learning with others. They remind me to
contextualise teachers’ learning and development in the community within which
they are located, pay attention to “the structure of social practice” (Lave & Wenger,
1991, p. 103), and to study the culture of the organisation that unifies the teachers
and their colleagues to work together (Goodman, Phillips, & Boyacigiller, 2003). Lave
and Wenger’s ideas have provided an illustration of the teachers’ social relations

and positioning, which align well with Apple’s (1995) discussions around the
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relationship between teacher’s agency and school structure, and Rogoff’s (1995)
participatory theory of learning. Therefore, these ideas can be integrated with each
other to deepen my understanding of teachers’ professional learning experiences
from multiple perspectives.

The reflective, participatory, and situated view of professional learning
highlights the important role the community plays. In Wenger’s (1998) later work,
he developed a social theory of learning that connects individuals’ meaning-making
process, their practices, the embedded community, and identity formation. Based
on this learning theory, he paid specific attention to the cultivation of communities
of practice, “an ideal knowledge structure — a social structure that can assume
responsibility for developing and sharing knowledge” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 29).
Wenger et al. stated that “a community of practice is a unique combination of three
fundamental elements: a domain of knowledge, which defines a set of issues; a
community of people who care about this domain; and the shared practice that
they are developing to be effective in their domain” (p. 27). This definition led me to
look at three aspects of a kindergarten community — knowledge or educational
ideas within the community, social relations among the members, and routine and
shared practice in everyday teaching. Wenger et al. further argued a community’s
knowledge strategy that was embodied in its operation and practice could show
how the community views, manages, leverages and generates knowledge and the
types of values that might connect the community and its members, the social
relationship and ways of communicating. A community of practice thus provided

spaces for members to develop and own its standards of practice if it:
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e took situated, integrated and dynamic approaches to knowledge
e created multiple types of value for both the members and the community
e supported trusting and collegial social relationships

e valued open dialogues so that new knowledge can emerge and be endorsed
within the community “as accepted communal knowledge” (Wenger et al.,

2002, p. 40)

e had multiple levels of participation.

However, potential disorders of community might be caused by imperialism
in the knowledge structure domain, “the clique in the community”, and “the
dogmatism of practice” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 150).

The value of Wenger et al’s (2002) ideas is they not only provide a
framework for me to understand the community’s influence on teachers’ experience,
but they also suggest what may be done to develop an enabling and empowering
environment for members of a specific community. However, Wenger’s ideas are
mostly discussed in a business context, based on research of newcomers’
experiences (Cherrington, 2011), and were developed in the Western context.
Moreover, Wenger’s notion of community of practice pays less attention to teachers’
prior knowledge, the process of generating innovative and spontaneous knowledge,
external influences, as well as the complex life of the teachers (Hedges, 2007). Thus,
it is important to integrate the ideas around community of practice with the other
theoretical ideas that | have discussed in this chapter, as they provide a more
holistic, multifaceted and contextualised picture of teachers’ teaching and learning

experiences.
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Emerging Analytical Framework

Based on the preceding discussions, | am now able to draw a diagram to
represent the analytical framework of this study (see Figure 2.2). This framework
has guided my investigation of six Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning

experiences.

The wider Chinese context
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Figure 2.2 Analytical framework of this study
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Chapter 3: Literature Review

In this chapter, | review three areas of literature of the journey of being a
teacher, the role Chinese culture plays in teaching, and teachers’ professional
learning. Three considerations were behind my decision to do a thematic literature
review on the chosen topics. Firstly, the preceding discussion has foregrounded the
influences of the external social, cultural, and educational contexts in my teaching
and learning at various stages of my teaching career. This realisation has led me to
review studies about teachers’ teaching over time, their career phases, and the
personal and external factors shaping teachers’ teaching journey (Ayers, 1989; Burke,
Christensen, Fessler, McDonnell, & Price, 1987; R. Gu, Qin, Zheng, & Cheng, 2007;
Katz, 1972; Sikes, Measor, & Woods, 1985; N. Zhao & Qin, 2007). Secondly, some
scholars (l.-F. Lee & Tseng, 2008; H. Li, 2007; Rao et al., 2009; Tobin, Hsueh, &
Karasawa, 2009) have identified traditional Chinese culture as one important factor
influencing Chinese EC teachers’ implementation of Western educational ideas in
practice. The need to consider the cultural contexts constituting traditional Chinese
and Western educational ideas thus emerged, leading me to studies investigating
cultural aspects in Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning. Thirdly, professional
learning is considered crucial if Chinese EC teachers are to learn the promoted
modern educational ideas and transform their practices (Huo, 2010; Yan Liu & Feng,
2005). Therefore, | have reviewed studies investigating teachers’ professional
learning and teachers’ experience of different professional learning approaches to
inform this study.

49



Chinese EC teachers are at the centre of this study, so | started my search for
relevant literature in Mainland China. However, | experienced great difficulty in
accessing relevant Chinese research from a New Zealand university library database,
especially lengthy research reports and full-length theses. There were two reasons
for this difficulty: 1) there was a very limited amount of Chinese EC teacher-related
research published in English, and 2) most of the Chinese ECE related research
reports available to me on the Chinese Knowledge Resource Integrated Database
(www.cnki.net) were brief two to six pages long articles. | then bought some
Chinese books based on relevant research projects in Mainland China (R. Gu et al.,
2007; X. Zhu, 2008). | also searched relevant studies conducted in Hong Kong and
Taiwan (Huo, 2010; Yan Liu & Feng, 2005; J. Shu, 2010), and on Chinese teachers
who were teaching in the United States (S. Yang, 2008). Since Confucianism and
traditional Chinese culture were part of Hong Kong, Taiwan, and part of the
overseas Chinese people’s cultural heritage too, these studies might provide some
insight into understanding the cultural aspects of Chinese teachers’ teaching and
learning. A substantial amount of research about teachers’ teaching and learning
experience has also been conducted in other cultural contexts. Hence, | extended
my search and included studies of Western teachers’ teaching and learning
experience (Craig, 2010b; Hargreaves, 1998; Jordan, 2003; Nuttall, Coxon, & Read,
2009), as well as studies of teachers from other cultures like Namibia (O'Sullivan,
2002) and Lithuania (Jurasaite-Harbison & Rex, 2010). Two important criteria for
selecting relevant studies from other cultures were whether they investigated
teachers’ experience from multiple lenses over time, and whether cultural and

contextual aspects were highlighted.
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When reviewing the relevant literature, | examined the strengths and
weaknesses of the different methodologies. Narrative inquiry seemed an
appropriate way to investigate my research question since it would allow me to
access and dig deeper into the teachers’ experiences in different contexts and over
time. The literature review thus informed the direction and the design of this study
in terms of its methodology, data analysis, and possible contributions to existing

knowledge base.

The Journey of Being a Teacher

In order to understand teachers’ complex and unique journeys, | reviewed
literature on teachers’ career phases, critical incidents that might influence their
career choices, and what would make a good teacher. The studies highlighted the

continuous, contextualised, cultural, and multifaceted nature of the teaching career.

The career stages

A number of scholars (Burke et al.,, 1987; Katz, 1972; Sikes et al., 1985)
studied the stages/phases of teachers’ careers. Katz (1972) identified four
developmental stages that an EC teacher may go through:

e the survival stage when teachers experienced the discrepancy between

anticipated successful teaching and the reality of classroom teaching

e the consolidation stage when teachers started to focus on children who are

problematic and want to gain more knowledge and skills to help them

51



e the renewal stage when teachers sought new ideas, materials and challenges

to maintain or renew their interest in teaching

e the mature stage when teachers accepted their identity as a teacher and
were able to explore deeper and more abstract questions for “insights

perspectives and realism” (p. 53).

The characteristics of each stage Katz described are helpful in understanding
how teachers may respond to teaching at the personal level with a particular focus
on professional development.

Burke and his colleagues (Burke et al., 1987) took “a social system approach”
(p. 3) to explore differences among 778 teachers at different career stages using a
self-report survey in the United States. Fessler, a member of the research team,
developed a dynamic career cycle that linked each of eight career stages with
personal and organisational environmental influences. The identified career stages
are: preservice, induction, competency building, enthusiastic and growing, career
frustration, stable and stagnant, career wind-down, and career exit. Personal
environment refers to family, positive and critical incidents, crisis, disposition,
interests and life stages, while organisational environment includes regulations,
management, public trust, societal expectations, professional organisations and
union atmosphere. This is a dynamic career model, and the proposed career stages
are not linear; rather, they reflect a teacher’s “responses to the personal and
organizational environmental factors” (p. 6). Unlike Katz’s four-stage model focusing
on the personal dimension of the teaching journey, Fessler’s model contextualises
teachers’ career choice and journey in the wider social context, highlighting the

influences of the personal and organisational environments.

52



The Chinese researchers N. Zhao and Qin (2007) drew on Fessler and Katz’s
models when reporting their inquiry into teachers’ job burnout after interviewing 12
and surveying 204 Chinese EC teachers. N. Zhao and Qin aligned the teachers’
survey responses and the interview data with where the teachers were in their
career. They identified a seven-stage career cycle — exciting and settling (0-2 years),
developing and selecting (3—6 years), competent and steady (7-9 years), renewal
and conflicting (10-12 years), steady and stagnating (13-18 years), recurring and
crisis (19-25 years), exiting and fading (26+ years). They found that the Chinese EC
teachers experienced job burnout at all stages of their career, but at different levels.
Emotional and physical exhaustion, dissatisfaction, and lack of enthusiasm in
teaching were identified as four contributing factors. N. Zhao and Qin reported
some unique features of Chinese EC teachers’ job burnout. For instance, physical
exhaustion did not decline for the teachers who were at the competent and steady
stage but tended to increase. Moreover, teachers’ job dissatisfaction did not seem
to decline at the exiting and fading stage, and it levelled out with the previous stage.
Lack of enthusiasm in teaching reached a peak in the steady and stagnating stage,
and it was at its lowest level in the renewal and conflicting stage.

N. Zhao and Qin’s study prompts me to look at emotional aspects of teachers’
teaching: for instance, burn out and job satisfaction. Their descriptions of Chinese
EC teachers’ career stages are similar to Fessler’s (Burke et al., 1987), but the stages
are presented linearly. However, the survey method and the cited brief report do
not reveal how teachers experience these stages and why the identified features are
unique to Chinese EC teachers. N. Zhao and Qin did not report how Katz and

Fessler’s models were used in their research. In the current study, both Katz and
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Fessler’s models have informed my interpretation of the participants’ journey and
my analysis of personal and organisational influences on their teaching and learning

experiences at different career stages.

Critical incidents

One of the factors making individual teachers’ teaching and learning
experience unigue may be their different experiences and responses to critical
events. Sikes, Measor and Woods (1985) used the concepts critical incidents and
critical phases to explain the movement and progression of a teacher’s career
phases. Using participants’ biographies, they identified three types of critical phases
— extrinsic, intrinsic and personal — relating to events occurring in society, within
career stages, and in family. Sikes et al. stated critical incidents are “key events in an
individual’s life, and around which pivotal decisions revolve” (p. 57) and are
“occasioned by the conjuncture of particular sets of constraints” (p. 71). Critical
incidents can provoke decision-making and are catalysts for thinking and change.
Managing and coping with critical incidents and phases is a creative process and
teachers respond to them differently. Some participants were found having no
counter or negative responses, some changed commitment of teaching, and others
tried to strategically compromise the situation to “allow room for their interests,
while accepting some kind of modification of those interests” (p. 238).

In China, some researchers (R. Gu et al.,, 2007) studied critical events in
retrospect among 32 EC teachers (from novice to 20 plus years of teaching) from an
exemplar kindergarten in Nanjing. Through life history interviews and document

analysis, R. Gu et al. specified the critical events as events of success, setbacks, and
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inspirations that could influence a teacher’s professional identity, self-efficacy,
motivation, attitude, behaviour, knowledge, and philosophy in a variety of ways. In
another study, Yun Liu and R. Gu (2008) used in-depth interviews to explore the
impact of nurturing incidents on 10 female EC teachers. Nurturing incidents referred
to teachers’ experience of giving birth and bringing up their own children. Becoming
and being a mother had negative influences on most participants’ teaching careers
because of the challenge of managing time and the energy required to cope with
the demands of teaching, professional development, and family commitments. Yun
Liu and R. Gu found that the teachers’ personality, their gendered views of the
teaching career, self-value, and the relationship between family and career
influenced their career decisions. According to a survey of 30 “expert” teachers in
Wuhan (B. Peng & Xie, 2009), critical events, critical periods and critical persons
were also identified as key external factors influencing Chinese EC teachers’
professional growth. These scholars suggest it is important to explore the critical
events and people mentioned in teachers’ narratives to understand an individual

teachers’ unique journey of being a teacher.

A destination: being a “good” teacher

The concept of a “good” teacher can reflect and define what teachers do and
what they are expected to do (Cortazzi & Jin, 2001). L. Liu (2009) analysed 485
extracts from Chinese primary and secondary school teachers’ autobiographies to
search for their perspectives on being a good teacher. L. Liu found that from the
teachers’ perspectives, the disposition of being passionate was more important than

having profound thoughts or extensive knowledge. A study of eight award winning
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Chinese EC teachers in Shanghai reflected the researchers’ agenda of understanding
“good teachers” by attending to explicit teaching behaviour (J. Huang, 1998; J.
Huang, Du, Yang, Zhe, & Wang, 1999). Through classroom observation and
interviews, the researchers explored how good teachers got to know and worked
with children, and demonstrated good and workable models of teaching to other
teachers. Teaching techniques and teachers’ planning processes were at the centre
of the investigation. Caring, observing, and knowing the children were valued and
practised by the good teachers but only for the purpose of curriculum delivery.

L. Liu (2009), J. Huang (1998) and J. Huang et al’s (1999) studies reveal
different understanding of what makes a “good teacher” from the teachers’ and the
researchers’ perspectives. The different perspectives reflect different values and
priorities of teaching that may result in diverse paths and approaches towards
becoming a good teacher: whether to focus on the development of the desired
dispositions according to the teachers’ wishes, or to focus on the improvement of
teaching techniques as the researchers hope.

In the West, Ayers’ (1989) book The Good Preschool Teacher illustrated six
good teachers’ complex lives in the United States. Ayers indicated the experienced
teachers constantly engaged in self-critique and self-reflection, and they all in some
way struggled against what the government and the official curriculum demanded.
Ayers’ study has offered some methodological insights into how to study teachers’
teaching experience in depth. He regarded teachers as people who had “a rich and
worthy source of knowledge of teaching” (p. 1). He used narrative as a research
method that prioritised teachers’ voices over the demands of the curriculum. He

also made teachers’ work visible through participatory observations, interviews and
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analysis of observed teachers’ practice. By developing the portraits for each teacher,
Ayers demonstrated the value of taking a narrative approach as a way of accessing
teachers’ life stories to explore “how teachers understand themselves and how they
locate themselves on their own particular pedagogical journeys” (p. 6). Ayers’ study
suggests that narrative is a useful approach to access the Chinese EC teachers’
teaching and learning experience for investigating my research question.

In another book, Ayers (2001) described complex, emotional and discovery
aspects of being a teacher by reflecting on his own teaching journey. According to
Ayers, the fundamental challenge for teachers was “to embrace students as three-
dimensional creatures, as distinct human beings with hearts and minds and skills
and dreams and capacities of their own, as people much like ourselves” (p.134). The
relationship and the positioning of the teacher self and the external power, the
individual children and the standardised curriculum were at the centre of the
teachers’ problem solving and decision-making. From their own humanistic
perspective, Ayers and other scholars (Allender & Allender, 2008) suggested
teachers place children before curriculum, teach towards freedom and teach
ethically with an inquiring and wondering mind, and understand pedagogy as
relational rather than instructions and teaching techniques. To be humanistic and to
teach towards freedom are underlying values of these Western scholars’ notions,
which is very different to the Chinese traditional value system valuing harmony and
social order (M. Gu, 2006).

The different perspectives on “good teacher” imply that it is important to
attend to teachers’ personal values, visions, and the decisions they make during

their teaching journey: in Palmer’s (1998) words, to explore “the inner landscape of
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the teaching self” (p. 4). Therefore, the journey of being a teacher is not only about
the educational reforms, curricular requirements, and teaching techniques, but also
learning about one’s past, beliefs, cultural values, emotions and changes of self

through various career stages.

Narrative studies of Chinese EC teachers’ teaching experience

Chinese scholars have used narrative inquiry to study Chinese EC teachers’
professional growth over time. Based on interviews, C. Shu, Ke and Du (2006) told
the story of one “good” Chinese EC teacher from her decision to be an EC teacher,
through her teacher training, and to the different stages of her professional growth.
C. Shu et al. identified the following factors shaping this teacher’s professional
development: personal history, organisational environment, active learning
dispositions, public trust and expectations, and promotions. These findings echo
Fessler’s (1985) view that a teacher’s professional career is shaped by personal and
organisational environments.

Like C. Shu et al., X. Yang and Zhai (2006) studied one EC teacher who had 10
plus years teaching experience and gathered data from multiple sources —
interviews, participatory observation, and documents. X. Yang and Zhai focused on
the teacher’s professional identity at different stages of her teaching career by
analysing the teacher’s self-image, professional preparation, vocational motives,
and teaching practice and prospects. In another study, Yani Zhang (2009) analysed
interviews with one Chinese EC teacher about her becoming and being a teacher.
She explored the internal subjective factors affecting the teacher’s professional

development. She argued that the teacher’s enthusiasm, autonomy, and the
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teaching practices in the embedded contexts were major influences in her
professional development. These three studies are valuable because they explore
the teaching journeys of Chinese EC teachers and identify some influential factors
on their experiences at the personal, organisational, and social levels. However, they
do not dig deep enough to reveal how these factors have actually shaped the
teachers’ experiences. They only studied good or experienced teachers from public
kindergartens, and so represent only one group of Chinese EC teachers. The
reporting of the studies mainly quotes the teachers’ stories around the identified
influential factors, and pays less attention to the researchers’ retelling of the
teachers’ stories that may lead to the construction of new meaning.

N. Zhao and Qin’s (2007) study, discussed earlier, highlighted the emotional
aspect of Chinese EC teaching experience. Hargreaves (1998) also stated that
emotions were “at the heart of teaching” (p. 835), teachers were emotional
labourers and their emotions were “inseparable from their moral purposes and
their ability to achieve those purposes” (p. 838). Some researchers have used
interpretive case studies to explore teachers’ emotions (Mitchell, Riley, & Loughran,
2010; O’Connor, 2008; Schmidt & Datnow, 2005). Others (Rippon & Martin, 2006;
Scherff, 2008) used stories because they retained “the complexity of the situation in
which an action was undertaken and the emotional and motivational meaning
connected with it” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 11). However, Chinese EC teachers’
emotions and related topics such as mental health, burnout, and wellbeing were
mostly studied quantitatively through surveys and questionnaires (Lai, 2011b; Liang
& Feng, 2004; Lu, 2006; C. Zhang & Zong, 2010; N. Zhao & Qin, 2007). These

quantitative findings are helpful in understanding teachers’ emotional conditions
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and influential factors in general, but do not explain how such emotional conditions
are reached and how these conditions affect teachers’ teaching and learning in
everyday practices.

Meng and Yu’s (2007) study of a young Chinese EC teacher’s thoughts of
leaving teaching was the only research | found that used a narrative approach to
explore the Chinese EC teacher’s emotion. The participant was a teacher in her sixth
year of teaching. Meng and Yu reported the participant’s feelings towards teaching
over time. The participant had no specific knowledge and career goals when making
her initial career choice and during training. Now she thought that teaching was
very important for children’s development, but she personally did not want to be a
teacher anymore if it was possible. Meng and Yu identified factors influencing her
feelings of teaching as: the disconnection between her personal beliefs about
teaching and the reality of working with children, lack of public understanding and
recognition, intensity of everyday teaching, and pressure around professional
development. However, the researchers only identified the influential factors, and
left out the important question of how these factors impacted on the teacher’s
feelings as well as her daily practice as a teacher.

Here, | must acknowledge that these four cited narrative studies of Chinese
EC teachers’ teaching experiences are three to six pages long articles with two to

eight references, published in Chinese academic journals.
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The Role Chinese Culture Plays in Teaching

In the contemporary Chinese ECE context, researchers have studied how
traditional Chinese culture influences teachers and how they use cultural resources
in their teaching and learning (Hsieh, 2004; Hsueh & Tobin, 2003; Li-Chan, 2006; Y. L.
Li, 2004; Tobin, Wu, & Davidson, 1989; J. Wang, Elicker, McMullena, & Mao, 2008).
In this section | review some selected studies with a particular focus on the role

Chinese culture plays in teaching.

Implicit cultural beliefs and practices

Studies have shown Chinese traditional culture influences EC teachers’
teaching and learning implicitly in the contemporary Chinese context. Rao, Ng and
Pearson (2009) reviewed four studies of pedagogy in Hong Kong kindergartens.
Chinese cultural beliefs and values were reflected in the social milieu of the
classroom environment and teachers’ instructions, while Western ideas influenced
pedagogy. The co-influence of Chinese and Western beliefs and ideas was also found
in Mainland Chinese kindergartens by Tobin and his colleagues (Hsueh & Tobin,
2003; Tobin et al., 2009) in a follow-up of their frequently cited research of three
kindergartens from three countries in the 1980s: China, Japan, and the United
States (Tobin et al., 1989). In the follow-up study, Tobin and his colleagues video-
taped a day in each participating kindergarten. Then they showed the edited video
clips to not only the teachers who were filmed, but also other teachers from the

participating kindergartens and early childhood educators around the three

61



countries. Teachers’ discussions and reflections of the video clips were recorded.
After analysing the data from the two Mainland Chinese kindergartens, one rural
and one urban, the researchers found changes in facilities, ideology, and practice
had occurred over the past two decades (Hsueh, Tobin, & Karasawa, 2004; Tobin et
al.,, 2009). They asserted that Western educational ideas had influenced Chinese
teachers greatly and that “the call for respect for children, freedom and equality in
preschool education [was] emerging as a powerful new perspective in Chinese ECE
education” (Hsueh & Tobin, 2003, p. 86).

Analysis of the cultural aspects of the kindergartens’ everyday life by Tobin et
al. (2009) showed Chinese EC educators were trying to balance the use of Western
child-centred and creative education approaches with the essence of Chinese
traditional education theories, pedagogy, and teaching practice. Tobin et al. (2009)
argued an implicit cultural logic - the unmarked, unspoken (even denied) cultural
beliefs, values and practices — may influence teachers’ understanding of their
relationships with children, and other teaching and learning-related topics.
According to Tobin (2011), teachers’ implicit cultural beliefs and practices are learnt
in practice from more experienced teachers rather than from formal training,
textbooks, and policies. However, the agendas of rationalisation, modernisation,
globalisation and standardisation in early childhood education in the contemporary
contexts, mean implicit cultural beliefs and practices seem less valued and thus are
“endangered” (p. 6.). These discussions suggest a need to explore cultural meanings
between the lines of teachers’ narratives, and the assumptions, reasons, and
thinking behind the observed teaching practices. However, much of Tobin et al.’s

focus is on revealing the various practices, opinions and debates around ideological
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and pedagogical changes among the Chinese kindergarten teachers, directors, and
scholars. The teachers’ actual experience of various educational ideas and how the
kindergarten context constitutes the teachers’ experience of changing educational

ideas are not thoroughly discussed.

Cultural artefacts

Research reveals that teachers from different cultures may share similar
expressions of particular educational philosophies and ideas, but practise them
differently. J. Wang et al. (2008) studied Chinese and American EC teachers’ beliefs
of curriculum. They surveyed 296 Chinese EC teachers and 146 American teachers,
and had in-depth interviews with 10 teachers from each country. They found the
teachers from the two countries emphasised similar beliefs “including integrated
curriculum, child-initiated learning, teacher-directed learning and basic school skills”
(p. 244), but endorsed these beliefs in contrasting ways. In general, Chinese teachers
seemed to favour teacher-directed beliefs and American teachers were more likely
to endorse “less formal, less structured and more child-initiated learning beliefs” (p.
245). Cultural requirements and conditions of teaching such as the differences in
learning how to write English letters (easier, less instruction and practice required)
and Chinese characters (more complex, and required more instruction and practice)
might result in different beliefs of what should be valued in learning. Chinese EC
teachers also identified some cultural matters influencing their beliefs, such as
government regulation and available resources, while American teachers’ beliefs
seemed to be influenced by common Western values like individuality. The Chinese

teachers who taught at high-quality, urban kindergartens with high-level
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gualifications and professional training seemed more able to practise according to
their beliefs than the rural teachers. The training programmes and kindergarten
contexts emphasising child development theories and Western ideas were reported
to be more likely to support the teachers’ endorsement of child-initiated
approaches. According to Cole (2000), secondary cultural artefacts like cultural
values and beliefs about teaching, emphasis of training programme, and
government regulations as identified by J. Wang et al. may shape teachers’
understanding and interpretation of shared educational ideas at the personal level. J.
Wang et al’s findings resonate with Cole’s arguments that secondary artefacts may
“play a central role in preserving and transmitting modes of action and belief” (p.
121), and culture can be regarded as a “control mechanism” (p. 123) mediating
human action through artefacts.

Similar findings were reported in the Hong Kong context. Li-Chan (2006)
observed and interviewed Chinese and Western teachers in a bilingual international
kindergarten in Hong Kong. She found that although both Chinese and Western
teachers expressed similar concepts of teaching and learning in ECE, they
interpreted these concepts differently and sometimes in opposing ways. Teachers’
cultural backgrounds were often referred to when the participants tried to articulate
their own thoughts and practices. Teachers, in this sense, use their own cultural
knowledge to help them explain their beliefs and practices.

J. Wang et al. (2008) and Li-Chan’s (2006) studies highlight the importance of
cultural artefacts and cultural knowledge in understanding, articulating and
practising shared educational beliefs and ideas. However, the research methods

that Li-Chan and J. Wang et al. used, the interview and the self-report survey, did
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not allow them to explore the link between teachers’ beliefs, thoughts, and their

actual practices.

Culture as constraint on change

Culture may be helpful and used as a tool when making sense of the world,
but at the same time it may also be a constraining factor rather than an empowering
force in the process of changing practice. In Taiwan, Hsieh (2004) used the
document Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs
(Bredekamp, 1997), an exemplar that took a child-centred approach, as a guideline
when studying Taiwanese EC teachers’ teaching practices in the classroom.
Taiwanese teachers seemed to struggle to make practical decisions when
implementing the Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP). Their struggles
related to the following topics: viewing the child as an individual or part of a group,
the tension between having intimate child-teacher relationships and maintaining
their authority, the practicality of organising teaching around children’s interests,
whether to provide learning experiences that were hands-on and promoted
problem solving or whether to transmit some scientifically-proven facts “without
training [children’s] high order thinking” (p. 326). Hsieh found that the teachers
used Chinese culture as a source of knowledge and experience when learning how
to teach in the child-centred ways DAP advocated. However, this seemed to hinder
their practices from the DAP perspective since the Chinese culture of learning was
rooted in teacher-directed practices.

In a case study involving nine teachers, Y. L. Li (2004) discovered that Hong

Kong EC teachers were coping with “a triangle of potentially conflicting expectations
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and orientations: the vision of ECE, the Chinese culture and local constraints” (p.
330). By observing and interviewing the teachers, Y. L. Li identified three
constraining factors affecting their professional development:
e lack of subject knowledge and professional knowledge required by modern
day teaching and learning
e the tendency to “play it safe” when trying a new strategy

e the irrelevance of their personal learning experiences, influenced by the
traditional Chinese culture of learning, to the contemporary view of teaching

and learning.

Hsieh (2004) and Y. L. Li’s (2004) studies highlight how embodied traditional
Chinese cultural teaching practices may act as a constraining influence, and the
tensions that teachers may experience as they try to adopt Western ideas. Their
studies reveal the complex and challenging nature of working with both traditional
Chinese and Western educational ideas and practice. Therefore, when studying
cultural influences in everyday teaching and learning contexts, it is important to
collect data from multiple sources in order to make the complexity and challenge
explicit.

The preceding review suggests that traditional Chinese culture plays an
important role in constructing Chinese EC teachers’ teaching experience, but in
diverse ways. The findings of the selected studies are mostly about Chinese EC
teachers in Hong Kong and Taiwan where the political and economic contexts are
different to Mainland China. Therefore, it is necessary to locate this study in urban
Mainland China where the coexistence of Chinese and Western cultures is more

obvious than in the rural areas. Moreover, the question of how culture and

66



embedded context shape teachers’ teaching and learning over time is still unclear

due to some methodological limitations.

Narrative studies of culture in Chinese teachers’ teaching

Researchers have used life history, educational autobiography and narrative
inquiry to study Chinese teachers’ professionalism (Goodson & Choi, 2008),
knowledge (L. Liu, 2009), and personal growth (Yani Zhang, 2009). But little has
been done in the areas of cultural and contextual influences, and on teachers’ “on-
going negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in
moments of historical transformation” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 2) between traditional and
modern, Chinese and Western, personal and community cultures. Besides, culture
often plays an implicit role in teachers’ experience and the construction of their
inner landscape, and sometimes it is hidden and difficult to access. However, some
narrative inquirers (J. Shu, 2010; S. Yang, 2008) found narrative inquiry enabled
researchers to access multiple perspectives from different knowledge bases and
cultural backgrounds, and to make teachers’ cultural practice explicit.

S. Yang (2008), a Chinese language teacher from Taiwan, used narrative
inquiry to reflect on his experience of teaching Chinese as a second language to U.S.
students. Narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Connelly & Clandinin, 1999)
enabled S. Yang to realise the relationship between his inner landscape and the
outside world, and opened up possibilities for new understanding of teaching
Chinese in the United States. His narratives focused on how the Chinese and
Western theories of teaching and learning were used in his Chinese classes. He

revealed some challenges he had encountered as a Taiwanese Chinese teacher

67



teaching in the United States. These challenges related to his assumptions about
students, the student-centred learning approach and the prescribed teaching
procedures, and the teaching materials that included some negative stories of
Chinese culture. In his narrative study, S. Yang brought together his personal
practical knowledge influenced by both Chinese and Western culture, the
professional knowledge landscape, and his identity as a teacher when teaching in
the classroom.

J. Shu (2010) wrote narratives to reflect on his own teaching as a drama
teacher and a researcher who worked with some Hong Kong schools to implement a
drama programme. The three teaching episodes and J. Shu’s reflections on them
revealed the tension between the Chinese traditional teaching approach as
“discipline first and then teach” (Ho, 2001, p. 109) and his attempt to teach
according to the students’ needs and curiosity. J. Shu demonstrated how he dealt
with challenges caused by the differences between the embodied Chinese cultural
stances in his teaching that were rooted in authoritarianism, and his alternative and
desired approach of student-centred practice valuing democracy. The process of
constructing the three narratives of his teaching led J. Shu to gain new
understanding of teaching and learning. He made some changes to his teaching
approach, and thus provided a more engaging learning experience for the students
in his class. Narrative inquiry in this sense not only reveals the cultural struggles in
his teaching, but also catalyses J. Shu’s change process.

In short, narrative inquiry can access teachers’ cultural experience, and
reveal the tensions, challenges, and conflicts that emerge from their cultural

interactions with the milieu through a narrative meaning-making process
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(Polkinghorne, 1988). However, narrative inquiry has not yet been used to explore
in-depth cultural influences on Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning in

Mainland China. This study intends to start to fill this gap.

Teachers’ Professional Learning

Teachers’ professional learning and development has become a widely
studied topic since the 1990s among Western scholars (Evans, 2002). This has
happened about 10 years earlier than in China. After reviewing the research
conducted by postgraduate students from three major Chinese normal universities
between 1996 and 2006, Yan Liu, Sun, and Wang (2007) found only one study about
Chinese EC teachers’ professional development conducted before 2002. However,
by 2006 the number increased to 19. Eighteen of 20 studies found were Masters
theses, and two were doctoral dissertations. Because of the limited number of
relevant studies conducted in the Chinese ECE context, my review in this section was
extended to the wider context including studies from overseas and among primary
and secondary school teachers in China. | paid specific attention to studies exploring
in-service teachers’ professional learning, and to studies reflecting the recent trend
of understanding professional learning as on-going, collaborative, situated, active

and reflective as this resonates with the socio-cultural nature of this study.
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Teachers’ professional learning is on-going

Feiman-Nemser (2001) used a continuum metaphor to describe the on-going
learning process from pre-service preparation at training college or university to
induction and in-service professional development in the workplace, and
highlighted the need to provide different programmes for teachers at different
chronological stages. By identifying the continuing threads of teachers’ learning over
time, Feiman-Nemser urged for a more connected and continuous system with
collaboration between the university, schools, and other stakeholders to support
teachers’ learning all the way through their careers. Feiman-Nemser’s ideas are very
helpful in understanding teachers’ learning needs. However, the chronological
approach is problematic itself since teachers’ learning and development are not as
straightforward and linear as the continuum suggests — from immature to mature at
the micro level (Britzman, 2007). The changing world and the changing relationship
between teachers and the environment may bring uncertainty and unevenness to
teachers’ learning at various times through their career. Moreover, Feiman-Nemser
mainly focuses on formal learning opportunities for teachers. A study that surveyed
German teachers’ choices of learning through questionnaires showed teachers also
learned through informal learning opportunities such as reading books, observing
others, mentoring and collaborating with colleagues and parents (Richter, Kunter,
Klusmann, Ludtke, & Baumert, 2011). These findings suggest teacher learning is
continuous; it is not linear and step-by-step but extended and complex (Gravani,

2007).
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In China, the recent ECE reforms required on-going professional
development and learning of new curriculum promoted by the recent reforms
and/or imported curriculum models such as Montessori and project approach (Huo,
2010). Huo stated Chinese scholars accepted the ideal way of learning new
curriculum through a three-stage process:

e the technique learning stage led by the experts

e the practical learning stage supported by experts and through reflective

practice

e the liberated learning stage in which teachers master a certain type of
curriculum by learning to reflect and evaluate curriculum implementation in

a rational way.

Huo pointed out many Chinese kindergartens had not provided the learning
environment for teachers to go through the three stages of learning, causing
inefficient professional learning of the new curriculum and teaching approach.
However, | have not been able to locate any empirical studies relating to this three-
stage professional development approach. | wonder whether there are approaches
other than the linear three-stage model. How do teachers in different kindergarten
contexts experience this model? How does a teacher’s particular professional

learning experience influence their teaching and learning?

Community of practice

Researchers have studied how to build up a community of practice during
professional development courses to enhance teachers’ learning from the socio-
cultural perspective. Morrell (2003) reported on a project that made a critical

research community of practice available to the teachers. Students, teachers, and
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university researchers in an urban U.S. context formed the community. All
participants explored the topic of social justice in schools as a research project but
with different roles and responsibilities, and participated differently. Morrell found
that teachers’ professional learning required interaction with others and spaces for
“legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 35), even for the
veteran teachers when they were learning something new. The participants needed
to feel included and have a sense of full membership in the community of practice.
The importance of being included was also reported by Yongcan Liu and Xu
(2011) who studied a Chinese English language teacher’s inclusion and exclusion
experiences in a community of practice in a Chinese university. Hui, the teacher in
Yongcan Liu and Xu’s study, was once included in a new English Language Teaching
reform community along with two other Chinese teachers and one Western teacher
with full membership. However, Hui’s personal view of teaching and learning, which
was influenced by traditional Chinese culture, contradicted the promoted ideas
within the community of practice. Hui did not have enough time to develop her in-
depth understanding of the reform views because of intense teaching
responsibilities. Hence, she became a passive follower with a withdrawal attitude in
the community. As a result, she was excluded from the community of practice.
Interestingly, Hui rediscovered her freedom to teach in ways she believed in after
she was excluded, and was able to explore more learning opportunities that were
meaningful to her. Hui’s story suggests that teachers’ active agency is important in
professional learning, and being excluded from one community does not always
have negative influences on teaching and learning. In fact, it can expose teachers to

different communities of practice in the wider world.
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Craig (2004) regarded the specially built community of practice for teachers’
formal professional development as teachers’ knowledge community where
teachers might feel safer to talk and discuss, and to develop shared understanding
of promoted knowledge. However, this special learning and teaching community
that many researchers designed and organised (Gilrane, Russell, & Roberts, 2008;
Graven, 2004; McNaughton & Krentz, 2007; Morrell, 2003) is different to the
everyday teaching community in kindergartens and schools where teaching and
learning is often shaped by “competing discourses and complex contexts” (Kable,

2001, p. 321).

Informal professional learning and teacher agency

Some researchers explored the types of school communities that might
enable or constrain teachers’ informal professional learning in everyday teaching
contexts. Jurasaite-Harbison and Rex (2010) studied different informal learning
experiences of teachers in three schools in the United States and Lithuania through
a two-year ethnographic study. They found that the teachers’ informal learning was
supported if the school environment was stable, and management and policy
promoted interpersonal interaction, collaboration and shared understanding, and
informal learning. Teachers’ experiences of professional learning therefore were
different when working in the different communities of practice.

Elsewhere in the United States, through the case studies of mathematics and
English teachers in two high schools, Little (2003) studied the positioning of teachers
and their dynamic relations and interactions within the schools’ teacher

communities. She indicated that teachers’ positioning and social relations and
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interactions with other colleagues were closely linked to the motivation and
opportunities for teachers’ learning. Dehli and Fumia (2008) also reported a study in
Canada focusing on teachers’ informal learning in everyday teaching contexts and
the reconstruction of professional identity in the education reform context. By
analysing the power relations between the government and the teachers in the
reform context, Dehli and Fumia argued that teachers who took an active position in
learning and implementing the reform initiatives were recognised as change agents.
The studies cited in these paragraphs provide a broad view of professional learning.
They draw connections between teachers’ learning, the situated school’s structure,
and the teachers’ social relations within the particular school communities. The
importance of acknowledging teachers’ agency also emerges from these studies.
Craig’s (2010b) longitudinal study of one American middle-school teacher’s
experiences of different professional development programmes over 10 years
showed the importance of teacher agency in professional learning. Using a narrative
approach, she wrote up four exemplary stories that represented the teacher’s
experiences within four different learning contexts. The teacher’s first story of
participating in a “models of teaching reform” initiative was an unsatisfying story
since the professional learning was directed, determined, monitored and evaluated
by external agents. Thus, the teacher’s agency, emotion and identity were
discounted in the externally mandated professional development approach.
However, the teacher eventually engaged in a more teacher-centred professional
development programme that preserved his “identity and agency as a teacher and
allowed him to simultaneously teach and learn” (p. 433). This experience led him to

regain control and autonomy in his own teaching and learning. This study shows
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narrative inquiry can enable a researcher to access the teacher’s learning activities,
feelings and emotions as well as the teacher’s relationship with the environment
over a long period. New insights and understanding can be gained through the co-
constructed stories from both the teacher and the researcher. Craig also
demonstrated what narrative inquiry could achieve when studying teachers’
professional learning experience, which supports the choice of taking a narrative
study for this research.

Nuttall, Coxon and Read’s (2009) report of two Australian EC teachers’
experiences of learning about socio-culturally-informed teaching and learning
suggested that teachers’ agency was closely related to teachers’ positive learning
disposition and aspects of school structure, such as teacher—child ratio. The
development of new pedagogical tools, for instance planning and assessment
templates informed by socio-cultural theories of learning was also found to enhance
two teachers’ active exploration of new and meaningful educational ideas and
practices. In this sense, the personal and structural factors, and the pedagogical

tools/cultural artefacts may shape teacher’s agency in their learning.

Collaborative learning resources

Research shows that being able to learn from experienced teachers in
complex everyday teaching contexts, and co-constructing meanings with colleagues
are very important for teachers’ professional development. Bradley (2004) took an
ethnographic approach to study five novice childcare teachers (including her) in an
American childcare centre. Through participatory observations, videotaped visits

and interviews, Bradley identified that a common experience among them was that
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they were all teaching in the classroom alone with groups of children, and it was not
easy for them to see and hear how experienced teachers teach in an everyday
context. Being isolated affected their understanding of the curriculum and required
teaching practice, and generated negative feelings such as feeling “anxious,
overwhelmed and afraid” (p. 357). This finding highlights the importance of
enabling teachers to access all necessary resources that they need for their learning
(Wenger, 1998). This includes both collaborative learning resources such as being
able to observe and interact with experienced teachers in the classroom, and
individual learning resources such as teachers’ past experiences, creativity, learning
by doing, and everyday interaction with children (Bradley, 2004).

In New Zealand, Jordan (2003) used action research to investigate how the
teachers from four ECE centres explored the topic of developing authentic learning
experiences for children by valuing children’s voices. She argued that the
development of new understandings of teaching and learning were constructed
during teachers’ interactions with themselves, their colleagues, and the professional
development facilitator (the researcher). Again, Jordan’s study draws attention to
the collaborative learning resources and co-construction of new knowledge in
professional learning.

In the Chinese ECE context, thorough investigations of how specific formal
professional learning programmes and particular communities of practice shape
Chinese EC teachers’ professional learning are rare. However, J. Zhang (2008)
studied the influence of experienced teachers and/or experts in the Chinese ECE
context with the focus on explaining the roles experts might play in teachers’

professional learning, and Mu, Shen and Luo (2008) studied the effects of pairing
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experienced and new teachers in a master-apprentice relationship. The gap in

understanding teachers’ collaborative learning in everyday context is apparent.

Reflection

In China, school/kindergarten-based action research and writing up teacher
narratives are strategies that have been used to help Chinese teachers become
reflective, as also practised in the Western context (Conle, 2000; Marcos, Sanchez, &
Tillema, 2011). However, according to Shao and L. Gu’s (2010) survey of 64 Chinese
middle school teachers, reflection was not a voluntary everyday action for most of
these teachers. Reflection was more of a requirement from the management, and
the majority of the teachers did not feel writing up narratives was effective for their
reflection. School culture and teachers’ lack of theoretical knowledge were
identified as constraining factors in teachers’ reflection. However, Shao and L. Gu’s
study did not explore in depth how reflection was promoted to teachers, nor how
the identified factors constrained teachers’ reflection, and influenced their
professional learning and brought changes to their practices.

For many Chinese EC teachers, reflection is a new skill. X. Zhu (2008), a
kindergarten director, and her colleagues conducted a three-year multi-case study in
Beijing, of how teachers reflect and cultivate their ability to reflect. They began by
investigating teachers’ existing understanding of reflection in order to identify
problems in teacher reflection. They found that teachers often reflected through
introspective writing and favoured the dialogue approach as a method of reflection.
Teachers tended to reflect on technical aspects of teaching and learning rather than

being critical about the fundamental values, norms, and methods. Similar findings
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were reported by Lin (2010) based on the analysis of 320 teachers’ edu-care
journals in Chongging. X. Zhu and her team (2008) identified the need to extend
teachers’ perspectives and in-depth understanding of reflection. They also explored
the theories, methods and approaches of reflection introduced through
kindergarten-based training to inform their strategies for improving teachers’ ability
to reflect. Journal writing, open-class observation and guided group discussion
within subject study groups were used to facilitate teachers’ reflection of prior
experience and practical cases. Reflection in this study was a learning subject for
teachers, as well as a problem solving strategy for their practices. Teachers
experienced both learning how to reflect and applying reflection in teaching at the
same time. In this sense, learning how to reflect was situated in everyday contexts
through interaction with others. This was made possible because the kindergarten
director, who was also the leader of the research, had the power to change the
kindergarten’s policies and procedures, to make the time and resources available for
the teachers to reflect. However, how teachers feel about the reflective way of
understanding teaching, learning, and problem solving, and how the changed
culture of this community shaped the teachers’ experiences were not reported.

In Shanghai, Yan Chen, Jiang and H. Wang (2010) used action research to
facilitate a kindergarten teacher’s reflection over 18 months. Through classroom
observations, interviews and questionnaires, they noticed the positive changes in
this teacher after they changed the reflection approach from a teaching-problem-
focused reflection to theme-based reflection in order to cater for the teacher’s
personality and habits. This move made the reflection and learning more

meaningful to the teacher. However, the focus of the cited article was to report a
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workable model of facilitating one teacher’s reflection as a new skill, rather than

making explicit the teacher’s actual learning.

Narrative studies of Chinese EC teachers’ professional learning

The preceding review indicates that to understand teachers’ learning
requires researchers to adopt methodologies that connect learning to teachers’
experience and practice over time in an intentional, systemic, collaborative, and
contextualised way. Many researchers favoured qualitative research for
understanding such phenomena since it used a variety of empirical materials and
deployed “a wide range of interconnected interpretive practices” (Denzin & Lincoln,
2008, p. 5) such as ethnography (Graven, 2004), action research (Goodnough, 2010;
Jordan, 2003; O'Sullivan, 2002), and narrative inquiry (Craig, 2010b; Latta & Kim,
2010). However, Chinese researchers tended to study EC teachers’ learning
strategies (R. He, 1998), their efficacy and attitudes of learning (Lai, 2011a; R. Li,
2010; Z. Wu, 2010), their knowledge types and management (C. Yang & Pang, 2009;
Yue, 2010) through surveys and questionnaires, which do not provide in-depth
understanding of cultural, contextual and multifaceted influences in teachers’
learning. Most studies intended to explore ‘workable’ models for Chinese EC
teachers’ learning rather than teachers’ actual learning processes and experiences.

| found only two narrative studies about the Chinese EC teachers’
understanding of teaching and learning in kindergarten. Yi and Pang (2005)
interviewed one EC teacher to understand how she developed her personal
educational concepts. They argued that she developed these concepts through a

process of interacting with both theory and practice. They identified personal
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experience, important others, promoted educational ideas, and the specific
kindergarten culture as the main influential factors on her construction of personal
educational concepts. Similarly, Y. Peng (2009) studied the formation of three
Chinese EC teachers’ personal views of education — two classroom teachers, and
one teacher-turned-kindergarten-director. Y. Peng shared the three teachers’ voices
around each of the identified factors that influenced their personal views. However,
Y. Peng did not report how the narrative data were gathered and generated in the
cited article. Yi and Pang’s (2005) and Y. Peng’s (2009) studies reflect the trend of
studying Chinese EC teacher’s change of educational philosophy. Yet, the two cited
five-page long reports fail to make connections between the teachers’ changing
views, their particular professional learning experiences, and their practice.

Y. Wang (2010) urged Chinese researchers to take an ecological orientation
and pay more attention to the cultural and contextual aspects of Chinese EC
teachers’ learning, and their experience of the reform-way of learning in the
situated context. J. Liu et al. (2007) also identified the need to study teachers’
learning from the teachers’ perspectives. Informed by these researchers, | am
assured that there is a need to study Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning
experiences in depth. Adopting a qualitative and narrative paradigm will allow me to
access teachers’ professional learning in particular communities of practice, and to
explore how teachers’ teaching and learning are mediated through different

artefacts and cultural repertoires.
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Towards Methodological Decisions

The cited literature in this chapter tells small stories (Olson & Craig, 2009) in
the grand contemporary and globalised education context. Through these stories, |
have learnt that to teach and learn becomes a fluid, multifaceted and complex
phenomenon. In order to study Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning
experiences in the grand contemporary Chinese context, | need a methodology that
allows me to place the teachers in the centre of the study, to listen to their voices
and to access their experiences. In view of this and the socio-cultural view of
teaching and learning that underpins this study, | have chosen narrative inquiry as
the methodology to guide my exploration of Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and
learning experience.

C. Peng (2010) states that as a research method originally developed in
Western culture, narrative inquiry is relatively new to Chinese educational
researchers. C. Peng points out Chinese researchers may emphasise the procedure
and form of narrative inquiry rather than the relationship and interaction between
the researcher and the participants, and the in-depth description, interpretation,
and reflection of the teachers’ stories and the context. This may lead the
researchers to a closed inquiry structure moving from process to result. These
discussions highlight the importance of being reflexive, open, collaborative, and
analytical when undertaking a narrative inquiry — a research method that
contextualises personal experience in time and in milieu (Clandinin & Connelly,

2000). In the next chapter, | will discuss in detail why and how narrative inquiry has
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helped me access six Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning experiences at

three kindergartens in Shanghai and Beijing.
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Chapter 4: Methodology

“Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It is a
collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a

place or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus.”

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 20)

Narrative inquiry, a qualitative interpretive research methodology, is
interested in “the nature of reality and our relationship with it” (Spector-Mersel,
2010, p. 204). In education, one approach to narrative inquiry, developed by
Clandinin and Connelly (2000), explores teachers’ embodied personal practical
knowledge on the professional knowledge landscape through teachers’ stories that
are lived and told “in words as [people] reflect upon life and explain themselves to
others” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4). Clandinin (1985) defines personal
practical knowledge as “knowledge which is imbued with all the experiences that
make up a person's being. Its meaning is derived from, and understood in terms of,
a person's experiential history, both professional and personal” (p. 362). Personal
practical knowledge is embodied in practice, and shaped by situations, and
contextualised in a professional knowledge landscape. These notions are the core
methodological ideas supporting my view of teachers as knowledgeable, and
providing me with a framework for conducting a teacher-centred research. In this

chapter, | discuss my journey of exploring the qualitative and interpretive research
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paradigm that narrative inquiry has emerged within, and my choice and justification
of using narrative inquiry as a research methodology for this study. | explain how
narrative inquiry enables me to access and understand six Chinese EC teachers’

teaching and learning experiences at three kindergartens in Shanghai and Beijing.

Exploring Narrative Inquiry

Historical stances

Over the past 40 years, narrative research has been increasingly popular as
“a powerful tool” and “a method of analysis” (Bamberg, 2007, p. 1), across many
disciplines, for understanding the multifaceted and complex nature of human lives
and experiences. The narrative turn in social science can be traced back to the
humanistic move in sociology and psychology after World War Il and the
development of contemporary social research in early 1970s (Andrews, Squire, &
Tamboukou, 2008). Turning from the traditional positivism objective approach to life
and experience with an aim of developing universal principles, theories, and
abstracted knowledge, narrative research attends to individuals and their particular
actions, feelings, and thoughts constructed in social practices. Rather than aiming to
produce knowledge that is generalised and can be applied universally, narrative
research represents local knowledge with considerations of context, reflexivity, co-
construction, and multiple truths of life and experiences (Josselson, 2007b). This

narrative turn has resulted in a collaborative relationship between researchers and

84



participants, a broad understanding that research data can be both numbers and
words, valuing particular experiences, and understanding the various ways of
knowing (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007).

Narrative inquiry is part of the big narrative research family. Connelly and
Clandinin (1990) introduced it as a research methodology in 1990. It is influenced by
Dewey’s theory of experience as temporal, continuous, and interactive (Dewey,
1938) and is based on the premise that an individual’s experience is “a source of
insights useful not only to the person himself or herself but also to the wider field of
social science scholarship generally” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 49). Narrative
inquiry is also rooted in Bruner’s (1986) narrative cognitive theory in which he
distinguished two modes of thinking for “ordering experience and constructing
reality” (p. 11) — the paradigmatic mode and the narrative mode. The paradigmatic
mode functions in a logical scientific fashion. It helps people to understand the
world by forming a descriptive and explanative system through categorisation and
conceptualisation, and leads to the search for universal truth that is guided by
hypotheses. In contrast, the narrative mode of thinking looks for verisimilitude
instead of the truth, through “good stories, gripping drama, believable (though not
necessarily ‘true’) historical accounts” (p. 13). It attends to human intentions and
actions, and deals with uncertainty, change and consequences of the experiences
over time and in different places. The development of narrative research in social
science, and the influences from Dewey and Bruner make it possible for narrative
researchers to undertake their studies based on the understanding of human
experience as relational, temporal, and continuous. They seek knowledge of human

experience that remains within the stream of human lives (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007,

85



p. 35), which resonates with the core of this research project — to understand the
Chinese EC teachers’ personal teaching and learning experiences in their embedded

social contexts over time and at different places.

Narrative inquiry as a methodology

Narrative inquiry connects theoretical ideas and human experience
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Four assumptions underpin the claims to reliability,
objectivity, generalisability and validity of narrative inquiry (Pinnegar & Daynes,
2007):

e All research is based on language, either the language of numbers or

discourse.

e The interaction between people in the research is “a relationship process
that ultimately involves caring for, curiosity, interest, passion, and change” (p.

29).

e The local and particular information and knowledge of what has been
researched is important for understanding the complexity of human life and

experiences.

e There are multiple ways of knowing the world, and the purpose of the

research is to understand the world rather than to control and predict it.

Accordingly, narrative inquirers begin their inquiry by exploring human
experiences as relational, temporal and continuous, and believe knowledge is
embedded in the life that human beings live. They inquire into various events as
happening over time in multiple contexts, are aware of the uncertainty and
tentativeness within people’s lives and the inquiry process, and use “plot” to

organise “listing of events into a schematic whole” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 19)
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which is continuous and unified. Thus they continuously seek “other possibilities,
interpretations and ways of explaining things that are possible” (Clandinin & Rosiek,
2007, p. 46) through the stories that are lived and told (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

Dewey’s notion of experience has influenced Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000)
development of three dimensional narrative inquiry space (see Figure 4.1) for
narrative analysis: 1) the personal and social dimension (interaction), 2) the

temporality dimension (time), and 3) the place dimension (situation).

Social
(outward)

[
2
=

o

=
=
pCR

Social

(outward)
Personal
(inward)

Future
za“ Temporality / - \ jakia

= (time) Present \
Social

(outward)

Social
(outward)

Figure 4.1 Three dimensional narrative inquiry space

Inquiry within the three dimensional narrative inquiry space means that
narrative inquirers need to move freely and flexibly backwards and forwards from
past to present and future when attending to their own and participants’ lives and
experiences. Narrative inquirers also need to move inward and outward to explore
their and participants’ internal “feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral

dispositions” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50) and the interaction with the
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external contexts. Clandinin and Connelly (1996) propose the concept of
professional knowledge landscape that is “at the interface of theory and practice in
teachers’ lives” (p. 24) to help “contextualize teachers’ personal knowledge” (p. 25)
both inside and outside classrooms in school contexts and to explore the influential
forces from society. Craig (2007) adds another concept: teachers’ knowledge
communities, which refers to “the safe places within which teachers negotiate
meaning for their stories of experiences on their professional knowledge landscape”
(p. 175). These concepts lead narrative inquirers to explore and examine the
dynamic relationship between teachers’ practical and professional knowledge by
unfolding teachers’ stories on the landscape.

Narrative inquirers (Ayers, 1989; Craig, 2010b; J. Shu, 2010; S. Yang, 2008)
use multiple data collection methods to access multiple perspectives and dig deep
into participants’ experiences through a process of broadening, burrowing and
restorying (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) when analysing, interpreting and writing up
research texts. Broadening is about making “a general comment of a person's
character, values, way of life or, perhaps, about the social and intellectual climate of
the times” (p. 11) that helps to set up a social and contextual backdrop for
participants’ stories. Burrowing is when a researcher focuses on the reconstruction
of a specific event from the participant’s point of view at a certain point of time and
place, and tries to understand why the participant feels and experiences such events
in particular ways. This leads to restorying when the researcher locates a specific
event in the dimension of time and explores the meaning of such an event and how
the participant may “create a new story of self which changes the meaning of the

event, its description, and its significance for the larger life story the person may be
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trying to live” (ibid.). Restorying therefore captures changes in participants’
experiences and in contexts over time and “makes the turbulence, tensions, and
epistemological dilemmas that invariably appear in teachers’ lives visible” (Craig,
2007, p. 180). The interpretation of a participant’s experience is a co-construction of
new meaning and understanding because narrative researchers work not only with
participants’ stories but also their own stories as well as other relevant researched
stories and theoretical works (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

In short, narrative inquiry can make teachers’ practical knowledge explicit in
context over time. It seeks new knowledge and understanding through the inquiry
process and can connect researchers and participants and thus co-constructs and
deepens our understanding of our own teaching and learning experiences. In other
words, narrative inquiry is “shared relational work” and “an evolving co-construction”
(Clandinin et al., 2006, p. 20). A caring, equal, and mutually constructive research
relationship between researchers and participants is crucial when undertaking
narrative studies. These characteristics resonate well with this teacher-centred,
experience-focused and contextualised study. | was thus convinced that narrative
inquiry could be used both as a theoretical framework and as a method for my study.
In particular, narrative inquiry allowed me to work with both the participating
Chinese EC teachers and myself, to focus on their growth and transformation and
my own, and to deeply understand our experiences and the interconnecting
contexts that shaped our thinking and practices. | not only attended to the teachers’
current teaching practices, but also the relationships between their experiences and
the situated contexts. By analysing the teachers’ experiences within the three-

dimensional narrative space through broadening, burrowing and restorying, |
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interpreted the teachers’ stories from the micro perspective, focusing on how
teachers negotiate meanings and construct their knowledge in everyday contexts
through their social actions. Narrative inquiry also helped me explore teachers’
experiences at the macro level to understand how social/contextual structures
function and the possible structural conflicts that might impact on their experiences

(Meighan & Harber, 2007).

Considering ethical issues: A relational inquiry

Narrative inquiry emerges “in relation with our life experiences, of living,
composing field texts and research texts in relation with participants, and of being
attentive to ourselves as part of and under study in the inquiry” (Clandinin, Murphy,
Huber, & Orr, 2010, p. 81). Narrative inquirers therefore are researching with
participants rather than on them (Schulz, Schoroeder, & Brody, 1997). Ethics
becomes a very complex topic and narrative inquirers have “an ethical duty to
protect the privacy and dignity” (Josselson, 2007a, p. 537) of participants. “Respect
for persons, beneficence, and justice” (Nolen & Putten, 2007, p. 404) are three
general ethical principles for research with humans that guide the ethical conduct of
researchers in order to “protect the rights of individuals and groups who are the
subject of research” (Victoria University of Wellington, 2007, p. 1). In particular,
narrative inquirers need to consider the ethical issues relating to access, context,
negotiation, privacy, confidentiality, anonymity, presenting participants’ voices, and
possible risks, dangers and abuses at every stage of the inquiry (Clandinin &

Connelly, 2000).
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Role of the researcher

One ethical dilemma narrative inquirers face is the positioning of the
researcher in the participants’ lives and stories over the course of the research
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Josselson (2007a) states that narrative inquirers play
dual roles when making their inquiry: a role as a researcher who builds intimate
relationships with participating teachers, and a role as a professional who is
responsible in the scholarly community. This dual role may cause role confusion
when the researcher is developing a personal relationship with the participants
(Kennedy, 2005). Informed by these scholars, when undertaking this study, |
regarded myself as one of the Chinese EC teachers who had different learning and
teaching experiences to the participants. | was cautious about my personal values,
assumptions, biases and prejudices that might be harmful or overpower the
participants’ voices. This was because the researcher’s voice was only part of the
research; the participants, and the community/society’s voices were equally
important (Ebbs, 1996). Moreover, in the participants’, parents’ and kindergarten
directors’ eyes, | was a researcher who had more scholarly knowledge, skills, and
experiences. Although | positioned myself as a teacher assistant in the class, there
were still times that teachers, parents, and administrators tried to seek my advice,
judgement or opinion on their teaching, parenting, and management issues. When
this happened, | made my responses general, non-judgemental, was careful not to
embarrass people, and ensured | kept the collected data confidential. In addition, |
was aware that in the kindergarten contexts the relationship between the
researcher and the participants was not the only relationship that exists. There were
complex relationships and politics among teachers and kindergarten directors
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(Xuesong Gao, 2008) that the researcher needed to be alert to. In one case, Private
Kindergarten’s director asked to read my observation notes in order to help her
review the curriculum in practice. Although the participants agreed to the director’s
request, | refused. | had promised the participants that | would keep the collected
data confidential, and | sensed that in the Chinese cultural context, where the
director has a lot of power over teachers, the teachers might find it hard to say no to

her request.

Participants’ rights

Victoria University of Wellington’s (VUW) Human Ethics Policy (2007)
indicates that participants have the right to be well informed about the research
project and how their rights will be protected, for instance, privacy, confidentiality,
anonymity and withdrawal from the project, before they agree to participate.
Following this guideline, | sent information sheets (Appendix A) to kindergarten
directors, teachers, and parents to introduce this study and to inform them about
strategies to protect their rights. Consent forms (Appendix B, C) were used to obtain
informed consent from the people involved in this study. | made all the information
sheets and consent forms bilingual and had them checked by my bilingual friends
who understood the Chinese and Western ECE contexts. They didn’t advise me to
make any changes to these documents, but provided some insights into how
teachers and parents might perceive them while | was giving information and
obtaining consent. Their feedback led me to produce some supporting documents in
Chinese, such as FAQs for teachers used in the recruitment phase, to present the

information in a more accessible way for the teachers. The purpose of these
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practices was to provide as much contextual information as possible.

The process of giving information and obtaining consent was very important
for ensuring the participants took part voluntarily in the study and that their
decision to participate was informed by accurate information. The participants were
assured that they could withdraw from the project at any time during the data-
collection process. All interviews were recorded with a digital tape recorder. Before
each interview, | assured the participants — the teachers, directors/principals, and
parents — that they did not have to answer all of the questions and | could stop
recording the interview at any time they wished. All interview transcripts and the
observation data collected from the first phase of data collection were returned to
the participants for them to comment and to check accuracy. These strategies
provided a basic research ground for a caring, collaborative, and relational inquiry.

In order to protect the participants’ privacy, confidentiality and anonymity, |
asked the participating teachers to choose “research names” for this study. | used
the initials of children’s names when taking observation notes, and | assigned
“research names” to individual children used in the research texts. | drew up a code
table to record the teachers’ and children’s real names, initials, and research names.
The participants were also informed that only my supervisors and | had access to

the original data and documents, as well as how the collected data were archived.

Reporting

The major ethical issues during report writing for narrative inquirers concern
interpretive authority and the question of whose story it is in the research report

(Josselson, 2007a). Depending on the nature of the research, different narrative
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inquirers take different positions when interpreting the stories that are told by the
participants from the field work. In this study, | took the position suggested by
Josselson and my research report rested “in the researcher’s authority” (p. 549).
From this point of view, the participants had the right and ownership of which
experiences they chose to share during the data collection process. | had the
authority and responsibility to determine how the teachers’ experiences could be
represented and interpreted, and this final report itself is my narrative
understanding of Chinese EC teachers’ experiences. However, the teachers’ voices
and honouring their own words were at the centre of representing and interpreting

7«

the teachers’ “storied lives in storied ways” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 141).
Therefore, | was constantly negotiating between my scholarly obligation to accuracy,
authenticity, and interpretation, and my interpersonal responsibilities of being

caring, empathic, and protective to the participants when writing up the research

texts.

Taking the Road of a Narrative Inquiry

Recruiting participants

A reality check

The recruitment process started in Beijing in August 2009 after my ethics
application (RM Code: 16767) was approved by the Victoria University of Wellington
Faculty of Education Ethics Committee in late July 2009. The proposed research
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project was to recruit six Chinese teachers in Beijing from three different ECE
centres: one state-run kindergarten, one private-run kindergarten, and one
international kindergarten. | posted letters and research information sheets to the
educational bureaux of two districts near my home. | made phone calls and sent
letters via e-mail to 12 kindergartens including state-run kindergartens, local private
kindergartens, and international kindergartens in Beijing to introduce my research
project to them. | was invited to give a power-point presentation to the teachers in
only one international kindergarten, and to meet with two kindergarten directors —
one from a state-run kindergarten and another from a local private kindergarten (all
through personal networks and mutual friends). Most of the people | contacted
expressed the belief that this study was valuable and necessary since Chinese
teachers’ teaching and learning experiences needed to be thoroughly understood in
the contemporary Chinese context. But no one would commit to participating.
Responses from the officers of local educational bureaux, kindergarten directors and

teachers indicated the following reasons for their lack of interest in participating.
e |t was at the end of August. Everyone was busy preparing for the new school
year starting on 1 September. Hence, some kindergartens asked me to

contact them one month later when children and teachers were settled into

the new school year.

e HIN1 swine flu: It was the period when all kindergartens were told by the
education bureaux to avoid any unnecessary events and visits, and to take
strict measures to prevent the spread of the influenza pandemic. Even
parents were not allowed to enter the kindergarten grounds. | was also
asked to present a medical certificate to approve my health status which |

obtained later from the authorised medical clinic.
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e Kindergartens’” own research agenda: Some kindergartens had already
planned their own research projects for the school year. They found it
difficult to fit my research project in. The educational bureaux echoed this
view and informed me they would only support government-funded

research projects in kindergartens.

e My project was too personal and sensitive: The narrative inquiry method was
regarded as being too sensitive and personal for teachers. Kindergartens
would welcome a research project on children’s learning and development,
but not a narrative inquiry into the teachers’ experiences by a researcher
they didn’t know. At one kindergarten, | was asked to change my research

method if | wanted to undertake the research there.

e Some teachers thought my project was too big and were concerned they
might not be able to cope, particularly with voluntary journal entry, because

of their already busy teaching schedule.

e Staff turn-over: Some kindergartens (especially privately run kindergartens)
were experiencing high rates of staff turn-over and they were concerned

about potential changes in staff during my data collection period.

From these responses | understood that to the potential participants | was a
stranger and an independent researcher who they didn’t know and didn’t have time
and interest to know. My research project therefore might be an additional burden
in the kindergartens’ and the teachers’ everyday life. As a result, while teachers and
directors could see that it was valuable, they did not want to commit to the extra
work involved in the project. Changes to the recruitment plan and strategy were

necessary in order to generate interest in participation.
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Change of plan

| started to use my personal networks to promote my research project to
change my status from being a total stranger to somebody the directors knew a little
bit through trusted professional networks. Since | was trained in Shanghai and had
more networks in the ECE field there, | decided, with my supervisors’ permission, to
extend the recruitment from Beijing to Shanghai. While Beijing is the capital, the
cultural and political centre of China, Shanghai is known as the centre of finance and
trade in mainland China. Although the two cities have their own unique cultural,
political, social, and economic contexts, they both have had dynamic interactions
with the wider world during the last thirty years and have become globally
recognised cities. Beijing and Shanghai both have many different types of ECE
services, for instance, public kindergartens, private kindergartens and international
kindergartens that adopt various ECE approaches including Montessori, bilingual
education, and the project approach and so on. This change of plan and strategy
resulted in a positive outcome for the recruitment process.

| contacted three kindergartens from Beijing and Shanghai through personal
contacts and mutual friends via e-mail and phone calls, and letters and information
sheets were sent to them. | then met up with the directors and interested teachers
face to face to answer any questions they had. An additional FAQ Sheet in Chinese
was prepared and sent to the directors and teachers with the information sheets as
an informal way of explaining my research. After some deliberation, all three
kindergartens (one from Beijing, and two from Shanghai) agreed to participate in my
research, and two teachers from each kindergarten (six teachers in total) opened up
their classrooms to me (see Table 4.1).
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Table 4.1

Participating kindergartens and teachers

s?agtiizf Years of ECE Number of
Kindergartens Types Teachers teachegr teaching Classes children in
L experience the class
training
Public Linda 15 2nd year
State-run 3-4-y-old 26
(Shanghai) Angela 15 nearly 10 years
li 1
Private Selina 5 6 years
Private-run Mid 3-4-y-old 26
(Shanghai) Cherry 3 years
20s
International | |nternational | Summer 15 10+ years 2-3-y-old 15
(Beijing) Private-run Cecilia 15 nearly 10 years | 3-4-y-old 22

(all names in the table pseudonyms)

Collecting narrative data

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) urge narrative inquirers to collect “a rich data
source with a focus on the concrete particularities of life that create powerful
narrative tellings” (p. 5). The rich and detailed field texts can be any forms of
narrative texts or artefacts such as teacher stories, journal writing, conversations,
interviews, field notes, documents etc. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In order to
access Chinese EC teachers’ daily teaching practices and build an intimate
relationship with them to ensure the collected data were authentic and reliable, |
entered their classrooms as a teacher assistant offering my help to them when
needed, joining their planning meetings and other kindergarten functions with them.
The multiple data resources were collected in a two-phase data collection process
during one school year (September 2009 — June 2010) in Beijing and Shanghai. The

data collection tasks and timeline are presented in Figure 4.2.
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Recruiting participants
August — October 2009

J L

First phase of data collection — October 2009 — March 2010

International Kindergarten
(Beijing)
October — November 2009
Consenting
Participatory observation

Interview participants,
director/principal, parents

Collect documents

Public Kindergarten
(Shanghai)
December 2009
Consenting
Participatory observation

Interview participants,
director/principal, parents

Collect documents

Private Kindergarten
(Shanghai)
March 2010
Consenting
Participatory observation

Interview participants,
director/principal, parents

Collect documents

J L

Second phase of data collection — April —June 2010

International
Kindergarten
(Beijing)

April 2010
Participatory observation

Collect documents

June 2010

Interview participants

Public Kindergarten
(Shanghai)

May 2010
Participatory observation
Interview participants
Collect documents

Private Kindergarten
(Shanghai)
June 2010
Participatory observation

Interview participants
Collect documents

Classroom observations

The main task for the first phase of data collection (October 2009 — March

Figure 4.2 Data collection tasks and timeline
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2010) was to build a trusting relationship with teachers and their kindergartens, and
to get to know each other and the contexts. The participatory observation lasted
eight days for each class over a two-week period. | recorded the classroom
environments, the teacher-child interactions, and almost everything that happened
in the class each day (see Appendix D for a sample of observation notes). Through
these detailed observation notes, | was able to identify “narrative threads that pulse

through every moment” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 77). This approach caused




some stress to the teachers at the beginning, but the teachers and children quickly
got used to my presence in their classrooms and regarded me as a “regular” class
member during the observation period. This attitude enabled me to observe a more
authentic and real classroom life than the show-off performance type of teaching. |
took photos of each kindergarten’s environment (no children and teachers in the
photos) with verbal permission from the directors and teachers. These photos
helped me to remember the environment of each kindergarten but they were not
used as data for analysis. During the second phase of data collection (April 2010 —
June 2010), | continued with this practice and worked in each class for another
eight-day period.

| was aware of how nerve-wracking and daunting it could be for the teachers
who were observed closely over two eight-day periods by somebody they didn’t
know very well. Therefore, | offered to help the teachers set up the classroom and
volunteered to make teaching materials they needed. However, most of the time |
was an observer taking notes. | showed the teachers my observation notes and they
could read them anytime they wanted. | made folders for each teacher storing all
the printed-out observation notes and interview transcripts for their comments and
feedback. | tried to initiate casual conversations to reassure them that | cared about
their feelings and emotions, and | did my best to reduce the stress that might be
caused by my presence in the classroom. Some teachers mentioned in their
interviews that my observation notes and their conversations with me had helped
them to know their children better and extended their thinking and reflection on

their own practices.
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Interviews

With the teachers — Two or three semi-structured interviews with each
teacher were conducted during the first round of data collection. | interviewed the
teachers at their kindergartens during their non-contact time. The lengths of the
interviews ranged from approximately 30 minutes to 1.5 hours. Most of the
interviews ended when the scheduled interview questions were discussed and the
teachers felt they had shared enough with me. Some were interrupted half-way
through since the non-contact time finished and the teachers had to either go back
teaching or to a staff meeting. In such cases, the teachers would pick another time
to continue the interview at their convenience, often after school. Three sets of
interview questions (Appendix E) were designed to get to know the teachers as an
autobiographer, an EC teacher, and a whole person (Ayers, 1989). However, the
guestions were not set in concrete but were designed to invite the teachers to share
their thoughts and stories with me. The teachers were interviewed again at the end
of the data collection phase. The last interviews were to gain feedback from the
teachers about participating in this study, and to discuss some common topics that
emerged from the research data around rules and routines, children with
challenging behaviours, group and individualised teaching, and working with
parents.

With the kindergarten management — | had one-hour (approximately) long
semi-structured interviews (Appendix F) with each of the three kindergartens’
directors/principals: one director (both Chinese) each from the Public Kindergarten
and the Private Kindergarten, and two from the International Kindergarten (the
Western ECE director and the Chinese Principal). These interviews helped me to
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probe kindergarten directors’ perspectives on ECE at both the personal and the
institutional level; and their perspectives on teachers’ teaching and learning in their
kindergartens.

With the parents — | interviewed 14 parents across three kindergartens: six
parents from the International Kindergarten, three from the Public Kindergarten,
and five from the Private Kindergarten. The interviews were semi-structured
(Appendix G) and encouraged parents to share their perspectives with me on child

development and learning, kindergarten curriculum, and teachers’ teaching.

Documentation

| collected information from the kindergartens’ websites, planning
documents, policy documents, curriculum booklets (hardcopies, electronic copies or
my notes after reading the documents on site) that the teachers and the
kindergartens had agreed to share with me. These documents were either given to
the teachers or produced by the teachers. The collected documents helped me to
construct the contextual background of each kindergarten that constituted the

teachers’ teaching and learning experiences.

Voluntary journal entry

Journal writing was voluntary and the teachers were asked to write only if
they wanted. However, writing journals was not a popular idea among the teachers.
Linda and Angela only provided me with the journal entries that they submitted to
the directors every week. Selina and Cherry didn’t write any journals for me.
Summer and Cecilia expressed strong objection to the idea of writing journal as they

shared, based on their prior experiences of journal writing:
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Summer

It felt like handing in homework every Friday. It wasn’t active; it was a
requirement, two writings per week. We didn’t usually have that many things to

write about.
Cecilia
You were forced to write these teaching journals.
There wasn’t a certain guideline of what to write. They were random stories.
I was good at compiling the stories, some were true stories, and some were not.

Most nicely written stories were not true, but the directors would grade them
with “A”. True stories sometimes were not nicely written, so sometimes they

would get “B”.

Summer and Cecilia’s comments led me to reflect on my own experience of
journal entry as it was once a required routine job for me when teaching at local
Chinese kindergartens. We were asked to write “teaching and caring journals” once
a week to submit to the kindergarten director. We were told that journal writing
could help us reflect on our teaching and child-care practices; the director would
read them and give feedback as a way of communicating with the teachers and
scaffolding teachers’ learning. | could understand Summer and Cecilia’s objections
and did not want to force them to get invalid and untruthful data. Instead, |
collected other forms of teachers’ writings such as children’s portfolio entries and

learning stories where they might communicate their thinking and perceptions too.

Focus Group

| could not organize any focus group as planned in the research proposal
because of the reality that the participants were now from two cities, Beijing and

Shanghai.
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Working in the field ethically with care and respect

Before the classroom observations, | talked to the directors and six teachers
individually to introduce myself, the study, and the consent process. | gave the
consent forms to the teachers and the directors, and they returned the completed
forms. | also visited each class and introduced myself to the children. | was at the
International Kindergarten’s parent—teacher interview to talk to the parents, and
most of the parents filled in the consent forms at that time. | sent the forms home
for the parents who did not come for the parent—teacher interviews. The consent
forms were sent home with children at Private Kindergarten and Public Kindergarten,
and | was available during the drop-off and pick-up time to answer the parents’
guestions. Since gaining consent from parents for research was not a common
practice in China, Public Kindergarten’s director did not want me to send the
detailed consent form home since it might overwhelm parents. In fact, she did not
see that such a practice was necessary. With permission from my supervisors and
the chairperson of the Faculty of Education’s ethic committee through emails, | only
sent a letter and a simplified version of the consent form in Chinese (Appendix H) to
the parents of Public Kindergarten children. Children returned the completed forms
to their teachers. Most parents from the three kindergartens gave their consent for
their children to be part of this study. | made sure | did not use any data relating to
children for whom I didn’t have consent.

The classroom observation began after all the consenting procedures had
been carried out and the observation dates were negotiated with the kindergarten

directors and the teachers at their convenience.
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Exploring the Field Texts and Research Texts

The field texts of narrative inquiries are always richly detailed and draw from
various sources (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). To manage the large amount of field
texts efficiently, | used the software NVivo 8 that was designed to assist qualitative
data analysis. When writing up the narrative stories of the six Chinese EC teachers,
my goals were making these stories clear, authentic, transferable, explanatory,
inviting, and to aim for verisimilitude (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). In this section, |
share how | achieved these goals when working with the raw data in Chinese and

English, analysing them and representing them in this thesis.

Translation and interpretation: English-Chinese, Chinese-English ...

A big challenge of this study relates to language. This study is informed by
both Chinese and Western theories and philosophies, and is situated in the Chinese
context. Therefore, the use of language, whether Chinese or English, is a challenge.
For instance, the research proposal and the final report were written in English.
However, the study was of Chinese EC teachers who used Chinese as their first and
working language. Hence the raw data was mostly in Chinese. The interviews were
conducted and transcribed in Chinese (excluding the interviews with the Western
ECE director and some parents from International Kindergarten), the observation
notes were mostly in Chinese (only a small portion of data in English from
International Kindergarten), and so were the collected documents. The field texts

were then imported into the NVivo8 software that supported Chinese characters. |
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was working with the original Chinese version of the field texts when annotating,
sorting, and coding them. This allowed me to dialogue with the teachers when
analysing the “first-hand” field texts at the initial stage. Then | started to construct
“second hand” field texts — the teachers’ emerging stories — translating the selected
field texts from Chinese to English in a more cohesive manner, following some
identified plots in individual teachers’ stories. A sample of this process can be found
in Appendix |. My narrative responses to the teachers’ stories and the discussions of
the research findings were written in English. This process helped me move from
field texts to create research texts that clearly distinguish the stories that were told
by teachers, and the stories of the teachers that were retold by me. In doing so, the
stories could be collaboratively and mutually constructed and were “created out of
the lives of both researcher and participant” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 12).
Esposito (2001) reminds me that language translation is crucial for
qualitative cross-cultural studies in terms of validity. She defines the concept of
translation “as the transfer of meaning from a source language to a target language”
(p.570). Therefore, to translate is also to communicate with the texts and words
with consideration of situation and the overall context of the source language, and
to re-express the interpreter’s understanding of meaning into the target language in
a way that can be understood by people from the target language’s cultural context.
In this sense, translation is more of a meaning-making process to understand the
texts as accurately as possible rather than a word-for-word interpreting task. | say
“as accurately as possible” here because, during my literature review process, | have
noticed that many English educational terms don’t have a particular Chinese word

to match the exact meaning. Therefore, it is possible that one English term can be
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translated in different ways by Chinese writers, and vice versa. For instance, the
word disposition has been translated as xingxiang and xinzhigingxiang in Chinese. To
deal with the possible dilemma of becoming lost in translation and of confusion, |
included both Chinese pinyin® and English phrases for some important concepts

such as experience and play.

Data analysis

| analysed the collected data through a process of broadening, burrowing
and restorying (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Throughout the data analysis process, |
positioned the field texts collected from each teacher in the wider contexts. | read,
annotated and understood the field texts in relation to the research focus, the wider
contexts and relevant literature. | dug deep down into individual teachers’ data and
explored plots displaying “the linkage among the data elements” (Polkinghorne,
1995, p. 15), and selected the sections of the texts that were significant and
meaningful. Analytical memos (Appendix J) were developed to assist the analysis
and writing up research texts. | then wrote up the teachers’ stories as poems and
my interpretations of these stories in order to “bring an order and meaningfulness
that [was] not apparent in the data themselves” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 16). This

data analysis process is represented in Figure 4.3.

3 Pinyin is the official system to transcribe Chinese characters into phonetic symbols.
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Using NVivo 8 when working with the Field Text

A
4

Raw interview Raw observation |
transcripts in Chinese record in Chinese ‘

e Delete repeating and stammer
words

forms in Chinese
e Group the poetic transcripts

. ) e Create coding system for
Storiestold | ® Rearrange transcripts to poetic individual teachers

e Code observation records

chronologically
A

/

A

l

Read, annotate and
highlight parts of poetic
interview transcripts

Annotate observation
records

A

A

Create interim text ' 3

e Group the poetic transcripts thematically: childhood, career
decision, training college, previous teaching, current teaching,
and personal life, work and future

o Align the poetic transcripts with other collected documents

e Select and translate “key narratives” as poems from Chinese to
English

e Develop analytical memos for each teacher through multiple
lenses: cultural/community, interpersonal, personal.

e |dentify cultural values, tensions and influential cultural and
contextual influences emerging in the teachers' stories

Write up research text

/

Analyse individual teacher's stories in pairs

¢ |dentify emerging themes of each teacher’s story, and interpret
individual teacher's teaching and learning experience alongside
particular kindergarten context and relevant theories and
research

e Analyse the teacher’s stories in pairs and discuss common
threads of each pair of the stories from particular kindergarten

e Review observation
record

e Select and write up
relevant
observations as
vignettes.

e Select and plait
vignettes into my
analysis of the
teachers’ stories

A

Analyse all six teachers' stories alongside each other

o |dentify major findings of this study

theoretical concepts to answer the research question

e Discuss significant threads emerging from all six teachers' stories

e Develop my arguments around my findings and findings from other studies and

Figure 4.3 Data analysis flow chart
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Representing the research texts

Interviews as poems

When | was deciding how to represent teachers’ stories, the idea of using
poetic representation of the participants’ lived experience as a gateway to
understand their world (Mears, 2008) attracted me. Several researchers have
discussed the use of poetic representations (Aultman, 2009; Glesne, 1997; Hopper
& Sanford, 2008; Richardson, 2000, 2003; Sparkes, Nilges, Swan, & Dowling, 2003;
Ward, 2007). They find that poetic representation can be a “creative analytic
practice” (Richardson, 2000, p. 929) that shares and opens one’s unique world to
others with minimal words, and engages the readers to “see, feel, and analyse the
familiar in new ways” (p. 933). Moreover, it has “the capability of reducing the
distance between the ‘I’ and the ‘Other/ and between the ‘writing-I’ and
‘experiencing-l’ of the writer” (Richardson, 2003, p. 197). It attends to participants’
feelings, thoughts, inner and outer worlds, and metaphors they use, flows with
identified themes; and leaves space for the audiences to interpret the poems
reflexively. It also “tolerate[s] ambiguity, celebrate[s] process and openness, and
avoid[s] premature closure” (Sparkes et al., 2003, p. 169). All of these advantages of
poetic representation attracted me as | was concerned about the co-constructed
nature of teachers’ stories and representing the inter-subjectivity between
researcher and participants. | had also been searching for an approach that had “the
transformative powers of language and reflection to open, in some ways, all

participants: researcher, researched, and readers” (Glesne, 1997, p. 218). Therefore,

| choose to represent the teachers’ stories in poetic format.
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Poems can be styled in ways to reveal how the researcher interprets the
participants’ experience (Holt, 2011). No matter how creative the form is, authenticity
is always a key element of the poetic representation. Therefore, the poems of
teachers’ stories came from the teachers’ words from the interviews and our
conversations, not mine. In this sense, | firstly worked with the raw interview data in
Chinese, reduced the repetitive words, and broke the sentences into short poetic
formats. | then grouped the poetic interview texts chronologically and thematically. |
selected and rearranged the order of the Chinese poems to illuminate the teachers’
experience cohesively. The poems were then translated. Through this “narrative
configuration” (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 5) process, | constructed “poetic transcription”
(Glesne, 1997, p. 203) that combined the teacher’s voice and my choices of selecting
and organising the teachers’ narratives into poems. In doing so, | hoped to show the

readers what the participants did, thought and felt.

Observations as vignettes

While the interviews provide information from participants’ memory and
reflection, the participatory observations offer insights into the “now” and “present”
of participants’ experiences. For this study, the selected observation notes were
used as a source for reflection to support my interpretations of the teachers’ lived
experiences. Some specific observed teaching and learning moments were written
as short vignettes, and some of my general observations of the kindergarten, the
teacher or the teacher’s interaction with others were written in a descriptive fashion.
The narrated research texts therefore explored the connection between my

observations of the teachers’ personal practical knowledge in action within the local
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context, and the poems of the teachers’ perceived knowledge and understanding

that they had shared with me during the interviews.

My analysis of the teachers’ experiences

My analyses of the teachers’ stories were integrated with the teachers’
narratives, my observations, and relevant literature. | identified the major themes
that emerged from each teacher’s stories. These themes were slightly different for
each teacher, but were mainly around three broad topics: the reality of teaching,
professional learning, and professional and personal self. | then wrote up my
analysis of each teacher’s story individually, and two teachers’ stories from the same
kindergarten were represented in pairs. This process enabled me to explore the
uniqueness of each teacher’s story, as well as some common threads of paired
teachers’ stories. After analysing six teacher’s stories alongside each other, |
identified three major findings of this study, which will be discussed in Chapter 11.
By representing the teachers’ stories and my interpretation in multiple levels, |
hoped that | could reveal the complexity and multifaceted nature of Chinese EC

teachers’ teaching and learning experiences.

Validity Challenges

Narrative inquirers take the view that there are multiple versions of reality.
Narrative inquirers and their participants interpret and represent reality through

their construction of narratives that reflect “a subjective and relative reality” rather
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than “essential and objective reality” (Spector-Mersel, 2010, p. 208). In this sense,
the issue of validity in narrative inquiry relates to the telling and retelling of multiple

’ o“

truths. The findings of the narrative research are the researchers’ “situated
interpretations” (Josselson, 2006, p. 6) of reality rather than abstract and
generalised facts that the modernists desire. Thus, the subjective, relational and
situated interpretation of the reality may lead to two main validity challenges for
narrative inquirers.

The first challenge is that narrative study may become fictional. The
researchers’ interpretations of the participants’ stories may also be shaped by their
vantage point influenced by their “personal-cultural-context” (Conle, 2000, p. 57).
Thus, | was alert to the assumptions, feelings and intentions, social appropriateness,
truthful and comprehensive descriptions of the teachers’ narratives and of my
analysis, as suggested by Conle (2001).

The second validity challenge concerns the co-constructed narratives being
used unreflectively and uncritically. This is because of the intention to have the
stories speak for themselves, rather than analysing the stories’ “rhetorical,
persuasive properties, and their functions in constructing particular versions of
events, justifications of actions, evaluations of others” (Atkinson & Delamont, 2006,
p. 167). To address this challenge, | systematically analysed the teachers’ stories
through multiple lenses — community, interpersonal and personal. | aligned the
teachers’ narratives with relevant theories and research when interpreting them.
These strategies enabled me to attend to the embodiedness, the social, cultural,

and philosophical influences, and the relationship between the power and

knowledge within the told-retold stories (Peterson & Langellier, 2006).
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Particular and Generalisation

Narrative inquirers value “the power of the particular” (Pinnegar & Daynes,
2007, p. 21) over generalisation. This study intends to gain in-depth understanding
of a particular group of people — urban Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning
experiences in contemporary China — rather than providing facts and truths for
generalising the research findings across different contexts. The contextualised
nature of this study means it lacks generalisability to teachers teaching in contexts
other than contemporary urban China. The small sample of participants served this
research purpose, as | have been able to know six participants and three
kindergartens well over the period of a school year, which enabled me to gain rich
and complex research data. The teachers were not representative of the whole
Chinese EC teacher population; however, they were part of the population and their
stories could form a base for understanding others’ experiences. Clandinin (1993)
argued reading researched stories can help readers to understand their own stories
better by constructing new meanings. Hence, this study does not intend to offer any
prescriptive plans or strategies for implementing into Chinese EC teachers’ teaching
and learning. Rather, it offers new possibilities for understanding and empowering
teachers’ teaching and learning through the dialogue between the researched

stories and the readers’ own experiences.
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Chapter 5: Linda and Angela from Public Kindergarten

Public Kindergarten Context

Linda and Angela were teaching partners of a 4 and 5-year-old class at Public
Kindergarten, a state-run kindergarten in Shanghai. Linda was a second year teacher
in her early twenties. Angela, almost 30 years old, had 10 years previous teaching
experience at another state-run kindergarten in Shanghai before joining Public
Kindergarten in mid-2009. Angela was the team leader of the 4 and 5-year-old class
teaching team (two parallel classes with four teachers). Linda and Angela split the
teaching load and took turns at teaching in the mornings and afternoons (7:30 a.m.
—12:00 p.m. and 11:30 a.m. — 5:00 p.m.), and switched daily. There were 24 children
on Linda and Angela’s class roll.

Public Kindergarten had only been in operation for 18 months when | started
data collection in December 2009. It was a branch campus of a well-known
exemplar kindergarten® that had established its own curriculum and management
structure over a 15-year period. The director of Public Kindergarten was an award-
winning teacher from the exemplar kindergarten, and was promoted to the

leadership role in 2008. The teaching team was made up mostly of novice teachers,

* There are four different grades of kindergartens in Shanghai. The exemplar kindergartens are the top graded
(Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 1999) kindergartens in Shanghai. There were 41 exemplar
kindergartens (out of approximately 1000 kindergartens in total in Shanghai) listed on the Shanghai Education
Bureau’s website (http://www.shmec.gov.cn/web/glxx/listinfo.php?id=37754) in 2007, retrieved on January 3™
2011.
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plus a few teachers transferred from the exemplar kindergarten and other local
kindergartens. According to the director, Public Kindergarten’s educational
philosophy, curriculum and planning, ways of teaching etc. were expected to
maintain a high degree of consistency with its affiliated exemplar kindergarten.
According to Public Kindergarten’s curriculum guide, the kindergarten’s aspiration
for children was: “to be healthy and civilised; curious and adventurous; sociable,

open-minded and positive; confident and intelligent” (own translation).

Funding

Shanghai Municipal Education Commission funded and took centralised
control of all state-run kindergartens. The funds came from the public expenditure
of education. Public Kindergarten’s director was expected to follow all the policies
and procedures set by Shanghai Municipal Education Commission and run the
kindergarten accordingly.

Public Kindergarten had a three-storey building accommodating the classes,
an on-site kitchen providing meals and snacks to all children, a multifunction dance
studio, an art-room, a library area and a small indoor gym area. It had a big outdoor
play area with a sand pit, water play pool, outdoor play equipment, rock climbing
wall etc. Each class had air-conditioners/heat-pumps installed and was equipped
with multi-media devices such as flat-screen TV, laptop computer, CD/DVD player
and piano. Public Kindergarten was well equipped in terms of space and facilities.

Public Kindergarten was serving 2 to 6-year-old children mainly from the
nearby residential areas. During the school year of 2009-2010, Public Kindergarten

had five classes and approximately 120 children. Each class had two teachers and
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one caregiver. Shanghai Municipal Education Commission developed fee policies
that all state-run kindergartens were required to follow. The state-run kindergartens’
official grades and ratings given by Shanghai Municipal Education Commission
determined the fees each kindergarten was allowed to charge. Public Kindergarten’s
parents paid approximately CNY¥1000/NZD$192 each month. This was at the top
end of Shanghai state-run kindergartens’ fee range, but was the lowest of the three

participating kindergartens.

Curriculum

Shanghai’s ECE experienced two education reform initiatives that could be
seen as the local interpretation of the Chinese government’s nation-wide reform
efforts over the recent decades (see Chapter 1, pp. 15-16). The first reform started
in 1993 with an intention to change the primary-like early childhood education, to
change the teacher-centred teaching and learning, and to establish scientific
concepts of child development (Y. He, 2005). The release of the Shanghai Early
Childhood Education Framework (Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 1999)
in 1999 marked the beginning of the second education reform. The reform
promoted a child-development-orientated education recognising the teacher-child-
dual-subjectivity (jiaoshi youér shudng zhiiti) in teaching and learning. This meant
teacher and child could both be at the centre of teaching and learning, and be the
subject/executor and the object/recipient of actual teaching and learning activities

(see Figure 5.1).
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Teaching and Learning Process

Object/recipient

Subject/executor

Object/recipient Subject/executor

T=Teacher, C=Child

Figure 5.1 Representation of the concept of teacher-child-dual-subjectivity

H. Li (2005) argues that the concept of teacher-child-dual-subjectivity
reflects the dynamic nature of teaching and learning due to the inter-subjectivity of
teacher and child in teaching and learning, and the desire to balance teacher-led
and child-led teaching and learning. Teachers were required to have children in their
eyes, to have developmental goals in their mind, and to educate children at any time.
These requirements valued children’s subjectivity, holistic development, and
emergent learning. In 2011 (after my field work), Shanghai Municipal Education
Commission reinforced these reform ideas and required kindergartens to reduce
group teaching and learning activity time to once per day: 15-20 minutes for 3 and
4-year-old classes, 20-25 minutes for 4 and 5-year-old classes, and 25-30 minutes
for 5 and 6-year-old classes (Q. Huang, 2012). Kindergartens and teachers were

expected to implement the government’s new requirements accordingly.
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Shanghai Municipal Education Commission (2004) also released Shanghai
Early Childhood Education Curriculum Guidance to guide kindergartens’
implementation of Shanghai Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. It required
each kindergarten to have a common curriculum and selective curricula allowing
children to access three kinds of experiences: Living together (gongténg shénghud),
Exploring the World (tansud shijié), Expressing and Performing (bidodd bidoxian).
The common curriculum was made up of four kinds of activities (huddong).

e Everyday Life Activities (shénghud) — self-care, manners and etiquette, self-

protection, hygiene, rules and routines etc.

e Sports Activities (yundong) — which should support children’s physical

development.

e Learning Activities (yuéxi/) — where children could discuss, read, listen and

appreciate, make things, perform, visit places, and collect information etc.

e Play (youxi) — child-initiated, active, and free activities. Teachers’ tasks during
youxi were to understand children by observing their play, and to create a
learning environment for intervening and supporting children’s play
appropriately.

Shanghai Municipal Education Commission developed resource books for
each of the four kinds of activities, and the purpose of implementing the common
curriculum was to guarantee children’s minimum development (Shanghaishi
jiaoweijiaoxueyanjiushi youjiaozu, 2001). Kindergartens were also expected to
develop their unique selective curriculum, known as kindergarten-based curriculum,
for extending children’s experiences, meeting children’s interests and particular

needs, highlighting the kindergarten’s autonomy and children’s choices. Public

Kindergarten’s kindergarten-based curriculum was developed by the affiliated

119



exemplar kindergarten’s teachers and included:

Theme-based English Programme: group lessons taught by the class teachers

who were Chinese.

Learning Centre Activity: teachers provided materials and activities for
children to manipulate and engage with, individually or with peers. For
instance, the paper folding centre had origami paper and step-by-step
diagrammatic instructions for children to learn how to fold specific objects
by themselves; different maths activities such as making patterns out of
different colour/size lids and laminated maze worksheets; blocks and open-

ended art activity materials; etc.

Experience Exchange Activity: a kind of facilitated group discussion around
teacher-selected topics intended to foster children’s critical thinking and

language development.

According to the director, Public Kindergarten’s teaching content came from

both the common curriculum (70%) and the kindergarten-based curriculum (30%).

Child in teaching and learning

Public Kindergarten’s director always made reference to the kindergarten’s child-

development-orientated philosophy when asked about curriculum, planning,

pedagogy, and assessment. She believed that “teachers’ understanding of this

philosophy and how they interpreted it in their interactions with children were

crucial for the success of the curriculum” (interview, December 23, 2009). She

shared:

Although teachers need to
pre-plan more for group learning
we still hope the teachers can
pre-plan based on

children’s reality
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children’s life experience.

Not only pre-plan

from the teachers’ perspective.
We were doing

the teaching plans before.
Now

we need to focus more

on the learning plans.

To predict

what problems children would encounter
in my planned teaching

from children’s perspective.

Individualised learning

is a process of

children’s active construction.
Teachers act as

a spectator to observe

how children use the material.
How she manipulates the material.
If she would use other resources
when interacting with the material.
If she is able to ask for help.

Based on these observation
teachers then intervene

and discuss with children.

Our emphasis is to

provide space and time
for children to actively construct.

The director’s poem revealed two different images of the child:
e The individual child teachers needed to “observe”

e The universal child illustrated by the characteristics of developmental stages
to help teachers “pre-plan” learning activities, “predict” and set up learning

goals for planned activities.

The universal image of the child seemed more visible than the individual
child at Public Kindergarten, and it was used as a benchmark to help teachers
understand and assess children’s ability, so that they could teach according to

children’s aptitude as the reform’s goal-orientated teaching and learning expected.
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Kindergarten structure

The director described her ideal kindergarten as “children’s world” and articulated

the difficulties of making Public Kindergarten her ideal kindergarten. She shared:

If considering

the kindergarten

is the children’s world

then children

should be allowed to

draw wherever they want

as long as

they have their own

ideas and thoughts.

But

from the management’s perspective
it would be considered too messy.
Tidy and orderly environment

is still very important.

It should be ok

for the teachers

to have a designated area

in the classroom

to meet children’s such needs
(of scribbling and creative drawing)
But in fact

many teachers still like

unified

pretty

nice displays

in the classroom.

They do not think much about
children’s interaction

with the environment.

The restriction comes from

both the management and the teachers.
Our teachers came from

the traditional education system.

They dare not

follow the management’s rules.

Their own creativity and teaching approach
have not been cultivated yet either.
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Also the external forces.

Inspections from the higher level.

They would come and see

the environment first.

They wanted to see children’s work

that represents children’s learning.
However

Some kindergartens’ environments
were over the top

it made me wonder

how they created them

how children were going to

interact with them.

But nobody has asked me

how has the environment been created?
how have children been involved in the process?

This poem vividly illustrates the hierarchical social structure of Public Kindergarten
and the different roles of each party:

e the Chinese government’s education reform and overarching educational

philosophy at the top

e Shanghai Municipal Education Commission guides and bridges the reform

ideas between government documents to kindergarten practices

e the kindergarten-based curriculum, policies and procedures as the director

interprets the reform ideas to the kindergarten context

e the teachers are expected to effectively execute the curriculum and

procedures

e children’s development as a product or outcome to assess the effectiveness

of such policy, curriculum and practice.

In this structure, individual children were placed at the product end despite
the kindergarten’s guiding philosophy, which was child-development orientated.
This might be why “children’s world” could only be the ideal, not the reality.

Teachers were the least powerful group in the decision-making process, not only
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because of the hierarchical structure, as will be seen in the analysis that follows;
their personal understanding of the curriculum, social relations and agency also
made them passive in the process. The management, Shanghai Municipal
Education Commission and the Chinese government’s agendas were prioritised and
their focus was on how to regulate and supervise teaching by developing and
reinforcing policies, procedures, and provisions for curriculum implementation. The
director seemed a key person who bridged the two groups of “they”, the teachers
and the external power forces, in the Public Kindergarten context. Moreover,

parents were not mentioned and they seemed invisible in this social structure.

Professional learning

Since Public Kindergarten’s teaching team was relatively new, the director saw an
urgent need to help teachers understand the curriculum, its philosophy and core
values. Therefore, the director set up several subgroups for different professional

learning and administrative purposes (see Table 5.1).

Table 5.1

Groups that Linda and Angela belonged to

Linda Angela

4-5-year-old class
Member Team leader
teaching team

. Experience Exchange Activity
English

; children’s language and
Subject groups children’s English language o guag .
communication development in

development
P Chinese
Young teachers’ Member
N/A
learning group led by the director
Senior Represent the 4-5-year-old
N/A
management team teaching team
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Linda and Angela were members of the 4 and 5-year-old class teaching team
and Angela was the team leader. Along with two other teachers of a parallel class,
they met regularly for planning, discussions, and organising special events. They also
belonged to two different subject groups led by group leaders who were
experienced in teaching the assigned subjects. The professional learning activities
for all the teachers were held in the afternoons while children were napping (care-
givers supervised). Subject group and small group professional learning activities
were arranged during the teachers’ non-contact time either in the mornings or in

the afternoons.

The director intended to “build a learning platform and provide
opportunities for the teachers to see others’ teaching, to show others their teaching,
to analyse teaching with teachers, to guide their thinking” (interview, December 23,
2009). She believed “teachers’ active learning should be the result of a good
combination of external support and teacher’s internal motive” (ibid.), so that they
could reach the professional level that the Public Kindergarten’s curriculum required.
During my 16 days of observation, there were nine days that teachers participated
in 11 organised professional learning activities with different topics and foci (see

Table 5.2).
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Table 5.2

Summary of professional learning activities over 16 days’ observation

(excluding administrative meetings)

Teachers’ discussion

No. Name Main tasks . The director’s thoughts
points

I if | i

- . dentify and set up learning Are the goals achievable?
Activity preparation — goals
Topic: Finding mistakes: Why use this activity to
Experience Identify and discuss what | Decide the focus of the v . ) y
. . - develop children’s
Exchange people did wrong that teaching activity .
. . awareness of environment?
Subject-Group might damage the
(EESG) Meeting er.wironment in the given | Difficulties children may Are the contents for
pictures encounter .
children to explore
1 Angela and valuable?
four other Goal: To help Angela Process of the activity '
teachers understand, design and How do vou respond to
The director plan for the open-class The relationship between . ,y . p_
. . A - children’s discussions?
joined half way | teaching — activity plans the learning content and
of the meeting a{vd the pictures were childrgn’s existing What could children’s
given to Angela before experience and knowledge L
. thinking process and
the meeting. responses possibly be?
Predict children’s responses p P y be:
EESG Ar?gela te”ach Finding
2 Open-class mistakes
ter;chin EESG group members
g and the director observe
Through questioning and
commenting on the activity
step by step, the director

Angela’s self-reflection: urged the teachers to
change their thoughts of

My problems: commenting, changing childl:en’s )

catching the main perception by just telling

discussion points, minding them what was right and
the sequence and logic in what was wrong
discussion, left out some

pre-planned questions, The teachers should pay

3 EESG Group Analyse and reflect on underestimating the attention to the ‘bridge’
reflection Angela’s teaching possible debate and between.t.he end rt?sult and
disagreement among the cognitive knowing
children thus failed to guide | Process thajc emphasises
the debate / discussion understanding and
effectively. internalisation rather than
imparting knowledge

Main reason for the directly

problems:

I did not pre-plan well. Teachers needed to study
the topic of ‘how to teach
by focusing on how children
learn...

Professional Topic: Teacher’s Love Stories of loving children
learning Presentation by an Do you love children? Think about “who the
4 session award-winning teacher How do you know? teachers are in children’s
from the exemplar How do you love children? life?”
All teachers kindergarten Examples of activities
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English Subject

Linda teaching a group

Linda pre-planned the

5 Group (ESG) English lesson lesson with the ESG leader
Open-class ESG group members and | Her lesson plans were
teaching the director observe rejected twice
Analysed the lesson plan Asking teachers to think:
and design, and overall What do you value the
Analyse and reflect on .
. . effectiveness of the lesson most?
Linda’s teaching
. . Emerging question: “how to | What is the English lesson
Linda wrote a reflective . g_ eq . g .
. . judge if the lesson is for? How to handle learning
ESG Group journal afterwards, listed . A . .
6 : . e effective — children happily | process and learning
reflection four self-identified - .
. participated in the planned | outcome?
problems of her teaching o
. activities, or they are able
despite everybody else . . ) .
. e to memorise the pre- Director’s position: to
thinking the activity was -
targeted key words pursue result, to optimise
a success. ) . . .
according to the learning process, children develop in
goals” the process of learning.
Sharing what was
h ing i hcl
4 and 5-year- appening in each class
old class . .
. Discussing the measures of
teaching team . . .
. Angela chaired the group | caring for children
meeting . .
7 discussion around to the
: repared meetin Learning centre activity —
Angela, Linda prep ing ing ity
agenda Angela shared the photos
and two
she took at other
teachers from . .
kindergartens, discussed
a parallel class
some challenges and
dilemmas
4 and 5-year- Team study Foplc ,_ . .
old class Cultivate children’s listening
. Angela chaired the group | habit (continue with
teaching team . . . . .
. discussion previous discussions)
meeting
8 . The discussion was Plan for May — class theme
Angela, Linda " ,,
around the prepared people around us
and two .
teachers from meeting agenda
Activities for the late pick
a parallel class .
up children
Lesson The director observed Exp.el.'lence Ex'change .
d observation Angela’s teachin Activity = Topic: Shanghai
& e World Expo. 2010
Director guided teachers’
Both teachers planned thinking step by s”tep >0
. they could learn “How to
Reflection / together and used the . . .
Coachin same lesson olan turn the interesting topic
& P into valuable teaching
. Analyse Angela’s . . practices?”
Director, ) They shared their rationales
10 teaching .
Angela and a . A of such planning to answer .
Design activities . ) . Teachers need to think
teacher from the director’s questions: . ,
“ . L about children’s interests,
the parallel why this topic is chosen . ,
. - children’s developmental
class and why design the activity

like this”.

and cognitive
characteristics, and
children’s experience
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Professional .
. Create environment to
Learning Choose, create and make

. support individualised . .
Session pp. o different levels of learning
learning centre activities -

materials, and set up
11 PowerPoint learning centres
presentation by
the director
All teachers
participated

The 4™ training session
on the same topic by the
director

Value and characteristics of
learning centre activities.

Table 5.2 shows the director and teachers were very committed to
professional development. Through diverse professional learning activities such as
open-class teaching and observation, group evaluation and reflection, presentations
and seminars, one-to-one consultation between more experienced teacher and
novice, the director anticipated a professional community that would be “open,
sharing, collaborative, harmonious where teachers would help each other and be
allowed to discuss and question for the sake of children and teaching” (interview,
December 23, 2009). The director prioritised the topic of group teaching for
professional learning, and how to understand individual children and support their
individual learning were not on the agenda.

Shulman’s (1996/2004) framework of effective learning is helpful in
considering teachers’ agency, thinking, collaboration, and the culture of Public
Kindergarten’s professional learning programme. Public Kindergarten’s professional
learning activities covered many areas that might imply there were many things
teachers did not know and needed to learn. The director, the subject group leaders,
and the given curriculum documents represented the official knowledge of teaching
and learning that needed to be passed on to and acquired by the teachers and
children. The more knowledgeable people identified the teachers’ learning needs by

finding the gaps in their teaching, then scheduled, planned, and guided their
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professional learning activities accordingly. During the group discussions, | noticed
the teachers’ reflection and discussion were focusing more on actions and
behaviours, while the director tried to encourage the teachers to reflect more
deeply by questioning and guiding their thinking step by step. Often, the teachers
could not respond to the director’s questions well. They then tended to be quiet
and expected the director to give them the answers. The director always made her
ideas very clear. Therefore, the director and the more experienced teachers became
the knowledge-givers, and the teachers seemed to be followers, receivers and
acquirers of the knowledge and skills required for effective teaching.

However, how to help teachers understand their own actions, thinking
processes and the consequences of what they did and thought were not on the
learning agenda. In this sense, what may be missing from Public Kindergarten’s well-
intentioned and hard-working professional learning approach are the
acknowledgement and recognition of teachers’ agency, personal practical
knowledge, and their initiative and agenda for their own learning. Some traditional
educational ideas can also be identified in Public Kindergarten’s professional
learning programme such as valuing more knowledgeable people, authorised
knowledge, and external agendas in teaching and learning.

Public Kindergarten’s professional learning approach assumed that teachers
could gain more control in their practice by mastering the child-development-
orientated curriculum through purposeful pre-planning and accurate prediction of
children’s responses. This assumption places teachers in a position of conforming to
the curriculum and prescribed planning that may disconnect them from their inner

self and from children in their classes (Ayers, 2004; Palmer, 1998). Moreover,
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believing the power of prescribed planning and accurate prediction of what would
happen seems unrealistic in actual teaching practice since, as Shulman (1996/2004)
argues, uncertainty and unpredictability are important features of teaching and
there are always chances of the “plan [being] interrupted by a surprise, . . ., by the

unexpected” (p. 473).

Linda and Angela’s daily routine

Linda and Angela taught in the classroom alone in the mornings or in the
afternoons, except for the scheduled small group learning once a week, and during
the transition time after lunch (See Table 5.3). They taught different subjects:
Chinese (including Experience Exchange Activity), music and general knowledge for
Angela; and English, math and art-craft for Linda. They were both responsible for
each child’s individual learning at learning centres and their physical development.
They shared the workload of communicating with parents through activities such as
the class’ online blog, individual home-kindergarten communication book, phone
calls, and home visits. They spent either mornings or afternoons outside the
classroom preparing for their teaching and participating in the professional learning
activities. They would discuss the class term plan and monthly plan together, but

plan their own everyday teaching individually.
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Table 5.3

Daily timetable of Linda and Angela’s class (Autumn/Winter)

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday
Little Society _ . Book Reading | construction /
7:45-8:45 SOciq/and . Learnln.g. Learmng. Lego and Block
Play dramatic playin | Centre Activity | Centre Activity | inthe library area Pl
the role play In the classroom In the classroom outside the ay
room classroom In the classroom
8:45-9:00 Morning tea, Tuck children’s shirts in
Everyday Life Other preparation for PE
9:00-10:00
Physical Group P.E. activities, Free choice P.E. time (outdoor if the weather permits)
Education
Experience Music Literature Experience Music
10:00-10:25 Language or Appreciation | Exchangeand
: Math or
Learning or General or
English Knowledge English (two small Art
ng g g groups)
10:25-11:00 Sand and water (not available in the classrooms), walk, story time, free choice, lunch
Free Activity preparation
11:00-12:00
Everyday Life Lunch, free play
12:00-2:30 Nab time
Everyday Life P
2:30-3:30
Everyday Life Get up, afternoon tea, tuck children’s shirts in and other preparation for PE
&  Physical Group P.E. activities and free choice P. E. time
Education
English English English
3:45-4:15 g Art & 8 Art
) or or or
Learning Experience or Literature Experience or
Activity P Music L. P Music
Exchange Appreciation Exchange
. Construction/ | [jttle Societ .
Learnin A\ Learnin
4:00-5:00 o tfg ., | LegoandBlock | socialand | %) f " sand and
Play entre Activity Play dramatic play in entre Activity Water Play

In the classroom

In the classroom

the role play room

In the classroom

Apple (1995) asserts that schools’ everyday routine activities have more

influence and impact on the teachers’ and students’ development than the ideas

and materials found in the related documents and plans. Therefore, it is worthwhile

to understand the finer details of Linda and Angela’s everyday routine. Most

mornings the director would inspect each classroom, and the individual teacher’s

planning folder was expected to be with them every day, preferably placed on top of

the piano in the classroom as a regular teaching routine. The director or team
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leaders’ feedback on the pre-planning forms had to be considered. In Linda’s mind,
it would be disrespectful if she did not take on their recommendations. One-to-one
interactions with the children were required as part of the daily routine: checking or
tucking in individual children’s shirts three times a day (before morning and
afternoon PE times in winter and before going home); checking individual children’s
sweat and reminding them to have a rest when necessary during PE time; making
sure children had eaten well at lunch; tucking individual children into bed before
nap time; combing the girls’ hair after nap; and so on. The kindergarten nurse would
check up on these measures during the day.

Linda and Angela seemed to have all the resources they needed for effective
teaching: time for preparation, great facilities, comprehensive curriculum booklets,
detailed daily routines and procedures, and close teaching supervision. However,
they were left to teach alone in the classroom most of the time. This intensified
their teaching with the most obvious symptoms | observed, and also illustrated by
Apple (1986), as having no time to go to bathroom for the whole morning, and
feeling the anxiety of losing control in teaching, especially when facing multiple

tasks and children’s different needs at the same time.

Linda’s Stories as Poems

My kindergarten

The kindergarten
was on an island

132



(a suburb of Shanghai).

It did not have

learning centre activities.

The things we had the most were
toys for playing on the table.

We did not have

teacher-made toys.

Today’s children

have more activities.

Children today

are quite smart.

We were obedient

and well behaved.

Listened to the teachers’ words.
| do not think

| saw

extremely disruptive children.

There is a gap in

how to view children

by the teachers

then and now.

The teachers then

would display

who were their favourite children
obviously.

| was not the teachers’

most favoured child.

It is quite difficult

to love every child.

But you need to tell yourself
to work towards this.

Choice of being a kindergarten teacher

My mum said

there was a shortage of
kindergarten teachers.

| wanted to learn piano”.
The decision was then made!

| did not really know
what a kindergarten teacher was.

® Piano is a subject taught at Chinese preschool teacher training colleges.
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No idea!
| felt it was a happy thing
to sing and dance with children.

Initial training

We learnt

subjects for learning specific skills
subjects for theories.

Theoretical lessons

were not practical.

Listened to what teachers said
then forgot.

Skills-learning lessons

were better.

The teaching at the training college
and actual kindergarten teaching
were out of touch.

Internship and induction

During internship

| realised

being a teacher was not easy.
The relationship with children
was not easy to handle.

It was not

as rosy

as | imagined.

When | first started teaching here
we were

at another kindergarten®.

We needed to

take care of everything.

Eating

Drinking

Toileting.

But it was ok.

We were not required

to do learning centre activities there.

® Linda refers to the first two months of Public Kindergarten’s operation when they borrowed classrooms from a
nearby kindergarten. It was because of the parents’ demand to have longer time to air the newly built and
furbished classrooms to reduce potential health risks to children.
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After moving back to our own kindergarten
everything built up.

It became too much trouble.

| had to think about everything

by myself.

How to decorate the classroom?

How to set up learning centre activities?
| needed to

make teaching materials.

We did not have anything

passed on to us.

The pressure was great!

Curriculum

| teach

Math, Art and English.

Each week

| have

Math small group teaching on Thursday.
Two Art lessons.

Two English lessons.

Besides lessons is play!
Games.

Inside

Learning centre activities.
Construction games.
Little Society’s’ role-play.
Outside

Sports games.

Planning

Planning includes
Term plan and month plan.

Everyday plan
involves four areas
Everyday Life
Sport/P.E.
Learning

Play.

The good thing

7 Little Society was a special room where all classes go for imaginative play. During data collection, there were
family corner, bakery, hospital, hairdresser, restaurant and bank set up in the room.
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about these plans is
knowing what to do every day.

However

| am a new teacher

in many areas | cannot write well.
If there were experienced teachers
offering some suggestions to you
you would grasp it better.

Our daily planning form

half is for the plan

half is for reflection.

We hand in our plan.

Team leaders or the director
review and comment on them.
Just like checking homework.
Then return them to you.

| read the comments.

| would

make some changes in teaching
if | feel their suggestions

are appropriate.

If not | would still do it my way.

Learning content

Children in our class

would be interested in

a Pirate theme.

We seem quite traditional

we will not go to a topic like that.
Our themes are like ...

Spring is coming.

Summer is so hot.

Cars on the road.

These seem normal.

It’s closely interrelated to their life
emphasises

the relevant life experience.

Pirate

has nothing to do with your life
can only be seen

in the movies or stories.
Children may be interested
since it is a mystery
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then they want to explore
know who/what they are.

How can we

change the summer theme to pirate?
Do you not teach

the regular lesson you have planned?
Talk about pirates

would take some time.

It may not be possible.

They will not agree if | do this!

After all

there is the learning plan

there are the themes

required to be done!

| feel it is interesting

Angela may not feel this way.

| only think

what | can do at art lesson.

What can she teach at language lesson?
Pirate stories?

Make up stories?

It would be

a difficult topic for her.

It is impossible to do this
at state-run kindergarten.
The topics

are set for each term.
The programme
emphasises

life experience.

You cannot change

as you wish.

Group teaching and learning

What is pre-set in the plan

is much less than

what may emerge

from children

during the actual teaching.
You may not be able to catch
children’s answers.

It is very possible that

the topic may digress
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far away from the plan.
Sometimes | would realise
children had led me off the topic
then | tried to get back on track.

| have to achieve

the goals of the lesson.

Digressing too far from the plan
would affect the activity afterwards.
| need to achieve the goals!

Transition between activities

Afternoon-tea time.

Some children may be eating.
Some may be playing.

| may be

doing children’s hair.

| would feel like ...

The eating children

talked too much.

The playing children

got too excited.

| could not mind all of them.

If children talk too much
they would eat very slowly
delay the following activities.
It'd be better

to sit down to play.
Otherwise

it would be chaos.

Must do the girls’ hair.
Parents can easily spot

if you do not.

Parents cannot see you
play, learn, interact

with children.

They only see

the most visible stuff!

Teacher—child relationship

Teacher-child relationship
is established through
living together

playing together
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sitting down
having one-to-one chats.

No matter what kinds

of children working with

the ideal teacher has

all sorts of strategies.

Serious when serious

Happy when happy.

Children are not afraid of you.
Hold a degree of

tightness or looseness.

But

it is difficult for me.

Children in our class are
quite assertive

like to express their thoughts
like to show themselves
quite warm

think actively.

But lacking in

discipline and routine!

| think

teacher and children

should have a relationship like
friends.

But sometimes

friends may

play jokes with each other
and not listen to you.

The distance

between children and the teacher
is something very difficult to grasp.
If it is too close

they may not

take you seriously.

Ifitis far

they may feel

teacher does not like them.

Teaching English

| do not know
why children need to learn English
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at kindergarten!

Some children already

mix up English with Pinyin.

| felt it was not appropriate.

| told the director

| did not want to teach English.
But she did not agree.

We are Chinese.

We cannot guarantee

our grammar is always correct.
Children are so young

especially for the three year olds
it is impossible

to teach them

singular and plural.

It is the kindergarten-based curriculum.
They have decided the themes

and which words need to be taught.
You cannot jump out of it

to teach other things.

| do not know

whether English should

follow the themes.

If it follows

it gets very messy.

English is better to have

some systematic and unified
teaching material.

Like learning Chinese

starts with Pinyin.

Some kindergartens have that.

How could teaching be this beautiful?

Two experienced teachers

(from the exemplar kindergarten)
were invited to share their stories with us
about how to love children.

Not about professional teaching.
| meant the teaching skills.

| thought it was good.

In fact

everything can be that beautiful!
How could it be this beautiful?

| cannot feel it yet.
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When will | feel it?

If they (children) could listen to me
| think

it would be very beautiful!

| cannot think of

any beautiful stories.

All I thought of was the mess.
Always something that | could not grasp.
Discipline and routine

is the area

| need to work on.

If this area is better

other problems

would be solved neatly.

It may need two teachers

to work together

set up same goals.

We (Linda and Angela) work
quite well as partners

but

we have not had time

to discuss this matter.

| cannot imagine an ideal kindergarten!

The kindergarten | want to work

is somewhere

| can pay close attention to

individual children’s thoughts.

Would not always be a big group.

It'd be better

not tightly scheduled.

not to expect everything done perfectly.
Do one thing well at a time.

| really want to know

if there are kindergartens

that do not teach like we do.

| do not know

really what Montessori approach is.
What and how they teach?

What foreign kindergartens look like?
How do kindergartens operate

at different places?

Do not just tell us

we teach like this in China!

141



| did not tell the director

my thoughts.

Because | feel

| have not done my current job well
and have no energy

to pay attention to these things.
However

| would like to know.

The director

not only teaches you

how to be a teacher

but also

the attitude towards work
and socialisation with others.
She is like our form teacher.
Sometimes

we are like naughty children
she would

criticise us

talk to us

teach us.

She is very strict.

We accept it.

We know she is right.

She is a good boss

hard to come by.

Other employers

would not have time

to teach you individually
the details.

They leave you

to figure things out

by yourself.

Teaching profession, life and future

The relationship among the colleagues
is really good.

In the office

| do not feel

anything bad about my job.

But

when entering the classroom

seeing the noisy class

| cannot stand it.
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When Angela was with me

| felt at ease

because someone could help me.

| could learn from her.

We could

learn from each other

solve identified problems together.

Kindergarten has

many trivial matters

all matters of livelihood
need to be

taken scrupulous care of.
But

| am a careless girl.

In my imagination

| just

play with them

teach them knowledge and skills.
| do not like to

manage every little thing.
But

it seems impossible.

My work

takes most of my time.
Teaching lessons.

Planning.

Preparing teaching aids.
Decorating classroom.
Decorating kindergarten for Christmas.
Open class teaching.

Going to (evening) classes

(at a normal university).

| cannot cope with all of these!
When many things come

at the same time

| cannot even do one thing well.
| feel defeated.

| have thought about

quitting teaching.

But it seems

the first three years

always the toughest

no matter what job you do

as people say.
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Outsiders

do not know

what happens

at kindergarten.

Everybody thinks

kindergarten teachers are

very happy

singing and dancing.

We are so hard working.

How come they do not understand?

| have not been living
the life | want.

One day

| want to study abroad
to advance my learning.
It is important that

you can learn

what you want to learn.

Angela’s Stories as Poems

From Heilongjiang to Shanghai

| grew upin Heilongjiangg.

| attended kindergarten

but not for long.

The kindergarten

was not that different

to a primary school.

| could not remember

what the teachers had taught.

Most of my childhood
was spent at home.

It was fun.

Playing string games
with grandma.

8 Heilongjiang is a province located at the far north of China.
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Planting vegetables

in the garden.

Grandma sang me

lots of nursery rhymes and lullabies.
Grandma was my teacher.

When | was nine

we moved to

a city near Shanghai

due to the change in my dad’s work.

| came to Shanghai

at the age of fifteen

to study

at a preschool teachers’ training college.
After my graduation

| stayed in Shanghai.

| felt Shanghai

was a place

that would broaden my outlooks.

Choice of being a kindergarten teacher

When | was little

| liked to role-play

as a teacher.

| have a younger sister
nine years junior to me.
| had experienced
responsibility
stateliness

fun

when looking after her.

| really liked music.

| thought I could

learn piano and music
at the training college.
| could

sing and dance

play and laugh

with children.

| felt

being a kindergarten teacher
could have room for creativity.
Primary teachers
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were just
echoing the textbooks.

Initial training

Learning at the training college
had prepared me

for teaching in kindergarten.
The teachers

took us to the kindergartens

to observe and analyse teaching
on the spot.

We then would be asked

to prepare our own teaching plan
and try out it

at an assigned kindergarten.

| felt

it was a way of connecting

the theory to the practice.

When | first started teaching

| did not feel gaps

between the training college
and the kindergarten.

Even when | was on practicum
| felt very happy

since | could do the job well.

| got many positive feedbacks.
Maybe because

| could use what | learnt

with high proficiency.

It was easy to manage children

At the beginning

| felt

it was easy

to manage children.

The teachers

set up all the rules and routines
then told children.

The teachers sometimes

would let children

play some games

to practice the routines.
Practice was a kind of routine too.
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First teaching partner

She influenced me the most.
She had a great work ethic
took care of children well.
Although she was old

she did exercise and play with children
enthusiastically.

Most importantly

she could manage the class
with order.

She was very experienced.
Her discipline methods were
quite traditional

threaten children

too fierce.

Music education

| learnt a lot

at the previous kindergarten.
Especially in music education
from a professor

for eight years.

She guided us through
workshops

observations

discussions.

She taught us

how to choose teaching materials
how to design teaching plan
how to implement the plan
according to

the characteristics of children
in the class

in music lessons.

She told us

the most important thing for teachers
was teaching the lessons.

At that time

| agreed with her.

We (also) had

a music education study group.
We observed each other’s lessons
evaluated
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analysed

discussed lessons

and set up

a music activity resource bank
together.

Leaving the previous kindergarten

I moved to this district.

Public Kindergarten

had very high reputation.

| felt

if | came to a better kindergarten
it could make up

what | had not learnt previously.

Learn everything once again

Initially | thought

the transition would be easy.
| believed in my capacity to
adapt to a new environment.
However

the ten years of teaching

at the previous kindergarten
their approach

the ways of thinking

were difficult to change

in a short period of time.

| was used to the old approach.
| felt it was quite handy.

Learning from

the teachers and the director here
now | know

everything should be the focus
not just teaching lessons.

There are

many aspects of a good class.
Ethos of the class.

Development of children’s personality.
How to be with children.

How to guide them

in their life

study

and socialisation.
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Curriculum

is everything in everyday life.

It can be divided into

several areas.

It includes the contents

the model (of teaching/instruction)
teachers choose.

The change of approach

requires a process of adaptation.
| need to

learn everything once again.

| had found problems

in my practice.

But up to now

| still do not know

how to adjust my teaching.

Experience Exchange Activity

| had led

Conversational Language Activity
before.

There were various methods

we could use

for language activities.

They included

using drawing

or other ways of representation

at the end of the language activity.

It is called

Experience Exchange Activity

here.

It is different.

| do not know

what are the intrinsic differences
between Experience Exchange Activity
and Conversational Language Activity.
Or maybe

they are the same.

| have not grasped

the ways of teaching
Experience Exchange Activity.
Can it be integrated?

How to?
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Can | add other elements into it?
| am not sure.

She (the director)

gave me opportunities

to observe others.

| saw other teachers

using many different forms of activities.
Maybe

the lesson plan we are given

has many things in it.

These plans are

in the kindergarten-based curriculum
done by the experienced teachers.
They are quite simple.

They only have main points.

Some good teaching methods
cannot be shown on the plan.

| cannot really understand

the beauty

and the meaning of the plans.

It is quite difficult to teach it.

Learning Centre Activity

Learning centre activity
emphasises

individualised learning.

Other kindergartens

have learning centre activity too.
But they do not study it

as deeply as

Public Kindergarten has done.

| have read

the kindergarten-based curriculum book.
It talks about

the individualised learning

from theory to practice.

It has many good examples.

By copying the examples

| now start to know ...

How to create learning centres.

How to provide materials.

How many materials are needed.
How to divide the learning centres.
How to present the learning centres.
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However

in terms of guiding the play

the current problems are ...

How to let children enjoy the play?

How to guide them when tidying up the materials?
How to establish good habits for playing?

Pay attention to children

My guiding educational philosophy is
children foremost

teacher after.

Children and teacher are

double subjects

in teaching and learning.

Before

we focused on

teacher’s leading role.

Now is about

paying attention to children.

Sometimes | feel

| am following the plan

every day.

| do not know

some children’s personality well.
| wish

| can have more

interaction with children.

But with many activities planned
time rushes by

very quickly.

Especially during some
challenging group teaching time.
When children were very noisy
it would take more time

for the teachers

to use different methods

to achieve the pre-set learning outcomes.

When working with children
the most difficult thing is
Change-Place-Reflect.

It is difficult

to think from

151



children’s perspective.
Sometimes

so many things happen
at the same time.

You get anxious.

You cannot really dig into
what is hidden behind.

In terms of individualised education

how to take account of all children

while focusing on individuals?

We have so many individuals

that require different ways of interaction.

In our class

some children have

very strong personalities.
Sometimes

| told myself

| needed to be more tolerant.
| think

it is children’s inborn nature
to be naughty

to be a little crazy.

But

we are a collective group.
We need to establish

rules and routines/discipline.
Otherwise

children may be

blundering

noisy.

This would affect

classroom environment

the running of normal programme
increasing unsafe factor.

| need to

think more ideas of

how to help children to
manage their behaviour
cultivate good habits.

| am still exploring

the scale of this matter.

How to moderate it?

My main confusion is about
the moderating of
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children’s autonomy

the freedom of children

to what extent and how?

Although we say

teachers need to

respect children in every aspect

but sometimes

you still need to

build ladders for children.

Like the Zone of Proximal Development.
We need to

act with a well-defined objective in mind
and think

to what extent the child can develop.

Being a teacher and a learner

| am suitable for teaching.
| am concerned about
whether | can do the job well.

| have quite high expectations
of myself.

| want to feel good

when doing my job.

If | do not reach that condition
| would feel sad and uncomfortable.
| would ask myself ...

Why can other teachers
interact well with children?
Why cannot | do that well?

In such a case

| feel I am really clumsy.

As a learner

| am a bird wanting to fly

and fly fast.

But

it is a big clumsy bird.

A clumsy bird

shall start flying early!

Maybe | need to

be more active in learning
think carefully about

how to teach the given lesson plans
think if the activities

are interesting enough

ask others
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to clarify my questions
learn more about
the kindergarten-based-curriculum.

At the different stages of my teaching
| would

observe how others do

listen to what others say

take up the experts’ comments
of how to deal with particular situation.
They provided guidance

to help me understand

what | did right

what | did wrong.

But sometimes

it was hard to tell

what was right

what was wrong.

One situation might have
multiple ways

to deal with it.

However

| would still regard

the experts’ comments as

fine examples and models

to learn

to follow.

It was like

do as the teacher said.

This was

the power of

the role models.

lam

in an erratic state now.
There is not

a single set of

criteria or standards.
We can choose to do things
in this way

or that way.
Sometimes | felt

| wanted to have

my own thoughts.

But

| find it is difficult

to decide what to do.
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| have been thinking about
quitting teaching

recently.

My teaching journey

had been so smooth.

With all the setbacks

and frustrations now

| feel very it difficult

to change the current situation.
| want to find

a good direction.

When | am getting lost

| would lose heart as well.

Personal life, work and future

(My life) is fast paced.
There are many things
waiting to be done.
Work and personal life
are melting together.

| take work home.

| have less time

to read books now.

The ideal state for me is
a little bit looser

than now.

It will give me

more time

and space

allow me to adapt to
the new environment
slowly.

| find myself

not able to keep up

the pace of this new environment.

| may be an older teacher

five or ten years later.

Enthusiasm would still be there.
Passion would have some degradation.
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Chapter 6: Analysis of Linda and Angela’s Stories

In this chapter, and Chapters 8 and 10, | analyse the teachers’ stories in pairs
around three main themes emerging from all six teachers’ narratives: the reality of
teaching, professional learning, and teachers’ feeling and professional identity.
However, for each teacher, the dilemmas, challenges and uncertainties the teachers
experienced in their teaching, learning and the construction of their professional
identities were slightly different. And these nuances of the teachers’ experiences
are highlighted at the beginning of my analysis of each teacher’s stories. The
nuances are then made explicit in my discussion of particular teachers’ narratives by
linking them with relevant literature, the career stages the teacher was at, the
particular kindergarten structure and professional learning programme she was
embedded in, and the wider reform contexts along with Chinese cultural
background. The first paired analysis shared in this chapter is the stories of Linda

and Angela from Public Kindergarten.

Linda: “Being a teacher was not easy”

Linda, a beginning teacher, shared the “difficult” and “not easy” feeling of
being a kindergarten teacher in her stories. Her narratives, “l cannot cope with all of
these” and “| feel defeated” further suggested a painful beginning to her teaching
career, as other teachers have experienced (Huberman, Grounauer, & Marti, 1993).
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In fact, she tried to resign twice at the end of both her first and second years (after
my data collection) of teaching. It seems Linda was still unsure whether she could
cope with the hardships of teaching, although she realised the first three years of
any career would be tough. This uncertainty appears to be different to many second
year teachers who would have decided that they could survive the teaching life and
were ready “to consolidate the gains made during the first stage and to differentiate
tasks and skills to be mastered next” (Katz, 1972, p. 51). Instead, Linda was still in
the process of inducting herself into the teaching profession, learning the Public
Kindergarten culture, and trying to survive and endure the reality of classroom
teaching.
My analysis of Linda’s stories is constructed around:

e How Linda coped with the reality of teaching, which included multiple tasks,
discipline and classroom management, and developing an appropriate

teacher—child relationship.

e How Linda learned to teach from more experienced teachers and the

director, and how did she understand the curriculum.

e How Linda constructed her professional identity, which was closely related to
her feelings about teaching, and her positioning and social relations with

others in the kindergarten context.

Linda’s narratives and my interpretation of them may therefore provide
some insights into a beginning teacher’s understanding, practices, and feelings
about teaching and learning in a curriculum context that is quite structured,
controlled, and prescribed, and in a formal and director-led professional learning

programme.
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Coping with the reality of teaching

Multiple tasks, “trivial matters” and work pressure

Linda was facing multiple tasks, including teaching, caring, planning, making
resources and other tasks assigned to her. “The pressure is great” was how Linda
felt about the busy work schedule stuffed with “many trivial matters” and the
expectations of doing them perfectly. This heavy workload is not unusual for
Chinese EC teachers. Lai’s (2011b) survey of more than 5000 kindergarten teachers
in Beijing reported their average working time as 13.5 hours per day, and that
overall 48.15% of them wanted to reduce the workload outside classroom teaching.

In Linda’s case, certain jobs caused “too much trouble” for her, for instance,
she did not like to manage the caring routines of eating, drinking, and toileting.
Linda viewed the task of taking care of “all matters of livelihood” as an addition to
her jobs of to “play with them” (children) and to “teach them knowledge and skills”.
However, | did not observe Linda joining children as playmate in their games or free
play. Teaching children knowledge and skills seemed more important and relevant to
Linda’s teacher status than playing with children and carrying out caring routines.
This may reflect the long-term influence of the traditional masculine images of the
teacher in China being the well-respected (Hofstede, 1986) knowledge-master and
knowledge-transmitter (Hu, 2002), which oppose the feminine caring and nurturing
role (Noddings, 1988). Linda thought her frustrations over the caring routines were
because she was a “careless” person. The director considered it to be Linda’s lack of
ability for and understanding of the kindergarten’s caring measures. Therefore, the

director organised a new teacher care-giving knowledge and skills competition
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(outside my classroom observations) to enhance new teachers’ awareness and
practice of caring for children. Public Kindergarten’s emphasis on the caring routines
suggested to Linda that caring for young children was her duty rather than an
opportunity to develop relationships with children (Goldstein, 1999; Noddings, 1988)
that she could enjoy. In this sense, Linda was carrying out the required caring duties
without understanding the deeper moral dimension and the pedagogies of them. In
short, Linda’s difficulty in coping with the heavy workload and her lack of
understanding of the jobs she was required to do contributed to the work pressure
she experienced.

Linda’s words “l had to think about everything by myself” hinted that feeling
lonely and unsupported in the classroom may be another source of work pressure.
However, Linda’s feelings did not match up with Public Kindergarten’s intention of
developing a collaborative community. Linda’s wish of “I would like Angela to be
with me and help me” revealed what Linda needed most was collaboration with
Angela inside the classroom to support her informal learning day by day. Some
researchers argue informal learning is equally important to formal professional
learning for beginning teachers (Dehli & Fumia, 2008; Jurasaite-Harbison & Rex,
2010; Williams, 2003). Recent research suggests being able to practise in a
peripheral position with the support of experienced teachers (Labmson, 2010; Le
Maistre & Pare, 2010) can help beginning teachers to survive the first few years of
their teaching career. Nevertheless, because of the shortage of experienced
teachers onsite to mentor Linda and the reality of solitary teaching in class, the
director could only organise as many formal learning activities as possible to make

up for the lack of opportunity for informal learning at her workplace.
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Children’s discipline as “lacking” and the class as “noisy”

Linda experienced challenges when working with different agendas. She
realised as a teacher she needed to maintain order in the class, keep up with the
structured daily schedule, achieve pre-set learning goals, and keep the parents
happy. Tensions arose when she felt:

e Children’s emergent interests could cause her teaching to digress “far away
from the plan” —in fact, pre-set plan versus emergent interest was a tension

Linda experienced when learning to teach, and | discuss this in a later section.

e The classroom might become “chaotic” because of the lack of order in class,
especially during transition time when children were following their own

agendas.

e Children would not happily listen to her because she could not relate to

them from an appropriate “distance”.

Linda saw children’s lack of discipline and her lack of classroom management
strategies as two reasons causing the “noisy class” and her losing control. These
narratives suggest Linda experienced pedagogical tensions when disciplining
children, managing the class and building appropriate teacher—child relationships in
the class.

Discipline and classroom management seemed the top concern for Linda, as
well as for many other beginning teachers (Dollase, 1992; Veenman, 1984). In
Linda’s case, the high teacher—child ratio, the demand of group and structured
teaching, and the cultural and personal views of discipline were factors influencing
Linda’s perceptions and experiences of discipline and classroom management. Linda
taught in a class where she had to face 24 children alone most of the time and work

with a group-activity-dominated daily schedule. However, the 24-child class was
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smaller than the government’s maximum number of 30 for 3 and 4-years-old classes
(Ministry of Education in People's Republic of China, 1996). Linda regarded discipline
as a prerequisite of effective teaching, which echoed Chinese traditional
understandings of discipline (Ho, 2001), and to her, classroom management was
separate from other teaching activities, requiring techniques and strategies to shape
children’s behaviour. These views were commonly accepted at Public Kindergarten
and resonated with Ayers’ (2001) discussions about common understandings of
discipline and classroom management concerning its “linearity” and “insularity” (p.
11). However, Ayers argues, alternatively, teachers can change their focus from
seeking “techniques to shape behavior” (ibid.) for immediate results, to building
authentic teaching relationships as a context for working out discipline and

classroom management issues with children.

Teacher-child relationship as “not easy to handle”

Linda’s statements, “it was difficult to love every child” and “the relationship
with children was not easy to handle”, indicated teacher-child relationships
concerned her. Two images of the child emerged in Linda’s story:

e an “obedient” and “well-behaved” image of the child revealed in Linda’s

descriptions of children when recalling her childhood

e a “smart” and “assertive” image of the child who would “like to show
themselves” and “think actively” but “lacking in discipline” based on her

observations of children in her class.

The formation of child images are influenced not only by “the values, beliefs
and experiences of individuals” (Ebbeck & Warrier, 2008, p. 247), but also by the

external cultural and societal opinions of children and childhood. The two images of
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the child therefore may reflect:

e Confucian thinking, whereby Chinese children were defined “within the

social context” and “in the hierarchy of relationships” (Lau, 1996, p. 360)

e the increasing recognition of self and personality of children influenced by
Western psychology and reflected in “the call for respect for children,
freedom and equality in preschool education” (Hsueh & Tobin, 2003, p. 86)
that the ECE reform tried to promote (Yan Liu et al., 2007).

The Chinese ECE reforms made Western ideas official and authoritative. At
the personal level, the “disciplined” child image seemed to be the ideal for Linda
compared to the other personal qualities she observed in children. This may reflect
the strong influence of the traditional ideal Chinese child image (Bai, 2005b). The
“disciplined” child may also be easier for Linda to love than the “disruptive” child.

Linda thus experienced conceptual tensions when working with the multiple
images of the child: whether to view the child according to the needs of communal
life or children’s individual needs and thoughts, and whether to understand children
based on a hierarchical teacher—child relationship or the “friend-like” equal
relationship that Linda imagined. Linda’s attention to discipline and classroom
management signifies that the cultural norms of teachers to maintain authority and
take control in the classroom still have stronger sway than the close and equal
teacher—child relationship in her practice. Linda’s dilemma also reflects a major
concern of many Chinese EC teachers: the fear of losing teacher authority in the
recent reform context where teachers are expected to change their roles from

knower and knowledge-giver to supporter, collaborator and guide (Yi & Pang, 2003).
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Learning to teach

Making sense of curriculum

Linda understood curriculum as the subjects “I teach”, planning what she
wrote on the planning forms to inform her “what to do every day” and to reflect on
what she did. Linda’s conception of teaching and learning was most strongly a
teacher-led one, a one-sided learning model (Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996). This
reflected the long-term domination of understanding curriculum as subjects, goals,
plans, and activities in China (Z. Li, Yang, & Yin, 2009). However, the reforms
promoted a different understanding of curriculum as “purposefully selected and
organized learning experience” (p. 26) and as emergent events during teacher—
children interaction that value children’s voice and subjectivity. Yet predesigned
purposeful planning for both teacher-led and emergent learning activities were still
believed crucial in effective teaching. Therefore, both teacher-led and child-led
teaching and learning were equally important in the reform contexts.

A set of dual concepts — teaching and learning, teacher and children,
prescribed plan and emergent interest, group and individuals — was elaborated in
Linda’s narratives. The reforms required teachers to recognise both teacher’s and
child’s subjectivities when working with these concepts, and to find a balance of
teacher-led and child-led teaching and learning in practice. However, this balance
seemed easier to achieve in the curriculum and daily schedule by inserting child-led
activities, as Public Kindergarten did, than in the pedagogy of classroom teaching.
Linda’s practical decisions reflect more of teachers’ planning and group needs than

children’s voices. In the group learning situations, Linda prioritised the execution of
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the prescribed plan and the pre-set learning goals ahead of individual children’s
learning interests. According to Xiaoyi Gao and Pang (2006a), many Chinese
kindergarten teachers tend to give children closed-ended responses in order to
redirect children’s interests and questions back to the planned lesson. Linda’s
discussion of the pirate theme shows that she believed learning content should be
chosen from the curriculum booklets according to Public Kindergarten’s activity
selection criteria, not children’s interests. Curriculum in this sense is seen as pre-
packaged and legitimated (Apple, 1995) and is placed before children’s interests. As
much as she would like not to, Linda still chose to orientate her teaching to the
curriculum rather than children’s emerging interests because of constraints such as
time, and pre-set themes and plans that she “could not change”. A sense of
powerlessness was conveyed in Linda’s narratives, which indicates both Linda and
the children lack agency in the kindergarten structure, planning process, and actual

classroom teaching.

Learning from more experienced teachers and the director

Linda desired a “beautiful” feeling when working with children as was
demonstrated by the experienced teachers, but it was not felt in her everyday
practices. Linda struggled when wanting to:

e attend to every child, but feeling constrained
e have more discussions with her teaching partner, but having no time to do so
e manage multiple tasks, but feeling she could not meet others’ expectations

e learn more, but not able to because her and children’s learning interests did

not match with the kindergarten’s training agenda.
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The preceding analysis indicates Linda’s struggles were caused by her
beginning teacher status as well as structural constraints such as the 1:24 teacher—
child ratio, the group learning and pre-set teaching plan, teaching and learning
oriented to teacher-led developmental goals, and a structured daily routine.
However, such structural constraints also existed for the experienced teachers but
did not seem to trouble them as much. Experienced teachers’ successful
experiences suggested to Linda that she should be able to overcome those
constraints. Therefore, the “beautiful” teaching experience modelled by the
experienced teachers could be an active motivation (Huberman et al.,, 1993) for
Linda’s future professional learning. But comparing her errors with the success of
more experienced teachers also reinforced Linda’s “defeated” feeling. Moreover,
Linda’s narratives imply that she seemed unaware that the “beautiful” teaching
experience was not a result of learning different strategies and techniques; rather it
was the development of pedagogical thoughtfulness learnt through reflection and
experience (van Manen, 1991).

The director tried to help Linda realise the beauty of teaching by setting up
policies, procedures, standards, expectations, and multiple professional learning
activities. Linda described the director as “a form teacher” who was “very strict”
and would teach her many things. Linda’s narrative painted an image of the director
as a skilful, responsible and authoritative knowledge-giver. In her strict-teacher and
naughty-child relationship with the director, Linda was passive. The poem Teaching
English made explicit Linda’s passive position in professional learning. There were
many training opportunities to inform Linda how to teach English in the Public

Kindergarten’s ways. However, Linda’s doubts and questioning around English
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teaching were not part of the kindergarten’s professional learning agenda. Despite
her wonderings, according to the director Linda’s English teaching still improved.
The improvement was a result of a closely monitored planning process carried out
by the director and the English Subject Group leader, numerous opportunities to
observe other teachers and be observed, and collective reflection on planning and
practice. Linda was learning how to teach English by passively assimilating and
conforming to Public Kindergarten’s ways of practice without mutual understanding
of the shared endeavour. This can be seen as transmission and acquisition of
required practice (Rogoff et al., 1996) rather than transforming teaching by
connecting teaching with teacher’s beliefs and expertise (Kose & Lim, 2010). It
seems there was a disconnection between Linda’s personal passive professional
learning experience and the active learning Linda was expected to deliver in the
class. Shulman (1988/2004) argues that it is important to connect teachers’ own
learning with the learning they are required to support in their class; “the
requirements for student learning shall be also requirements for teacher

development” (p. 314).

Constructing professional identity

A feeling of “could not”

Linda frequently used the phrase “could not” when talking about her
teaching. This illustrates a negative self-image with a strong sense of dissatisfaction
and self-doubt, which is often found among beginning teachers (Huberman et al.,
1993). Linda’s feelings may be caused by the differences between her optimistic
vision of teaching and the dynamic reality, for new teachers, of teaching in the
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classroom (Dollase, 1992). Linda’s narrative reveals her ideal vision of teaching and
the reality were far apart:

e |deal “beautiful” vision of teaching that means children would willingly listen

to Linda versus Linda’s class as “messy” and “chaotic” in reality

e Ideal close relationship with children and having fewer everyday tasks might
allow Linda to “pay close attention to individual children’s thoughts” versus
the “big group” dominated and “tightly scheduled” everyday teaching

routine in reality

e |deal professional learning to meet Linda’s needs of learning different
teaching approaches such as Montessori and foreign kindergartens where
teachers “do not teach like we do” versus learning the particular Public

Kindergarten/reform way of teaching in reality.

Linda desired a child/learner-centred teaching and learning approach.
However, the curriculum requirements and the kindergarten’s agenda dominated
her actual everyday teaching and learning. Therefore, Linda’s negative and doubting
self-image may be a result of dealing with the mismatch between the ideal and the
real; the different agendas between children, the teachers, the curriculum and the
kindergarten; and Linda’s low self-evaluation of her actual teaching and her negative

emotions about her everyday practices.

A sense of otherness

Linda’s stories echo Hargreaves et al’s (2001) argument that teacher’s
emotions and self-identity are closely linked with school structure, pedagogy,
planning and social relations. Linda shared the good and bad of being a kindergarten
teacher by reflecting on her social relations, perceptions of teaching, current

personal and professional self. As an insider, Linda realised the rude reality of
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teaching (Veenman, 1984) as intensified and multitasking with high expectations
from others. Linda was anxious about her ability to cope with the reality, which is
common for new teachers (Renard, 2003). Linda identified herself as a hardworking
teacher, which is an important value in the Chinese early childhood community
(Tobin et al., 2009), and she was trying hard to do everything well. However, she
struggled with the issues of devaluing of kindergarten teaching by the general public
(outsiders), the “defeated” feeling of not being able to meet the director’s
expectations, the curricular requirements, and parents’ expectations. She also
struggled with the imbalance between her work and her personal life, and her
relationships with children in her class, the Public Kindergarten’s curriculum, and
herself as a teacher.

There was a sense of otherness in Linda’s social relations with others
throughout her poems:

e “they review and comment on them” when talking about the monitored

planning process

e “they will not agree if | do like this” when predicting the possibility of

exploring the pirate theme

e “they only see the most visible stuff” when understanding the parents’

expectations

e “they have decided the themes and which words need to be taught” when

questioning and reflecting the way English was taught

e “they also have pain and joy” when admiring the teachers from the exemplar

kindergarten”

e “how come they do not understand” when her effort and hard work are

devalued and misunderstood.
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The word “they” represents the people with power in the kindergarten
contexts, the role models Linda looked up to, the parents she served, and societal
expectations. The sense of otherness may imply the social, moral, professional, and
political distances between Linda and the people around her in the kindergarten
and a wider context, which according to Hargreaves (2001) may configure teachers’
emotions in particular ways. Linda’s stories also show she was positioned as:

e a follower, less powerful and less knowledgeable in her relations with the

director, the team leader and the given curriculum
e alower performer compared to the experienced teachers
e amanager or controller in the classroom
e aprofessional in front of the parents

e misunderstood by the wider society.

In this sense, Linda’s positioning at Public Kindergarten is constituted by
multiple and contradictory discursive practices when interacting and socialising with
others. Linda’s multiple images and positions in different social relationships at
Public Kindergarten may have caused personal tensions when defining who she is
and what her position can be in the life of children, others, the kindergarten, and

herself as a teacher.

Angela: “Learn everything once again”

Angela came to Public Kindergarten as an experienced teacher, confident

and not anticipating big changes in her teaching. However, “I need to learn
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everything once again” suggests that the Public Kindergarten’s “culture of practice”
(Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 95) may be quite different to her previous kindergarten’s,
despite the fact that they were both state-run kindergartens and guided by
Shanghai’s ECE reform initiatives. Angela was coping with the tough reality of
teaching in a new teaching community, and learning how to teach the Public
Kindergarten’s ways was her top priority. She also experienced a shift of professional
identity when redefining herself as a teacher at Public Kindergarten. These three
aspects, emerging from Angela’s poems, were parallel to Linda’s. But their narratives
about them were quite different.

e Angela talked about how she coped with the reality of teaching by focusing
on the impact of this new teaching community on her ways of working with
children and the need to grasp the Public Kindergarten’s ways of teaching,

rather than the day-to-day reality of being in the class.

e Angela’s narrative of learning to teach at Public Kindergarten was about the
disconnections between her previous and current experiences of learning,

the multiple truths of teaching and learning, and the experts’ influences.

e Angela shared how her professional identity had shifted, and her contrasting
feelings and self-images of being a teacher at her previous and current

kindergartens.

Taking a socio-cultural and narrative inquiry stance (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000; Rogoff, 2003), | understand this difference reflects Angela’s unique past
teaching and learning experience and her particular position at Public Kindergarten.
In the discussion that follows, | analyse Angela’s stories by attending to the
continuities and disconnections emerging from her teaching and learning
experiences over time. Angela’s narratives and my analysis thus may therefore

illustrate possible challenges and tensions that some experienced Chinese EC
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teachers may confront when becoming enculturated in new kindergarten
communities, and how the change of teaching community may shape teachers’

feelings and professional identity.

Coping with the reality of teaching

Work with children: “I do not know some children’s personality well”

“Easy to manage” was how Angela described her experience of working with
children as a beginning teacher at the previous kindergarten. This is unlike many
beginning teachers’ who identify classroom management as the first problem in
their teaching (Veenman, 1984). Angela’s “easy” feeling came from tell-and-be-told
teacher—child relationship where teachers “set up all the rules and routines” and
“let children play some games to practice some routines”. Those games were play-
like activities that teachers arranged to train children to follow rules and instructions.
The easiness was also because Angela had an experienced teaching partner who
could “manage the class with order” using traditional discipline methods that might
“threaten children” and be “too fierce”. The hierarchical teacher—child relationship
in Angela’s class and the traditional discipline methods valued teacher-dictated rules
and routines, rather than “children’s hearts, souls, minds” (Ayers, 2001, p. 11). In
short, a teacher-led model of teaching guided Angela’s work with children at the
previous kindergarten where she had had power and authority in her relationships

with children, which matched with the “stately” image of teacher in young Angela’s

mind.
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Working with children at Public Kindergarten seemed a different story.
Angela experienced a change of teaching focus from “lessons” to “everything in
everyday life”. This suggests a change of curriculum orientation from valuing
subject-based teaching and a teacher-led teacher—child relationship, to children’s
active learning and an equal teacher—child relationship acknowledging both
teacher’s and child’s subjectivities in everyday contexts. Children and their learning
were placed at the centre of Public Kindergarten’s curriculum, which directed
Angela to value “children’s personality”, “children’s perspective”, “children’s
autonomy and freedom”. The need to find a balance between teacher-led and child-
centred teaching and learning is a task confronting many Chinese kindergarten
teachers (H. Li, 2005). Angela’s narrative, “my main confusion is about the
moderateness of children’s autonomy, the freedom of children, to what extent and
how”, may imply she experienced pedagogical tensions when finding the desired
balance in her teaching.

e Is learning one-sided or dual centred? — When and how should the teacher

“build ladders for children” and when should children be “respected in every

aspect” in everyday contexts? How should the collective group’s need of

)

“establishing rules and routines” be balanced with individual children’s

“inborn nature” as “being naughty” and “being a little bit crazy”?

e Is learning an active discovery process or achieving developmental goals? —
What were the criteria that could help Angela make decisions between
achieving “well defined learning goals” and respecting individual children’s

interests and needs?

e s learning based on accepting individual children and celebrating who they
are, or identifying their developmental gaps and then filling those gaps? —

Which children Angela should acknowledge first — the ideal children that the
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collective group needed who “could manage their behaviour” with “good
habits”, the developmental children who were climbing “the ladders” to
reach the height teachers set for them, or children who came through
Angela’s classroom door every day with “inborn nature” and “strong

personality”?

e Does good teaching mean responsive interactions with children or executing

approved plans? -When could Angela find time to get to “know some

IH

children’s personality well” every day in between “many activities”?

The busy daily schedule, the prescribed curriculum, the 1:24 teacher—
children ratio, Angela’s gap-finding and-filling approach to child development, and
her focus on teaching strategies seemed to prevent her from “knowing some
children’s personality well”. Many Chinese kindergarten teachers experience similar
uncertainty and ambiguity when trying to redefine and develop an appropriate
teacher—child-relationship (Yi & Pang, 2003), and to reconceptualise teaching and

learning in the reform contexts (H. Dai & Zheng, 2009; Xiaoyi Gao & Pang, 2009).

Teaching practice: “found problems” but “do not know how to adjust”

Angela found problems in her teaching, more specifically when teaching the
kindergarten-based curriculum, which she had not yet “grasped how to teach”. At
the conceptual level, Angela was unsure about “the intrinsic differences” between
Conversational Language Activities that she taught at her previous kindergarten and
Public Kindergarten’s Experience Exchange Activity. The director’s narratives
suggested Experience Exchange Activity is a unique feature of Public Kindergarten’s
curriculum, and teachers should focus on children and children’s active construction
of new knowledge when planning and teaching Experience Exchange Activity.

However, when comparing Experience Exchange Activity and Conversational
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Language Activity, Angela’s focus was on the differences in the forms of activities
and teaching strategies, rather than the values of each approach and children’s roles
in the different learning process. The conflicting Public Kindergarten’s children
orientated script and Angela’s teaching strategy orientated script may have caused
tensions for Angela when understanding the new teaching approach, and therefore
may hinder the transformation of her practice (Blank, 2009).

At the practical level, Angela’s reflection on an open-class Experience
Exchange Activity (see Table 5.2, No. 3) revealed that she struggled with planning,
responding, and interacting with children, and guiding the discussion. Angela
understood her practical struggles as being a result of not learning the curriculum
well enough, and that not planning sufficiently; while the director believed it was
because Angela did not really understand children and “how children learn”. Angela
seemed to reflect on her own practice from a teacher-led mind-set, focusing on her
role as a teacher rather than attending to children as the director did. The influence
of a traditional teacher-led way of learning is obvious in Angela’s reflection, which
seems a constraint for Angela, preventing her from grasping the Experience
Exchange Activity, an approach that requires teachers to place children at the centre
of their thinking. Similar findings are reported in the studies done among Chinese EC
teachers in Taiwan and Hong Kong (Hsieh, 2004; Y. L. Li, 2004).

According to the director, one of the key ideas of Public Kindergarten’s
curriculum was to let children actively construct new knowledge by themselves.
However, this child-centred learning process was not made explicit in the curriculum
resource books that Angela heavily relied on as she would often “copy the examples”

from the books. In fact, the curriculum resource books presented a teacher-led
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model of teaching and learning. Experience Exchange Activity resources available to
Angela were mainly tested plans written by experienced teachers in a prescriptive
manner. The tested plans provided technical ideas for her, but not the experienced
teachers’ active higher-level thinking process, conceptual understanding and
“pedagogical thoughtfulness” (van Manen, 1991, p. 8). This may be why Angela felt
she did not “really understand the beauty and meaning of the plans” and the
lessons she observed. Disconnection once again can be identified, as the
prescriptive plans imply a passive learning process for both Angela’s and the
children’s learning, while the purpose of these plans is to facilitate children’s active
learning. Learning centre activities resources were similar. They explained the
theoretical background of this approach, focused on the material and technical
aspects of the learning centre activities, and included experienced teachers’
reflections of how they made the approach work in their classrooms. But, the
guestion of “how children learn” during learning centre activities was not addressed.

In short, the multiple but disconnected educational ideas in Angela’s mind
and practice, in her past and current teaching experience, in the director’s
expectations and Public Kindergarten’s philosophy, and in the curriculum resource
books may have contributed to some conceptual and pedagogical tensions Angela
experienced when trying to grasp Public Kindergarten’s ways of teaching in everyday

practices.
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Learning to teach at Public Kindergarten

Making sense of curriculum

Angela’s current understanding of curriculum was “everything in everyday
life”, which is “a broad view of curriculum” (Shanghaishi jiaoweijiaoxueyanjiushi
youjiaozu, 2001, p. 32) the recent reforms have been promoting. It contrasts with
Angela’s previous kindergarten’s lesson-focused practices. It seems the influence
and implementation of reform ideas varies in different kindergartens. This finding
resonates with Tobin et al’s (2009) argument that some Chinese kindergartens may
have progressed further in changing educational ideas, and have “already figured
out how to put new paradigm into practice” (p. 78) while the majority of urban
kindergartens struggle in the reform contexts. Pan and Yan Liu’s (2008) study of 26
kindergartens in Shanxi province has reported similar findings. Therefore, the
change of kindergartens is not only a change of location for Angela, but also a
change of educational ideas and practices.

The disconnection of educational ideas and practices between Angela’s
previous and current experiences is apparent. Angela found the previous lesson-
focused teaching and learning approach “quite handy”, and felt it difficult to “adjust”
her practice to meet Public Kindergarten’s curriculum requirements. The need “to
learn everything once again” implies what Angela knew about teaching previously
was neither relevant nor valuable, and should be abandoned. However, scholars
argue that teachers’ irrelevant past experience should also be valued since it may
provide personal knowledge (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988), cultural tools (Cole, 2000),

and self-knowledge (Palmer, 1998) to help them comprehend new educational ideas
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and develop new teaching repertoires. Greene (1978) states devaluing and
dismissing the knowledge learnt from the past may disconnect teachers from “their
personal histories, their lived lives” (p. 2) where teachers’ new learning and their
own transcendence are grounded.

There is another disconnection. Angela’s broad definition of curriculum
extended her attention from lessons to “children’s personality” and ways of “being
with children” when teaching at Public Kindergarten. However, her descriptions of
curriculum in practice referred to the segregated activities according to the daily
schedule, learning content and teaching approach representing teachers’ agenda,
and the tasks teachers were required to do. Children seemed invisible in everyday
practices. Curriculum therefore was a tool for choosing learning content and
teaching strategies (H. Dai & Zheng, 2009), instead of everything in children’s life.
This analysis indicates that Angela was quite clear in her mind that the reform ideas
were meant to focus on children and their everyday life, but not in her practice. Yet
holding a broad view of curriculum in theory but not in actual practice is not just the
case for Angela, but also for many other Chinese EC teachers (Xiaoyi Gao & Pang,

2006a; Yan Liu et al., 2007).

Multiple images of teaching and learning

Multiple images of teaching and learning emerged in Angela’s poetic stories.
In contrast to Angela’s casual, playful and informal early childhood home-care in a
rural village, her primary-like kindergarten reflects a so-called traditional image of
kindergarten as a place where “subject-based, teacher-centred and

classroom/[lesson]-focused” (Yan Liu et al., 2007, p. 20, own translation) learning
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should take place. It is interesting that Angela regarded her grandma as her teacher,
as it raises a question of what a kindergarten/early childhood teacher is in a child’s
life. Conflicting images of early teaching and learning thus emerged:

e play versus formal learning

e close bonding through shared experience versus teach-be-taught adult-child

relationship.

Angela’s memories of her home-care and grandma suggest that from an
ordinary child’s perspective, play and a close relationship with her caregiver seemed
more important than being taught. This may reflect the playful nature of the
ordinary child, which is in contrast to the neo-Confucian image of an ideal child as
disliking play and showing intellectual superiority (Bai, 2005a).

The conceptual and pedagogical tensions can be clearly identified in Angela’s
current teaching. This may be because Angela was required to take a child-centred
view of teaching and learning at Public Kindergarten and this requirement raised the
questions of whether to value:

e children’s play or formal learning
e close or authoritative teacher—child relationship

e children’s “inborn nature” or the group needs.

Interestingly, these tensions were not revealed in Angela’s narratives of her
previous teaching experience in a teacher-led teaching and learning context where
children seemed invisible; a situation the recent reforms were intended to change.
This finding reflects a shift of curriculum orientation from being society-orientated
to child-orientated in the reform contexts, which have challenged many Chinese

kindergarten teachers in practice (H. Dai & Zheng, 2009). However, how to
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understand and attend to children were neither on the top of Angela’s immediate

learning list, nor on the agenda of Public Kindergarten’s professional learning.

Multiple truths and following “the experts’ comments”

The multiple images of teaching and learning in the traditional and reform
ECE contexts created multiple truths for Angela and make it “hard to tell what was
right, what was wrong”. Multiple truths of teaching and learning thus placed Angela
“in an erratic state”. Reflecting on her teacher-led, professor-led, and director-led
professional learning experiences at training college, and at the previous and
current kindergartens, it is not surprising Angela found it difficult to “decide what to
do” by herself when there were more than “a single set of criteria and standards” in
everyday practices.

Angela highlighted the importance of connecting theory and practice when
talking about her initial training. Her teachers guided her learning step by step
through a teacher-led model of teaching and learning (Rogoff et al., 1996). Angela’s
confidence was boosted due to her ability to make use of the knowledge that was
transmitted to her, and meeting others’ expectations by following teachers’
guidance. At the previous kindergarten, Angela’s professional learning was through
guided participation (Rogoff, 1995) by more experienced and knowledgeable others,
including the professor. Angela was happy to be a follower in the professor-led
model of professional learning and accepted the professor’s truths of teaching and
learning.

Influenced by her previous learning, Angela automatically placed herself as a

follower at Public Kindergarten. However, unlike her previous learning only following
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one professor’s ideas, the preceding analysis indicated that there were multiple and
conflicting truths of teaching and learning at Public Kindergarten. Angela regarded the
director and the more experienced teachers’ ideas as “fine examples and models to
learn and to follow”. Angela wanted clear guidance and authoritative answers to
inform her own decisions. She tended to rely on “the experts’ comments”, rather than
her own “judgement, analyse and synthesize ideas and information, and draw [her]
own conclusions” (Marton & EDB Chinese Language Research Team, 2009, p. 134).
“To be more active in learning” was what Angela thought she should do. But Public
Kindergarten’s director-led professional learning approach placed Angela in a passive
position. Moreover, Public Kindergarten’s lack of attention paid to facilitating teachers’
critical thinking, flexibility, and creativity may have hindered Angela’s understanding
and reflection of multiple truths.

The preceding analysis suggests, as a learner, Angela believed in the
importance of effort and recognising the hardship in learning and self-sacrifice to do
a better job, which were commonly valued among Chinese EC teachers (Tobin et al.,
2009). She valued more knowledgeable others, official and authoritative knowledge
rather than her own ideas and judgements. Angela took the official and
authoritative knowledge as the right way of teaching and learning at the surface
level, instead of accepting multiple interpretations of teaching and learning when
constructing her own response to the knowledge (Apple, 1993). Angela’s experience
implies that the context of professional learning has become complex and diverse
for Chinese kindergarten teachers. This may require a change of professional
learning approach from the traditional “learning by being taught” to “learning how

to learn”, which is an emphasis of the recent Chinese educational reforms (Marton
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& EDB Chinese Language Research Team, 2009). Shulman (1998/2004) argued,
professional learning should help teachers “to transform, adapt, merge and
synthesize, criticize, and invent” and facilitate teachers’ “exercise of judgement” (p.

534); these were what Angela struggled with.

Shifting professional identity

The teaching journey: from “smooth” to “setbacks and frustrations”

Angela’s use of opposites, “easy” and “difficult”, implies the dramatic change
in her teaching career due to the change of teaching community. “Easy” was
associated with her “smooth” teaching experience in the past, and “difficult”
reflected her current “frustrated” feeling. It seems Angela moved from the
enthusiasm and growth stage of her career at the previous kindergarten to the
career frustration stage at Public Kindergarten where she experienced “a lack of job
satisfaction” (Lynn, 2002, p. 181). This supports Lynn’s argument that teachers’
career stages are not linear but dynamically shaped by “personal and organizational

environmental factors” (p. 179).

Self-image: from “could do the job well” to “clumsy bird”

Angela had high self-expectations and often questioned why she could not
do things well after observing or comparing her teaching with other teachers.
Angela’s “uncomfortable” feeling and fear of underachieving at Public Kindergarten
are often found among beginning teachers (Cherubini, 2009), not among
experienced teachers. In contrast with Angela’s initial “happy” and “could do the job

III

well” self-image as a teacher, Angela redefined herself as “a clumsy bird” who was
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unsure about her ability to teach. These narratives imply Angela was losing her
confidence, self-efficacy and power in teaching. Angela’s different experiences of
working in two different kindergartens, and the ideological shift from traditional
teacher-led to child-centred teaching and learning may have shaped her changing
feelings of being a teacher. Angela knew the traditional ways of teaching and
learning very well but not the child-centred ways. Sikes et al. (1985) assert that
being able to do what is required may give teachers “a sense of security” (p. 152) in
a particular teaching and learning context. Therefore, not being able to do what was
required at Public Kindergarten may be the main source of Angela’s negative
feelings and self-doubt. Moreover, Angela’s overt concentration on “experts’
comments”, and meeting the external requirements and tasks may disconnect her
from gaining deeper understanding of herself and children (Apple, 1986; Ayers,
2001; Palmer, 1998).

Like Linda, Angela positioned herself as a passive follower, less powerful and
less knowledgeable at Public Kindergarten. But she was employed as an experienced
teacher with an expectation of providing help and guidance to her teaching partner
Linda and was given a responsibility of leading the 4 and 5-year-old class teaching
team. In this sense, Linda and other teachers may view Angela as an experienced,
knowledgeable and powerful member of the Public Kindergarten community. The
contrasting images and positions of Angela from her own perspective and other
teachers’ opinions may cause tensions for Angela when becoming enculturated into
the kindergarten community, when socialising with the colleagues, and when

understanding the teaching self in children’s life and in the wider community.
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Summary

Public Kindergarten’s curriculum closely followed the government’s reform
ideas. Modern educational ideas such as valuing children’s central position in
teaching and learning, individualised teaching and learning, and a broad view of
curriculum were promoted at Public Kindergarten. Understanding children is
fundamental for implementing child-centred modern educational ideas; but it was
not on Public Kindergarten’s professional learning agenda. Moreover, Public
Kindergarten maintained a traditional centralised control process for managing the
kindergarten’s operation, curriculum implementation and professional learning.
Structured daily routines, prescriptive curriculum documents and planning
processes, and director-led formal professional learning were some key aspects of
its management strategies. The traditional ideas were embodied in the kindergarten
structure as well as Linda and Angela’s cultural repertoires of practice (Gutierrez &
Rogoff, 2003), i.e. their actual teaching. Conflicting scripts about teaching and
learning thus co-existed at Public Kindergarten.

Several common threads have emerged from Linda and Angela’s stories.
Firstly, Linda and Angela both seemed to find it difficult to promote children’s
central position in their teaching, and experienced intellectual tensions when
making sense of Public Kindergarten’s curriculum and practices. Secondly, Linda and
Angela both desired a close relationship with children. But they experienced
pedagogical tensions due to the multiple images of child they encountered, the fear
of losing their authority in the class, and the struggle of managing the needs and

requirements of all parties — individual child, the class, the teacher, the kindergarten,
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and the parents. Thirdly, Linda and Angela both mentioned the influences of more
experienced teachers/the director/the experts in their professional learning.
However, they found it difficult to match their own teaching with the exemplified
and required teaching. Fourthly, negative emotions such as frustration, fear,
confusion and self-doubt were strongly communicated in Linda and Angela’s stories,
despite Public Kindergarten’s well-intentioned professional learning programme led
by a very proactive director in order to support the beginning teachers’ and the
newcomers’ teaching and learning. Hargreaves (1994) points out that even well-
intentioned provisions or systems may also be “self-defeating because they are
squeezed into mechanistic models or suffocated through stifling supervision” (p. 3).

Public Kindergarten’s particular professional learning approach and
kindergarten structure seem important influences on Linda and Angela’s teaching
and learning. Public Kindergarten’s director-led, structured and formal professional
learning programme reflects a de-contextualised view of learning that may
underestimate the complexity and uncertainty of teaching and learning, and the
dynamic relationships among the four common places of teaching: teacher,
curriculum, children, and milieu (Schwab, 1983). It may also cause a disjunction
between Linda and Angela’s personal passive professional learning experiences and
the active learning they were required to support in the classroom.

Reflecting on my own teaching experiences of teaching at a state-run
kindergarten 20 years ago, | noticed some changes in the daily schedule and
planning between what happened in Public Kindergarten and my previous
kindergarten. For instance, Public Kindergarten had individualised learning centre

activities, small group learning activities, and extended pre-planning from bring only
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for big group lessons to all four kinds of activities; but they were not part of my
previous kindergarten’s practice. These changes may reflect the shift of
underpinning educational philosophy and promoting a holistic and child-centred
approach to teaching and learning. However, Chapters 5 and 6 showed that Linda
and Angela were teaching alone most of the time in the classroom, and this was the
same as what | had experienced 20 years ago. Other similarities between my own
experience and what | observed in Linda and Angela’s class are:

e the daily schedule and the teaching plans determine class activities

e teachers’ teaching practices are controlled, supervised, and guided

e teachers’ professional learning consists of being told and becoming aware of
what is acceptable and appropriate according to the curriculum, the
kindergarten policies, the more experienced others and the local education

authorities.

This comparison may suggest the guiding philosophy of Chinese ECE has
changed dramatically over the years, but kindergarten structure, management,
everyday routine, and professional learning approach have not changed as much.
This finding echoes Yan Liu, Pan and Sun’s (2007) observations of the Chinese ECE
reforms. They argue, “the tendency of emphasizing the change in philosophy but
neglecting the system/kindergarten restructuring may constrain the promoted
reform ideas being realized and pursued in reality” (p. 36). Therefore, the changing
philosophy and the unchanging kindergarten structure, the disconnections between
the promoted educational ideas in theory and in practice are other factors shaping

Linda and Angela’s teaching and learning experiences.
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Chapter 7: Selina and Cherry from

Private Kindergarten

Private Kindergarten Context

Selina and Cherry were teaching partners of a 4 and 5-year-old
“international”® class from Private Kindergarten in Shanghai. Selina had been
teaching at Private Kindergarten for six years and was the master teacher™ of the
class, and the team leader of the 4 and 5-year-old class teaching team (three
parallel classes and six Chinese teachers). Cherry was the class teacher and in her
third year of teaching. Both Selina and Cherry were in their early thirties. There
were 27 children in Selina and Cherry’s class, and they co-taught in the classroom
most of the time.

Private Kindergarten was privately funded and managed by an educational
organisation that ran several chained kindergartens in China. It mainly served local
Chinese families. A three-storey building, a multi-function hall and a big grassy
outdoor play area accommodated 15 classes of more than 300 children aged from 2

to 6 years old. Private Kindergarten’s website stated that its educational philosophy

® Private Kindergarten had two streams of classes: International and Mainstream. The difference was
international classes had English teachers teaching in the class half a day, while mainstream classes only offered
English lessons. The fees for international and mainstream classes differed.

O The master teacher took the leading role in the class.
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emphasised holistic and harmonious development, independent thinking,
environmental conservation, and international awareness. These emphases were
believed to be important aspects of constructing a solid foundation for children’s

lifelong learning and sustainable development.

Funding

The school fee for Private Kindergarten’s international class was approximately
CNY¥3000/NZDS577 per month. Because Private Kindergarten did not receive any
government funding, school fees paid by the parents were its main income. The
parents and the market played important roles in Private Kindergarten’s decision-
making process. Having an attractive educational philosophy and curriculum that the
parents would accept and buy into was the key to success in holding a place in the
ECE market. In Private Kindergarten’s case, the uniqueness of its curriculum was the
idea of international education and child-centred learning as opposed to the
traditional academic-focused and teacher-directed education.

Private Kindergarten was regulated by the government’s kindergarten work
regulations (Ministry of Education in People's Republic of China, 1996), and
guidance (Ministry of Education in People's Republic of China, 2001). As will become
apparent in later discussions, Private Kindergarten chose some Western approaches
to support “children’s holistic and harmonious development” promoted by the

government. The director shared:

Our curriculum

has learnt from

Early Years Foundation Stage
a curriculum from England.
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Our curriculum aligns with

the government’s regulations of

early childhood education

to promote children’s

holistic and harmonious development.

The difference

(between our kindergarten and other kindergarten)
is the implementation methods.
Our curriculum is quite integrated!
We have

structured teaching and learning
learning centres

project approach

daily life activities.

These four approaches

are integrated

not fragmented.

There is a process

for the parents

to accept our curriculum.

In Shanghai

many parents

value early children education.

They are willing to

try out new approaches.

Up to now

all parents who enrol their children here
accept our philosophy and approach.

Next year

we will face

the education authority’s inspection
to give us an official grade.

They will mainly inspect

the kindergarten’s management.
We cannot change our curriculum
but we can develop

a better awareness of

quality control

through this process

to make our management more
standardised

detailed

and better quality.
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According to the director, to be accepted by the parents and to be
recognised by the local education authority were equally important for Private
Kindergarten. The five parents | interviewed all stated they liked Private
Kindergarten’s philosophy, curriculum, and teaching approach. However, while the
parents were largely happy with the active learning approach, they still had some
concerns. For instance, their children might recognise fewer Chinese characters or
recite fewer ancient Chinese poems or be slower in doing addition and subtraction
than their friends’ children who attended academic-focused kindergartens.
Therefore, supporting children’s active learning by following their interests and
meeting some parents’ demands to teach certain academic knowledge and skills
might cause tensions for teachers, as Selina’s poems will show.

In short, the market/parents and the government co-influenced the
construction of Private Kindergarten’s identity, philosophy, curriculum, and
operation. Western child-centred educational ideas and approaches were valued by
both the market/parents and the government’s reform ideas. They became the
focus of the kindergarten’s marketing strategy, professional learning, and teachers’
reflections. Meanwhile, the traditional structured teacher-directed teaching also
held an important position in the curriculum; in the parents’ expectations and
according to the director it was supposed to be integrated with other aspects of the

curriculum.

Dual curriculum

Private Kindergarten offered a mixture of Western and Chinese educational

approaches, for instance:
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e \Western approaches: the project approach (Katz & Chard, 2000), multiple
intelligence theory (Gardner, 1983) informed learning centres (each class set
up eight learning centres corresponding to eight intelligences), learning

stories (Carr, 2001) for formative assessment.

e Chinese approaches: structured group learning based on the subjects, the
use of Shanghai’s early childhood Common Curriculum so that teachers
might choose some teaching and learning contents from it, according to

Cherry, and the summative learning report.

These approaches may be categorised as child-centred and observation-
based learning according to children’s emergent interests, and teacher-directed
structured learning that was subject-based. This dual-curriculum context shaped
Selina and Cherry’s teaching and learning experiences, as my analysis will reveal in
Chapter 8.

Private Kindergarten was committed to integrating Chinese and Western
educational ideas and approaches into everyday teaching and learning. According
to the director, the kindergarten was still exploring how to integrate these
approaches with a vision of “providing appropriate early childhood education that
best suited children’s development” (interview, March 19, 2010). However,
“appropriate education” could be understood and interpreted differently in different
socio-cultural contexts shaped by different underpinning values and priorities. For
instance, should it be a teaching and learning process that would “address the full
scope of [children’s] growing minds as [children] strive to make better and fuller
sense of their experiences” (Katz & Chard, 2000, p. 6); or a sober, formal process of
educating an ordinary child towards the ideal child as Confucian scholars believed

(Bai, 2005a). Private Kindergarten’s dual-curriculum indicated both Western and
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Chinese concepts of appropriate education and values were acknowledged and

practised.

Children foremost philosophy

“Children foremost” was Private Kindergarten’ guiding philosophy. The
director claimed understanding children and children’s development were at the

heart of its teaching and learning:

Children Foremost.

This philosophy

we totally agree to.

If you lift the veil

you can see

what is the essence of

early childhood education

It is children’s development.
This is the very basic.

We encourage teachers

to talk about children

to deepen the understanding of children
to reflect on practice.

It was part of

our kindergarten culture.

We use Learning Story

as a way of

capturing children’s development.
Through

on-going analysis

on-going sharing

teachers become passionate of
observing children.

“Observing children” was widely practised at Private Kindergarten for both
structured learning and child-centred learning during planning, documentation and

assessment:
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e The monthly planning forms had a column called “analysis of children’s

existing experience” for each subject.
e The daily planning forms had a column called “guide point for observation”.

e Teachers were required to plan and document children’s project activities

with photos and narratives.

e Teachers were required to use observation-based formative assessment
tools, learning stories, and child’s portfolio to assess individual children’s

learning and development in different areas.

As will become apparent later, these observation-based planning and
assessment processes may be seen as pedagogical tools that helped Selina and
Cherry make sense of Private Kindergarten’s children foremost philosophy and

directed their attention to individual children.

Professional learning system

Professional learning was an important aspect of Private Kindergarten’s
operation; there were different programmes for new employees, interns and all
teachers. | observed open-class teaching, a maths-teaching workshop, an intern
assigned to Selina and Cherry’s class, and a 4 and 5-year-old class team’s group
meeting led by Selina to reflect on the implementation of the learning stories and
the project approaches. Like Public Kindergarten, Private Kindergarten provided
different kinds of training for different groups of teachers, and used similar training
methods. However, there were some differences in how these training methods

were practised, for instance:
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e Open-class teaching of subject-based structured learning — during a
designated week, the teachers could choose what class they would like to
open to others, and which teachers’ teaching they wanted to observe.
Teachers were required to complete a reflection after observing another’s
teaching. In Public Kindergarten, the director assigned open-class teaching

and observation sessions.

e Workshop — the maths-teaching workshop | observed was run by an
experienced teacher at Private Kindergarten. Selina gathered teachers’
questions regarding teaching maths to help the experienced teacher prepare
for the workshop. At Public Kindergarten, | only observed training seminars
and presentations run by the director or by experienced teachers from the

exemplary kindergarten.

e Group discussion and reflection — | observed two 4 and 5-year-old class
teaching team’s group discussions. The topics were strategies for supporting
children’s learning after observation, and teacher—child interaction strategies.
| did not observe discussions focused on teacher—child interactions at Public

Kindergarten.

The teachers at Private Kindergarten seemed to have a degree of agency in
deciding what they needed for their professional learning; they could select
professional learning activities and ask questions. There was also a sense of
collaboration among the teachers at Private Kindergarten that they would “scaffold
and support each other’s learning” (Shulman, 1996/2004, p. 476), for example when
interns became apprentices of experienced teachers in the classroom, and when

teachers’ own questions were discussed during workshops and group discussions.

Kindergarten management

The expert team of the educational organisation was in charge of developing
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teaching standards, practice guidance, all kinds of curriculum documents and forms
etc. The director took responsibility for the kindergarten’s operation, management,
and curriculum implementation. The team leaders of each year level supported the
director with curriculum management. The director had the power to make final
decisions and interpret the curriculum ideas when there were disagreements.

Two kinds of control were embodied in the physical structure and social
relations of Private Kindergarten: technical and bureaucratic (Apple, 1995). Firstly,
Private Kindergarten used a fingerprint roll machine to control teachers’ attendance,
but only “late-arrival warnings” were issued to teachers. The extra time teachers
spent at kindergarten for planning and weekend events were not officially
acknowledged. Secondly, there were impersonal and bureaucratic rules set by the
expert team and the kindergarten management through officially approved policy,
curriculum, planning forms, and assessment instruments that teachers were
required to follow. The expert team developed different sets of forms to guide the
teachers’ practice, and the director monitored the use of these forms in practice:

e A set of monthly planning forms — including class monthly planning form;
month planning form for structured teaching; activity planning forms for
math, literacy, music, art and craft, and physical development; monthly
planning form for setting up learning centres and activities; planning for

parents’ involvement

e A set of project planning forms (two projects per term) — project predicting
planning forms covered three phases of project approach; forms for

documenting significant project activities and process
e Daily planning forms

e Daily School-Family diary
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e Individual structured teaching activity plans — two or three sessions per

week
e Learning Story forms — one story per child per month

e Individual Child’s Learning Support Forms — voluntary, 4 to 5 children per

term
e Individual child’s learning report - once a term

e One-to-one-parent-teacher interview forms - discussion points and

reflection — twice a term

e Yearly and termly class planning forms, as well as the summary report of the

class work at the end of each term and school year

e Personal self-report once a term.

The teachers were required to complete these forms along the way during
the school year as part of their regular routine and submit them to the team leader
for supervision and documentation purposes. In the poems, Selina and Cherry share
their concerns about these written tasks.

The preceding discussions suggest Private Kindergarten’s management
expected and supported teachers’ active role in their own professional learning, but
they viewed teachers as passive followers in the kindergarten structure where the

director and the experts had the power to direct teachers’ teaching and learning.

Selina and Cherry’s daily routine

Selina and Cherry shared most of the teaching responsibilities. They worked
with a foreign English teacher who taught half a day (8:15-11:30 a.m. or 2:30-4:15
p.m., rotating every day) in the class (see Table 7.1). Selina and Cherry’s daily

planning was normally done one day ahead, and was displayed outside the
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classroom for the parents. Selina and Cherry would plan projects following a three-
phase process (Katz & Chard, 2000). A monthly plan was done among the 4 and 5-
year-old class teaching team by filling out respective planning forms for learning
centres, structured teaching, maths, art, music, physical education, reading and
literacy, parent assistance, and an overall monthly plan for the class. Since some
children used school buses, Selina and Cherry were required to use School-Family
diaries to communicate with their parents on a daily basis. Other parents would
receive teachers’ written messages in the diary once a week. Selina and Cherry also
shared the workload of writing up learning stories for individual children, parent-

teacher interviews and other kindergarten events.

Table 7.1

Daily schedule for Selina and Cherry’s class

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday
7:45-8:30 Learning centre activities
8:30-9:30 Physical development activities: Group games, free choice and group exercise
Morning tea

9:30-10:00 )
Class morning assembly

10:00-11:00 Group learning: English or Math; English or Chinese; English or project discussion

Pre-lunch group activity: sharing, discussion, poems, art appreciation, stories etc.

11:00-12:00
Lunch, Free reading (books from home), After-lunch walk

12:00-2:30 Nap time

2:30-3:30 Get up, Outdoor play

Afternoon tea
Learning centres or project learning or music time
3:30-4:15 . .
Home time preparation
Review of English and English story time

4:15-5:00 Home time

Group planning, training and meetings were important components of Selina
and Cherry’s daily routine. | observed 11 meetings they both attended during my 16
days’ observation (Table 7.2). Most meetings were conducted after lunch during
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children’s nap-time (care-givers to supervise). According to the director, these

meetings were to help teachers cope with the demands of teaching, communicating

with the parents, and learning both Chinese and Western approaches.

Table 7.2

Meetings Selina and Cherry attended over 16 days’ observation

(excluding the team leaders’ meeting which only Selina attended)

No. | Meetings Organizer Teachers’ discussion Director’s agenda
Review of big event —
International Women’s Day
celebration
Sharing class plans for the
4and5-year- | Selina upcoming parent meeting
1 oldclass team | (Team NA
meeting leader) . . .
Discussing project approach
documentation
Discussing how to write
“What next?” section
Teacher registration
Review of last week’s parent
meeting
2 Staff meeting | Director NA Monthly focus
Writing Learning Stories
Over-weight children.
International Review of the programme
classes
3 Direct NA
teachers’ rector Plan for next week’s open class for
meeting the prospective parents
Suggested teachers to use the
developmental phases indicated in
Aand5-year- | Selina WritirTg up Leatlning Stories, the Sljlmmati}/e report while writing
Studying book “Young learning stories
4 old class team | (Team . ” . .
meeting leader) Investigators” and discussing
project Thought the teachers needed to
enhance in-depth investigation
during the second phase of project
Review of open class for parents
and fellow teachers
Plans for the upcoming parent-
. . t h id-t intervi
5 Staff meeting | Director NA cacher mic-term interview

Safety concerns

Use of parent-teacher interview
feedback forms

198




Plan and preparation for
International Children’s Day
celebration

4 and 5-year- | Selina
6 old class team | (Team Teacher—children interaction NA
meeting leader) strategies
Discussing parent-teacher
mid-term interview
Preparation Director Preparing for treasure hunt as part
7 P ) Selina Not observed of International Children’s Day
meeting . .
participated celebration
Series of activities for International
Children’s Day celebration
8 Staff Meeting | Director NA Next open class focus: p_ro_cht
approach and maths activities
Work attendance and teachers
arrive later
Rz:;i\ilsc;fn?jpfzrl]lcfﬁstsezcc)hers Asked the teachers to review the
4 and 5-year- | Selina P feedback from parents
9 old clgss team | (Team Discussing the plan for
meeting leader) . . ,
International Children’s Day .
. Questioned some of planned
celebration, deleted two o -
- activities for celebration
activities at the end.
Director,
Teachers
who teach Workshop led by an
Math . . . .
. math must experienced class teacher Summarised the key information
10 teaching - . .
trainin participate Selina helped with workshop from the workshop.
g preparation.
Cherry did
not go
4 and 5-year- Six teachers Group F)Iannlng f(l)r the
old class upcoming month’s structured
11 from three LoD . NA
group teaching in different learning
. classes
planning areas.
When observing these meetings, my impressions were:

e There were quite a lot of meetings.

e The teachers seemed to have a lot to say, but most of their thoughts were
voiced during the 4 and 5-year-old class team meetings when the director
was not present.

e Most of the meetings were one-sided information-sharing.

e Parents did not participate in meetings but their presence could be strongly

felt.

199



e Children were at the centre of most discussions but how to understand

them as individuals was not the emphasised topic.

e Learning how to write learning stories and how to lead projects were two

major topics of teachers’ discussions, as well as English and Maths teaching.

There was no doubt the director had put lots of effort into building a
collaborative and supportive professional learning community for teachers by
encouraging teachers to talk and discuss together. She knew the importance of
reflection in teaching, learning, and management; hence, she was trying to avoid
simple control of teachers’ teaching by telling them what to do (interview, March 19,
2010). Instead, she encouraged teachers to actively reflect either individually or
collectively. Hellner (2008) identified the critical attributes of a professional learning
community as a place with shared and supportive leadership, shared value and
visions, collective learning and collaboration, teachers sharing personal practice,
and supportive conditions in terms of kindergarten structure, communication
channels, and relationships. Some of these attributes could be found at Private
Kindergarten; for instance, the shared philosophy of children foremost, collective
learning, and sharing of personal practice during team meetings and group planning
time. However, Selina and Cherry’s participation in the meetings suggested their
thoughts were only valued at the execution and practical level. The collaboration
among teachers was dynamic but only around the chosen topics according to the
kindergarten’s agenda. Consequently, | rarely heard Cherry voicing her ideas
voluntarily in meetings, while Selina had two voices: to represent the kindergarten
during team meetings, and to represent the teachers at the management meetings.

As will become apparent later, Selina did not feel comfortable about the two
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voices she had because of some disagreements with the kindergarten management.
In this sense, Cherry and Selina’s agency, their reflection and collaboration with

others were only partially valued.

Selina’s Stories as Poems

Childhood memory

| went to kindergarten
around 3 years old.

| only remember

| was a slow eater.
Teachers blamed me.
Teachers favoured
some children.

Not me!

We

most of children

were at the corner
where teachers forgot.

Choice of being a kindergarten teacher

| thought

it would be a good idea

to try the teachers’ training college
after middle school.

| could go to workforce

straight out of the college.

| was so scared of study

at that time!

Exams!

| was most afraid of
memorising stuff!

Math and physics were ok!

| was hoping to start work

as soon as possible!

Did not want to study anymore!

201



| did not have much idea of
teaching at kindergarten.

Only felt

it should be quite comfortable
since teachers would

be working with young children!
Family members also said

it was good for the girls

to be teachers.

Initial training

Our learning at the training college
was passive.

Studied everything

by rote before exams

then forgot everything

afterwards.

What | had learnt were
Playing piano

Singing songs

Be more open!

| could still use these now!
| would never

be brave enough

to perform anything

on stage before.

At the training college
there was such a stage and
it changed my personality.

After graduation

During the practicum

| felt

teaching young children
was very troublesome.
| thought

I’d be better to teach

at primary school.

It should be easier!

| graduated in 1994
then taught grade one and two math
at a primary school
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for four years.

| resigned in 1998

moved to South Africa

due to a change of

family circumstances.

| came back to Shanghai
after three years.

| stayed at home

taking care of the family.
Then | taught at

another private kindergarten
for one year.

One of the former colleagues
came here

asked me to join her.

So | did.

Project approach

If we notice children’s interest
we would think

if this interest

is suitable for carrying out

as a project.

We would

make a “project prediction plan”.

This approach emphasises
children’s individual development.
It requires teachers

to pay attention

to every child’s development

use different strategies

for each child’s development.

| think

this curriculum model

is quite good.

It would be better

if we have less children

in the class.

We have 27 children.

It takes time

to follow up on each child.
It is very hard

to take account of everyone.
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The dinosaur project

Children

kept talking about dinosaur
initially.

But

we did not find a right angle
to start the project

so children could learn
through hands-on experience.
Children were interested in dinosaur
for a while.

Then they lost interest.

We had to wait for a while.

But

we also had to

fill in the project box

on the daily planning form.

It could not be blank.

Blank means

you did nothing.

You must do something.

We filled it up with

teachers’ pre-planned activities.

Watch PowerPoint presentation.
Measure how long a dinosaur is.

How heavy a dinosaur would be?

We are required to

do two projects per term
regardless if you are able to
carry on with the project or not.
You must start from this week
and finished at a certain date.
But actually

It is out of our control.

Suddenly one day

a child brought in

a 3D dinosaur book.

He was very interested in this book
wanted to make a book like this.
Others wanted to as well.

| said ok

and supported them.

Children
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made their dinosaur book

in many different ways.

The interest came back.
The project actually took off
from this dinosaur book.

| asked children to bring in
some 3D cards or 3D books
3D craft material.

We added these materials
to the learning centres.
Children experienced
many problems

when making their books.
How to let the dinosaur
stand up in the right way?

| provided scissors

allowed them to

cut the 3D cards out
looked at them

compared the pictures
drew the pieces

glued them together.

They succeed!

We felt joy

during this series of activities.
Children liked activities too.

Following children’s interest
motivates me!

“No need for structured lessons!”

Structured lessons include

English

Math

Chinese Language and Literacy
Music.

Structured lessons’ orientation

is based on

the developmental goals of children.

We often go to

state-run kindergartens

to observe their lessons.

Usually observe an open-class lesson.
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It’s supposed to be good.

But

sometimes we do not think so.
Their lessons

emphasise the group

not the individual child.

Everybody draws

same kind of pictures.

It restricts

children’s development of creativity.
If we have a structured lesson

we would also have this restriction.
How to conduct a structured lesson
that matches with our philosophy?
This is very difficult!

If the class number

is not that big

| do not think it’s necessary

to have lessons.

We can follow individual children
at learning centres.

Like math

we gather some children

at the math area

play with them.

We can know their development
when they manipulate the materials.
If there is enough time

we could provide further activities.
No need for a structured lesson.
Music lesson seems necessary.

Group teaching

can help children

to know their role

in a collective group environment.
But

we have circle time and assembly
they can help

solving this problem!

“Selling dog meat as mutton”

The ability to solve problems.
Interpersonal relationship.
How to make friends?
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How to learn from others?
Express one’s inner feelings and thoughts.
They are very important.
At this age

it is not about

storing up

knowledge and skills.

We focus on

letting children learn

how to learn actively.

So

they can carry on learning
after leaving

parents

teachers

schools.

Some parents feel

it is more important

to store up knowledge

at this stage.

They focus on

how much knowledge children learnt
neglect ability

and children’s emotions

whether they are happy!

There was a grandpa

kept asking me

why did you not teach Chinese characters
other kindergartens taught children a lot.
| told him

we did not require children

to learn a certain amount of characters.
Learning

hould be based on

children’s interest.

We provided

prints or other materials in the class.

If children were interested

they would ask us

how to read and write these characters.
We could teach them naturally.

Then he told me

we were “selling dog meat as mutton”.
He felt it was ambiguous.

Other people would tell him
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children would learn

500 characters

more or less.

| said they could learn

if they wanted.

If a child was not interested at all
he might not learn

one single character here.
The grandpa

was not happy

and said

did this mean

if they did not want to learn
then teachers did not teach!

Now | feel

our parents’ thoughts

are slowly changing.

| talk to our parents

during the one-to-one interview.
By reviewing the project
discussing the learning stories
we share with the parents
children’s learning process
activities they initiated

skills they developed.

4

“To comprehend from the practice

There are
high professional requirements
of teachers here!

During my first year

| knew nothing.

Sometimes

when | really did not know

what to do in the class

the former director would

come in and tell me

what and how | should do.

She would say some focal points
main factors.

Such as

all I should do was

think how to help children develop.
The former director
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Led me to think more
led us to think through
on-going study and training.

There is a book called
Young Investigators™®.
It proposes some questions
to lead teachers
undertaking projects.
However

it cannot solve
practical problems.
Therefore

| still have to
comprehend it

from practice

by myself.

| felt

this kindergarten

gave teachers

spaces to play.

You can have

some of your own thoughts

as long as you follow

the route of children’s development.

Being a teacher

My professional development
really started and continued here.

| like the explorative curriculum here.
It is fun.

It is my interest.

So it really suits.

Children and teachers

are mutually complementary.
| observe their interests.

| support them.

They move forward

under my assistance!

Children follow my ideas

! Selina refers to the Chinese translation of the book Young investigators: the project approach in early years
written by J. H. Helm and L. G. Katz (2001).
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during the structured teaching.
They play with

the materials | provided

for a long time.

| discover their interests.
These are the moments of
achievement and success!

The most difficult time

is when

children’s safety is at risk.
This is the scariest thing!

There was an incident

in my teaching career.

A child jumped off

the window sill

into the reading area.

Another child

was reading there.

He landed on the other child’s hand
broke the bones of the child’s hand.
Some children

are very naughty

always bite

hit

push others

out of control.

We have no way

to deal with them.

| do not want to be a teacher

at those moments.

Too much trouble.

At that time

| wanted to

quit teaching.

This really was

a case involving human life
we cannot make fun of.

| was crying and very sad
after that incident.

| resigned.

But

it was not accepted.

The former director
talked me through it.
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| stay here

to absorb

better education philosophies.
They are helpful

when | educate my own children.

The ideal and the real

Our curriculum is not
the ideal curriculum

in my mind yet!

Our kindergarten

is at a transition period.
It may not have found
the balance yet.

So many lessons need to be taught.
Children actually

do not have much time
to play.

We have not paid enough attention to
social development

learning dispositions

integration capability.

Children in our class

may have not developed

the way we have anticipated

in some areas.

I think

Chinese early childhood education
should focus on

the essential things.

Every kindergarten

should pay more attention
to children.

Children foremost!

It is often said like this.
But

are children really treated
as the foremost?

Much of teachers’ energy
should be put into

how to observe children better
follow up

211



provide learning materials.
But in fact

it was not done like that

in practice.

I am like this too.

No energy and time indeed.

When it’s time

to hand in something®?
the management

expects you to do so.
Although people say

one needs to

better manage the time.
However

time is limited.

If many things like this
take up most of your time
you will not have time

to do what you’re supposed to do.

According to our philosophy
we should regard children

as our friends

using respectful language

to them.

However

sometimes

we do not do things

the way our philosophy tells us.
Especially

when you are irritated

or something affects your emotion.

Ideal kindergarten is
an institution that
leads children and teachers’
development.

It requires

a leader.

She has clear ideas.
She needs to

lead the whole team
to move forward.

It also requires

a perfect system.

12 Selina refers to the written work the teachers are required to do and hand in to the management.
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The former director

is now in charge of

all kindergartens of the organisation
she asked me about our curriculum
just recently.

| told her my thoughts.

But

regarding how to adjust

the curriculum in reality

is ... (their decision)

| do not know.

Personal life, work, resigning and future

This term

we do not have

a curriculum assistant.

As a team leader

| need to

take up quality management
help the director.

It would affect

the teaching quality of my class.
| have not found a way

to balance these roles.

| feel l am

in a chaotic situation.

Too many things.

| could not finish

all the work

the director asks me to do
during my eight working hours.
| could not handle all of them.
When | finish my work here

| go home

take care of my children
immediately.

| really admire

a former colleague.

She is very professional.
She gets along with people
deals with matters well.
She convinces people

with sound reasons.
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Carefree and lively.
Maintains high spirits everyday !
Looks after family very well too!

| have my thoughts of

ideal teaching.

However

it seems impossible right now.

| decide to give up.

Do not want to think about it anymore.

Family first!
Family is the most important!

Cherry’s Stories as Poems

Childhood memories

My hometown

is a small place

in Sichuan province.

| started kindergarten

around 2 years old

in Inner Mongolia

when my dad was working there.
After a year

we moved back

to my hometown.

When | moved to

Inner Mongolia

| felt everything was novel.
Most impressive memory was
the kindergarten

it was like primary school.
Teachers would

dismiss us after lessons
and we played outside.
When it was time

for the next lesson
teachers would
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stand at the doorway

and sing “xxx class, time for the lesson
In that environment

it was quite fun!

'II

Children at that time
were quite sensible.
When we were little
our life was not

as well-off as now.

| was very happy then.

Did not have the pressures
children nowadays have.
My parents did not put
many demands on us.

Becoming a kindergarten teacher

| studied

English education initially.

My parents suggested it to me.
| quite liked

to be a teacher then.

| felt

being a teacher | could

control many children.

Have power and pride.

| wanted to teach

after graduation.

My mum said

being a teacher

might affect my family life

since my husband was a sailor

and was not home most of the time.
So | worked at

the local bureau of personnel

for six years.

We moved to Shanghai.
My son
started kindergarten here.

| took my son
to kindergarten every day.

| would see teachers
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taking them to play outside.
| thought

it was so good

to be a teacher.

It was so much fun
watching them

singing and dancing.

There was another reason.

| was quite diffident

when | was young.

| did not have much contact
with many people.

Most of the time

| was quite passive.

| thought

doing this job

might make me

more active

talk more

communicate with people more
and be more open and cheerful.

| had

a general teacher’s qualification certificate
after graduating from

my English education degree.

| needed to

pass the exams

to get

the early childhood teaching certificate.
| then enrolled in

a course

at a normal university.

The course

lasted for six months.

First year of teaching at Private Kindergarten

| was quite ignorant
at the beginning.

But
| followed a good teacher™.
Her initial training was

1 Cherry refers to the master teacher of the class whom she worked with.
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teaching early childhood.
She had been teaching
for many years.

She was very warm hearted
willing to help others.
Initially

she did most of the work.
| was watching her.

Then | felt

quite embarrassed

and said to her

“let me do something”.

| was modest

and always asking her

if | did ok.

Project approach

| feel it is very good.
Very new and unique.
In some areas

it follows children’s interest
solves problems
through exploration.
Children’s level of
excitement

interest

is high.

This is the display of
active learning.

This is the highlight.

Sometimes | find

children’s success

is also mine.

When they developed
through the activities

| would feel

a sense of achievement.

| would be motivated

to support more explorations.
If teachers organise all the activities
| feel children are passive

so are we.

Then | would lose interest too.
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Supporting project and learning centre activities

When we provide materials

at the science learning centres
some children

may not play with them

or some just want to

play with the materials

but not learn through play.

Some girls never go there

stay at the art centre all the time.
How can we guide them

and switch their interests

to these activities?

When we were playing

float and sink with water
many children

just wanted to play with water.
They did not have

the sense of observing

what was sinking and floating.
The questions

came from them

but during play

they did not talk about

these questions.

How to let all children

or children who are not interested
participate better

in all learning centre activities?
How can teachers know

if children have grasped

the materials

at learning centres?

How to follow

all the learning centres closely?

During project exploration

teachers may focus on

the science centre.

Children’s interaction and development
at the other centres

may be noticed

but will not be observed
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or attended to

in detail.

| do not know

how to balance and weigh
children’s development
at each learning centres.

We do structured learning
in groups

plus English group lessons.
There are quite a lot of
structured learning times.
Comparatively speaking
children have less time
playing at learning centres
and free choices.

Teaching structured music activity

| started to

teach music activity

this year.

| do not know how to teach it.
Selina helped me once.

She played keyboard.

| organised the children.

It was good.

But

if just one teacher there

| find difficult to

arouse their enthusiasm

let them grasp

knowledge and skills

and get them to like the activity.

When teaching group structured lesson
since | do not have

much experience in teaching

| often look at

The curriculum guide.

Most of the time

| follow

the process

learning goals

and suggestions

written in the curriculum guide.
But find they do not match
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our class’ situation.
How to make adjustments?

Sometimes

when | am planning the lesson

| imagine

the lesson would be good

if | do this and that.

However

it often does not achieve

the expected result.

Here we reflect.

Reflect how we can make changes

in the following lesson.

But apart from

the teacher making adjustments in teaching
I am confused by the questions of

how to follow up with children

how to let children adjust

in order to make up

what was lacking in the previous lesson.

Learning story

They™ have not decided on
the model of learning story yet.
They are still exploring.

They developed the forms

for writing up learning stories.
After using them for a while
we found

sometimes

the child had only demonstrated
significant learning

at some learning areas.

Other areas would be

blank on the form.

It is not good

to share the story with parents
that has blank areas on it.

The director

then required us

to fill up all boxes on the form.
They said

child’s total development

" “They” refers to the experts who develop the kindergarten’s curriculum and the kindergarten management.

220



involved all learning areas.
But in today’s meeting

she changed her thoughts to
we shouldn’t write anything
if certain area’s development
was not displayed.

The ideal and the real

Our curriculum looks

quite rational.

But

it has some disparity

to its philosophy in practice.

The philosophy says
Children Foremost!

It may require

children learn through play
most of the time.

But in reality

there are so many children
in the class.

Teachers’ ability

parents’ demands

limited this practice.
Consequently

we found it very difficult
to have more interaction
with children

after observing their development
at the learning centres.

| personally think
kindergarten shouldn’t
emphasise too much
what children learn
but

how children learn.

Ideally

| hope

| can do everything
with high proficiency.
But

everyone will have to
go through a process
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from a beginner
to a mature stage.

From teacher’s perspective

| hope

the kindergarten approves

the things we do.

The management from the top

could think from

teacher’s perspective.

What would be beneficial

for teacher’s and children’s development?

| hope

children are happy

teachers are happy!

It is closely related to

the relationship between
teachers and children
teachers and teachers

and the integration of
teachers and the environment.

Ideal and reality
are too far apart.

Child-teacher relationship

| really like Harry and Jeremy
these kinds of children.
But

| have mixed feelings
towards them.

| like them very much
but | do not know

how to lead Jeremy.
Sometimes

we are in the situation of
bargaining/negotiation.

Jeremy

very naive

very cute

a real child.

But

in terms of

the awareness of rules
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he is distanced

from other children.

How to let him

be aware of the rules

also have own choices

or develop according to his interest.
This is challenging.

How to build a friendly relationship

that can guide children to follow the rules
but also have a good rapport with them?
If | get too close to some children

they would be indulged.

| am confused.

| want to

have a good relationship with them

have them follow the required rules

but not control them.

When children are happy

they like me very much

| would feel

it is so good to be a teacher.

If they are afraid of me

do not want to talk to me much
| feel distanced with children
and failing.

Being a learner

I learn from children.

| like observing them.

Observe how they

interact and communicate

how they apply learnt experience.
Like Harry

quite naughty

sometimes | would observe

how he interacts with others

and how other children respond to him
learn from this

| get to know children’s minds.

| learn from the parents.
We interview parents
every term.

| need to prepare
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for the interviews.
During the conversation
| would learn

good methods

from the parents.

Sometimes | learn from

other teachers.

Sometimes

experts and professors

from the top

would come to train us

explain the curriculum goals to us.
We could ask questions.

When | educate my own child

I have many dilemmas and questions.
| often reflect

how to communicate with him

help him progress.

Come to this kindergarten

if something does not work well
when | interact with children

| would reflect too

then try out different methods.

Being a teacher

Sometimes

| am quite childish.

Play crazily with children
and get very excited.
When they are happy

| am happy too.

But actually

| am a serious person.

Being a kindergarten teacher
suits me.

But

| am not satisfied

with myself.

| do not have

a nice voice.

When | sing with my hoarse voice
| wonder

if children like to listen to it.
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| feel sorry for them.
But
| have tried my best.

| feel quite happy

when | am with children.

But sometimes

there are pressures

from the top.

Request for much work

to be done.

I like

just to work with children
interact with them

take my teaching seriously.
Why do we have to

take photos of whatever we see
write up as learning stories
document children’s development
for each child?

Too many written tasks.
Cannot guarantee the quality.
We were told

since our work

was not quality enough

we needed ensure

guantity first.

Actually

we are in pursuit of

guantity now.

Personal life, work and future

Family harmony
health
are most important to me.

| am contented with
what | have now.
| am satisfied with my life.

| think

| may be working here

for several more years.

If | feel the job is

getting more tiring than now
| may go home
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and do something I like.
Also

our parents

will be older then

they may need me

to stay at home

and take care of them.
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Chapter 8: Analysis of Selina and Cherry’s Stories

Selina: “I have my thoughts of ideal teaching,

however, ...”

Burke et al. (1987) argue that both personal and organisational
environments impact upon careers. Selina’s story illustrates this when she refers to
some personal components such as relocation, personal values and inspirations,
relationship between family and career, and her priorities and goals at different life
stages. Selina’s interactions with the organisational environment, more specifically
the traditional Chinese culture of learning, the exam-orientated educational system,
Private Kindergarten’s curriculum, management and regulation, and societal
expectation had also influenced her experiences of becoming and being an EC
teacher.

In the following sections, my analysis of Selina’s narratives focuses on:

e How Selina experienced the reality of teaching, which was about the
disparity between the reality and the ideal teaching and learning she

anticipated.

e How Selina learned from everyday practices and how the former director

influenced her professional development.
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e How Selina balanced professional and personal life, which was about the
positive and negative links between Selina’s professional self and her

personal self.

Selina’s stories and my interpretation of them provide some insights into
Chinese EC teachers’ experiences of working in a dual-curriculum context where
both the child-led and inquiry-based project approach and the structured teaching
and learning are implemented, and the challenges of working with a project
approach. Moreover, they also offer some ideas as to how teachers may feel and
respond to a kindergarten management that takes technical and bureaucratic

control of teachers.

The reality of teaching

Positive experiences of project approach

Selina felt positive about the explorative aspect of Private Kindergarten’s
dual-curriculum (more specifically the projects); “it is fun, it is my interest, so it
really suits me”. To Selina, working with the “explorative curriculum” meant to
“observe” and “follow” children’s interests to help them “move forward” with
teacher’s assistance. The poem, The dinosaur project, made the explorative

curriculum explicit in practice:

e Teachers noticed “children kept talking about dinosaur initially”.
e But teachers could not “find a right angle to start the project”.
e Teachers had to “wait for a while” when children “lost the interest”.

e When “a child brought in a 3D dinosaur book”, teachers recognised and

supported children’s new interest by providing appropriate materials and
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allowing opportunities for children to explore how to make their own 3D

dinosaur books.

e A sense of success and “joy” were experienced after teachers and children
solved some problems.

This child-led teaching and learning process values children’s agency, learning
interest, problem solving and positive feelings. This new approach, advocated by
the recent Chinese ECE reforms (Jimei Li, 2002), is unlike Selina’s personal
experience of traditional exam-orientated and knowledge-transmission learning as a
student.

The explorative curriculum and the idea of following children’s interest were
not only practised through projects, but also during free-play time. In an unexpected
scenario (below), | observed how Selina supported children’s emergent interest of
playing with an overhead projector that Cherry set up for a music lesson.

Playing with the overhead projector (observation, March 18, 2010)
Selina saw several children were switching on and off the projector, so the light
was projected on and off the wall. She then put some laminated geometrical
shapes by the projector. Three children immediately put them on the projector
and watching the images on the wall with great excitement. Selina put down
the refraction mirror that was on top of the projector. Selina asked children:
“Where is the shadow?” Tom flipped up the refraction mirror. The image

appeared on the wall again. Danny started to play with the refraction mirror,

and observed the changes in the projected images on the wall.

Selina put her two fingers on the projector. Her finger shadow appeared on the
wall. Selina said: “Rabbit, rabbit.” Children joined in, making finger shadows
and started to make up stories of the finger play. Some children added

geometrical shapes too.

After a while, Selina went to get some transparent sheets and colour pens. She
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drew a fish on the sheet and put it on the projector. A fish image appeared on
the wall. Children got excited again. They put some shapes near the fish and
said: “Water drops!” Some children sat down and started to draw their own

pictures on the transparent sheets and put them on the projector afterwards.

Selina reflected on this unexpected but “pedagogically meaningful and

comprehensible” (van Manen, 1991, p. 45) learning moment, and stated:

“It feels so good to be able to observe what children do, analyse their needs,
provide materials for them to explore, and guide them as a playmate. | feel

proud.” (Written comments on the observation notes, March 18, 2009)

Following and supporting children’s emergent interests led Selina to realise
children’s central position in teaching and learning. It made the children foremost
philosophy explicit in practice. It positioned Selina in an equal relationship with
children as they were “mutually complementary”. The child-led learning, equal and
complementary teacher—child relationship echoed the recent Chinese ECE reform
ideas of respecting children, active learning, and play-based teaching and learning
(Yan Liu & Feng, 2005). But they were quite different to young Selina’s own
experience of being forgotten and neglected at kindergarten.

While Selina was motivated to facilitate child-initiated learning, she also
identified a number of difficulties:

e It was “very hard to take account of everyone” because “it takes time to

follow up on each child”, and 27 children in the class seemed too many.

e When there was a need to “wait” when children “lost interest” in dinosaurs,
the kindergarten management still required teachers “to fill in the project

box on the daily planning form”.

e Teachers usually “filled it [daily planning form] up with teachers’ pre-planned

activities” that might not allow time for children to display their interests
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through play, and for Selina to “find their interests” emerging in play.

e Selina experienced a dilemma between the “two projects per term”, the
fixed timeframe for exploring each project, and the uncertainty of how long

the child-interest-orientated projects might take.

e The statement “children do not have much time to play” reflected a major
concern for Selina, and she wished to teach at a kindergarten where children
would play most of the time, and teachers would facilitate children’s learning

through play (personal conversation).

e Assisting the director for curriculum management reduced Selina’s contact
with children significantly: for 9 of the 16 days of observation, Selina was
either in meetings or doing curriculum work for 1 to 3 hours outside the
classroom (an intern was in the class working alongside Cherry and the
English teacher to cover for Selina). This may be why Playing with the
overhead projector was the only scenario | observed where Selina supported

children’s emergent interests in free play.

Structural matters such as class size, centralised curriculum and planning
process, time demands, and Selina’s multiple roles and responsibilities seemed
constraints on effective implementation of the project approach and following
children’s interests. Similar findings are reported by some Chinese primary and
secondary school teachers when they were required to implement the student-
centred and inquiry-based teaching and learning (D. Y. Dai, Gerbino, & Daley, 2011;

D. Wang, 2011).

Need “structured lessons” or not?

Selina questioned the necessity for “structured lessons”, an important aspect
of Private Kindergarten’s dual-curriculum. During data collection, Selina taught

structured lessons with half of the class to introduce maths concepts, Chinese
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poetries and stories. Her question of “how to conduct structured lessons that
matches with our philosophy” may reflect some tensions relating to:

e the modes of teaching: whether it should be group-orientated and
structured or “follow individual children’s development” through projects

and learning centre activities
e the relationship between individual children and the collective group

e the position of creativity in child development.

Selina valued “individuality, inquisitive minds, and intellectual independence”
(D. Y. Dai et al.,, 2011, p. 154) rather than formal structured group teaching and
learning. This is not surprising. Acquiring knowledge and skills through drilling,
lecturing and memorising were norms when Selina was a student. She recalled she
was “afraid of” it and reported it had no long-term productivity as she “forgot
everything afterwards”. Selina’s “scared” feeling of knowledge acquisition-focused
learning even influenced her initial career choice. In short, the requirement to teach
structured lessons at Private Kindergarten, Selina’s personal philosophy valuing
individual children’s learning interests, and her negative experiences of structured
learning may be some factors causing tensions in her teaching.

The parents’ voice seems another factor influencing Selina’s teaching. The
critical incident of a grandfather challenging her illustrated different opinions of
teaching and learning. It highlights a big question in education: What counts as
quality teaching, and meaningful learning? Selina and the grandfather had different
answers to the question that reflected their different conceptions of teaching and
learning, and their different priorities for children’s development (Stimpfl, Zheng, &

Meredith, 1997):
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e accumulating knowledge such as “learning Chinese characters” or
developing higher order thinking and social skills such as “problem solving

“and “relationship”

e short-term outcomes such as “learn 500 characters” or an emphasis on

lifelong learning

e structured learning when “teachers taught” or emergent active learning

when “children were interested” and teachers could “teach them naturally”.

Selina and the grandfather firmly believed their own ideas, which
represented the modern and traditional beliefs of teaching and learning respectively.
Private Kindergarten’s management was aware that some parents might have
similar concerns to the grandfather’s. Therefore, structured lessons were scheduled
every day, but promoting active learning to the parents was a priority too. Learning
stories was the medium the management asked teachers to use when
communicating children’s active learning process with parents, as it is a way of
“foregrounding [children’s] achievement” (Carr, 2001, p. 12) and can make each
child’s actual development and learning process visible. The visible learning process
and its positive outcomes may address parents’ and some teachers’ concern over
whether they can “entrust students to ‘own’ their own learning”, and whether
children have enough “knowledge and ability to handle the learning tasks without

explicit teaching” (D. V. Dai et al., 2011, p. 154).

The ideal and the reality: “are children really the foremost?”

Selina asked an important question for many ECE professionals: “are children
really treated as the foremost” in our practice? She took a philosophical approach

when seeking her own answers to the question. She alighed her own teaching,
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Private Kindergarten’s curriculum, and management with the ideal children
foremost philosophy and attempted to confront the particular teaching and learning
reality she was part of. Selina pointed out:

e There was an imbalance in Private Kindergarten’s dual-curriculum thus

certain areas of child development had not been “paid enough attention”.

e There was a time tension, which meant she often had to choose between
spending time and energy on “how to observe children better, follow up,
provide learning materials” or completing tasks assigned by the kindergarten

management.

e She felt her negative feelings might affect the equal, respecting, and quality

teacher—child interactions that the children foremost philosophy promoted.

e A kindergarten leadership with “clear ideas” and “a perfect system” were

important for making the ideal children foremost philosophy a reality.

Through a process of critical thinking, Selina became more conscious of what
she desired in teaching: to “pay attention to children”, to value children’s “social
development, learning dispositions, integration capability”, and to commit to friend-
like and respectful teacher—children relationships. These narratives indicate that
Selina’s personal vision of kindergarten teaching was to teach towards freedom,
democratic and humanistic values, and to prioritise children in teaching (Allender &

Allender, 2008; Ayers, 2004).

Professional Learning

“Comprehend from the practice”

Selina’s professional learning at Private Kindergarten seemed an active,

reflective, collaborative, and contextualised learning journey. Selina shared how she
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moved from “knew nothing” to learning to “solve practical problems” by taking
ideas from the literature and incorporating them into her own teaching practice,
which many other Chinese EC teachers have found difficult to do (J. Zhu & Zhang,
2008).

Selina was able to notice and recognise unexpected situations such as
Playing with the overhead projector and the possible learning opportunities during
The dinosaur project through “sensitive observing and listening” (van Manen, 1991,
p. 83). According to van Manen, being able to respond and participate in
unexpected situations involves a complex thinking process that can be learnt
through on-going interpretive thinking and searching for the meanings of actions,
which Selina learnt through planning for projects and writing up learning stories.
The three-phase project study plan recorded why, how, and what happened during
children’s investigation of certain topics. Writing learning stories allowed Selina to
practise active listening and observation, and to think about how children learn and
why the particular learning was worth recording. By practising these teaching
approaches that valued children’s involvement and inquiry (Katz & Chard, 2000),
Selina developed a set of repertoires that was different to the teacher-directed
passive rote learning; for instance, to teach by activating her inquiring mind, and to
focus on the children’s interests and their interaction with the environment.

Projects and learning stories thus became pedagogical tools that helped
Selina realise children’s central position in her teaching. She gained pedagogical
thoughtfulness from her “direct experience” (Ethridge & Branscomb, 2009, p. 403)
of observing, listening, and interacting with children. Through on-going reflection,

Selina developed “a philosophical disposition” (Greene, 1973) that might enable her
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“to continue probing, learning, seeking connections and meanings” (p. 108) of

teaching and learning.

Positive influences of the former director

Instead of talking about the current director’s influence on her teaching and
learning, Selina referred to the former director several times when sharing her
experience with me. Selina shared the following examples:

e When Selina was a newcomer to Private Kindergarten and “knew nothing”,
the former director provided guidance. She did not focus on teaching Selina
“what to do in the class”. Rather, she led Selina to “think how to help

children develop”.

e When Selina experienced the crisis in her career that led her to resign, the
former director cared for her, talked her through the incident, and convinced

to stay in teaching.

e The former director sought Selina’s opinion of Private Kindergarten’s current

curriculum and practices, and Selina openly shared with her.

Selina seemed to have a closer relationship with the former director than the
current one. This may have been because the current director was newly promoted
from being a classroom teacher and was a similar age to Selina. In contrast, the
former director was part of the group who set up Private Kindergarten and had
earned a lot of respect from teachers and parents. Moreover, the former director
had acted as Selina’s mentor, while the current director expected Selina to be a
support person to assist her with curriculum management, kindergarten
documentation, and training. The former director was able to “awaken a truth”
(Palmer, 1998, p. 21) within Selina that was to focus on children and also

encouraged the teachers to reflect on their practices. In this sense, the former
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director encouraged and supported a community that focused on understanding
children, and promoted collaborative reflection rooted in solving practical problems
and dilemmas. At the same time, the former director was caring, especially when
Selina experienced crisis in her career. Under her leadership, there was a sense of
trust and respect. These features are found to be important aspects in schools for
“creating greater motivation, increased trust and risk taking, and building a sense of

community and efficacy among its members” (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008, p. 467).

Professional self and personal self

The most difficult time as a teacher: “when children’s safety is at risk”

An incident a few years earlier, when an “out of control” child broke the
bone in another child’s hand, almost led Selina to quit teaching. This critical incident
was “totally unanticipated, unrehearsed, and uncontrolled” (Sikes et al., 1985, p.
230) but it seemed to have had a long-term affect, since Selina was still teary when
sharing this story. Selina’s strong reaction to the incident may reflect the high
priority of keeping children safe in Chinese kindergartens as they are mostly a
family’s only child. By experiencing this incident, Selina became clearer that she had
“no way to deal with” children who could be “very very naughty” and who might be
potential threats to other children’s safety. She could not “make fun of” the issue of
children’s safety, and felt dealing with naughty children and keeping children safe
were “too much trouble” for her. She came to the conclusion that it could be “the
scariest thing” for a kindergarten teacher if “children’s safety is in risk”.

There is a sense of self-doubt, pressure, exhaustion and fear revealed in
Selina’s narrative of the incident, which was quite different to the motivated, proud
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and confident image of Selina emerging in the earlier analysis. As informed by
Palmer’s (1998) discussion about fear and its influence on teachers, the negative
emotions Selina experienced throughout the incident impacted on her capacity to
connect with “naughty” children and her job. Only with the former director’s
support was she able to reconnect herself with children and the job. This supports
Xing and Chen’s (2009) finding that a director’s trust, support and care influence

Chinese EC teachers’ decisions on whether or not to leave a job.

Positive links

Selina’s narratives illustrated a dynamic relationship, both positive and
negative, between her professional self and personal self. The positive links included:

e learning performing art at training college, which changed Selina’s
personality from “never be brave enough to perform anything on the stage”

to “be more open”

e |earning Private Kindergarten’s “better education philosophies”, which was

helpful for Selina’s parenting.

In this sense, Selina’s professional growth was not only about becoming a
better teacher, but also about becoming a “complex, multi-faceted” (Shapiro, 2010,

p. 616) person.

Negative links

Negative links existed between Selina’s professional self and personal self.

I”

Selina admired one of her former colleagues who was both “very professional” and
looked after her family very well. She wanted to work out the relationship between

her professional and personal self intellectually, socially, and emotionally like this
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colleague, which Day (2004) sees as being “at the core of being an effective teacher”
(p. 54). This can be a challenging task as Confucianism encourages and honours
selflessness (Lau, 1996). Therefore, Selina’s personal needs are possibly
subordinated to the professional needs required by society since “[t]here are rules,
regulations, and priorities for every relationship leaving little room to manoeuver in
one’s mind” (ibid., pp. 361-362). These cultural ideas may have influenced the
director’s decision to promote “the spirit of devotion” at Private Kindergarten
(interview, March 10, 2010). However, on top of her professional roles as a class
teacher and team leader, Selina was also a mother of two young boys and a
daughter of her hospitalised father who had a car accident during data collection.
Not being able to cope with multiple roles placed Selina in “a chaotic situation”.
Consequently, she refused to attend an unplanned meeting after school and did not
want to lead the math workshop when the director asked her to (observation, May
24, 2010). Selina prioritised her family over her career in these incidents.

According to the director, the reason for Selina’s resignation in 2010 was that
she shifted house to another district. This move did occur; however, Selina’s
narratives convey other reasons. Through our interviews and my observations, |
understood how much the connection with children in the class meant to Selina,
and how much effort she put into all the roles she was assigned. Sadly, her
additional role as a supporter to the director had reduced her contact with children,
although the management might consider it a promotion. Selina was also quite
upset to receive an official warning issued by the management for arriving 1 or 2
minutes late on three mornings within one term. She felt her effort and days of

working late were not recognised. These two critical incidents, Selina’s additional
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management role and receiving a late arrival warning, may be the “secret stories”
(Clandinin et al., 2006) behind her resignation, which revealed the tension between
technical and bureaucratic control (Apple, 1995) and effective leadership in
kindergarten management. Selina’s stories thus suggest understanding teachers’
intellectual and emotional needs is as important as understanding children’s needs
for kindergarten management, since “Teachers Matter” (Day, Sammons, Stobart,

Kington, & Gu, 2007).

Cherry: “I learn from children”

Cherry experienced several relocations because of changes in family
circumstances. Her decisions on whether to teach as an English teacher after
graduating from the university or as a kindergarten teacher after moving to
Shanghai were influenced by several components of her personal environment: the
expectation of her role as a sailor’s wife for the family, her positive impression of
kindergarten teaching, and her assessment of the possible changes kindergarten
teaching might bring to her personality. Cherry’s journey to becoming a
kindergarten teacher was also influenced by the organizational environment: a
shortage of qualified kindergarten teachers led the Chinese government to allow
everyone holding a degree to enter kindergarten teaching as long as they passed the
required examinations for obtaining an ECE certificate and registration (Yi Chen &
Wang, 2010). Like Cherry, many Chinese teachers started to teach in kindergarten

classrooms with cross-disciplinary professional knowledge and short-term pre-

240



service training. In Cherry’s case it was six months. Private Kindergarten thus was
not only a place where Cherry taught, but also a place she learned to teach.
My analysis of Cherry’s poetic stories is structured around:

e How Cherry experienced the reality of teaching, which included Cherry’s
experiences of working with child-centred and play-based educational
approaches, of teaching structured lessons, and of her relationship with

children.

e How Cherry learned from experienced teachers, children and people around

her.

e How Cherry felt about the relationships between her professional self and

the personal self, family and career.

Cherry’s stories and my analysis may provide some insights into the possible
enabling and constraining factors influencing teachers’ development of a child-
orientated view of teaching and learning in mind and in practice. It also provides
insights into how a teaching career may shape teachers’ personal self and life, and

vice versa.

The reality of teaching

Project approach and learning centres

Cherry regarded project approach as “very good, very new and unique” since
“in some areas, it follows children’s interest, solves problems through exploration”.
Cherry understood a project as an active learning process that was different to
passive learning when “teachers organise all the activities”. Like Selina, for Cherry,
being able to follow and support children’s learning interests, and witness children’s

success and their development became a motivating force “to support more
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explorations”. This suggests that the project approach created a reciprocal bond
between Cherry and the children. Children’s interests, their active involvement,
achievements, and positive experiences with projects influenced Cherry’s feelings of
self-efficacy as a teacher (Day, 2004; Hargreaves et al., 2001).

When guiding children’s projects, Cherry followed Private Kindergarten’s
three-phase planning and documentation process by working alongside Selina. The
learning centres teachers set up in the classroom were where children’s active
exploration of a project would take place after a project was decided, children’s
guestions about a project were gathered, and relevant materials were provided
(mainly brought by children from home: water-play toys, togs, fire-engine toys and
books etc.). Cherry intended to provide children with a learning process that came
from children’s interest, and engaged children’s inquiring minds through
participation and problem solving as Katz and Chard (2000) suggested. Cherry often
checked to make sure children had done the relevant science experiments teachers
provided and to see if children found answers to their questions. She also expected
children to represent their questions or learning by “symbolising” (in her words); for
instance, children drew pictures of their questions about fire engines. In other
words, Cherry also intended to have “children [engaged] in the activities that
teachers arranged” (Rao & Li, 2008, p. 108) when facilitating children’s exploration
of particular projects.

Cherry experienced some practical dilemmas when supporting children’s
exploration of projects at different learning centres. Firstly, in Cherry’s mind, the
project approach could follow children’s interests “in some areas” and the hands-on

exploration process might lead teachers to “focus on the science centre”, but some
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girls would “never go there” (the science centre). However, projects are not all
science-focused. For example, the dinosaur project focused on art-craft and maths
concepts. Therefore, Cherry experienced tension when trying to “balance and weigh
children’s development at each learning centres”. This may reflect a question of
what is more important in projects in terms of fostering holistic development:
children’s balanced and rotated participation in all activities provided as Cherry
wished or children’s active engagement in the activities selected by themselves?
Secondly, Danny’s conversation with Cherry (below) suggests that not all
children had questions or wanted to participate in the project approach as teachers

expected:

Observation Notes, March 18, 2010

Danny did not want to draw his question about fire engine during the first
phase of the project Fire Engine. Cherry asked: “Do you have any questions?”
Danny shook his head. Cherry asked again: “Then what are you going to do at
the fire station?” Danny said: “Just visit.” Cherry kept asking: “Do you have any
questions?” Danny was silent. Cherry led Danny to read questions on the
Question List that recorded other children’s during a class discussion in the

morning. Danny still did not draw a picture.

Cherry did not force Danny to draw a picture; however, she shared with me
that she was not prepared for this kind of conversation, and did not know what to
do when encountering similar situations. When interacting with Danny, Cherry may
have been swinging between the choices of being the expert to address Danny’s
deficiencies and make him learn through teacher-directed participation (Katz &
Chard, 2000), or respecting Danny as somebody who knew what he wanted and to

“capitalize from his proficiency” (p. 13) based on active listening and observing.
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Thirdly, there was a question of what kind of play was desirable in “learning
through play”. Did it mean to play with rules, pre-set questions, and problems in
mind, for example when Cherry expected children to talk about “sinking and floating”
when playing with water; or was it children’s spontaneous play when interacting
with available resources which might lead to problem solving and further inquiries
according to their immediate interests? Cherry and the children had different
agendas during water-play, which raises a question of whose agenda should come
first. Cherry seemed to value play with rules and pre-set questions/problems based
on children’s interests expressed several days earlier, despite the possibility
children’s questions and curiosity about certain topics might have changed over
time.

Cherry’s dilemmas reflect implicit cultural logic (Tobin et al., 2009)
influencing her actual practices that she might not be aware of:

e Holistic development may be interpreted as balanced participation in all

provided activities.

e Educative play should be instrumental, work-like and sober which is different
to “real play” (Bai, 2005a), therefore, “learning through play” may be
equivalent to learning through play with rules and the playful

activities/games the teacher arranges.

e In-depth hands-on investigation and inquiry in a project is often associated

with scientific experiments (D. Y. Dai et al., 2011).

A pedagogical tension between whether to value individual children’s needs
or teachers’ intentional guidance during project studies emerged from Cherry’s
narratives. Teacher’s intentional guidance seemed to be highlighted at Private

Kindergarten through very detailed planning and documentation processes for each
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project, and the specific requirements for the quantity, length, and content of
projects. Katz and Chard (2000) view children’s in-depth investigation of projects
under teachers’ intentional guidance as complementary to children’s spontaneous
and informal learning. However, Katz and Chard made their claim based on the
American preschool context where children’s spontaneous play dominated the
curriculum and thus project work could lend “coherence and continuity to their
work together” (p. 8). Nevertheless, at Private Kindergarten project work was used
as a way of changing the dominant teacher-directed teaching style by attending to
children’s interests. Cherry’s experience of projects suggests that if teachers’
intentions and control are highlighted, then the spontaneity and children’s active
participation may be weakened and thus the value of making changes to teacher-

directed teaching and learning may be lost.

Learning centres and spontaneous play

At Private Kindergarten, the learning centres not only supported the projects,
but also children’s learning through spontaneous play. Private Kindergarten
scheduled at least two 45-minute slots for learning centre activities every day that
would allow children free choice play. Therefore, children should have had a good
amount of time to learn through spontaneous play. But | did not observe any
instances like Playing with the overhead projector in Cherry’s teaching. Maybe the
story of Jeremy exploring the stapler can provide some insights into why Cherry

found it difficult to create and sustain such moments.
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Jeremy exploring the stapler (observation notes, March 9, 2010)

Cherry added some flower making material to the art-craft learning centre
yesterday. She taught children who showed interest how to make a particular

kind of flower individually.

This morning, some children were still interested in making the flower during
learning centre playtime. Cherry was sitting with them and showing children
how to make it. Jeremy was making the flower too, but found difficult to master
it. Soon it was tidy up time, but Jeremy had not finished his flower. He was quite
upset, cried, walked away and did not want to line up for outdoor-play that he

was require to go.

Later, during the learning centre activity time between 10:00-11:00am, Cherry
tried to help Jeremy finish his flower. However, Jeremy had changed his interest
to the stapler that was provided as a tool on the art table. But it had run out of
staples. Cherry put some staples in and Jeremy tried to staple a piece of paper.
By then, Cherry was surrounded by other children who needed her help of
making flower. Jeremy tried to use his hands to staple the paper while sitting on
the chair, squatting on the floor, and even putting the stapler on chair and using
his bum to make it work by sitting on the stapler. But he failed all attempts. He
put the stapler and the paper on the floor, and stamped on the stapler. He
failed too. Then he tried his bum again. Cherry was occupied with other

children at the same table, but did not notice Jeremy’s attempts.

Cherry had planned the flower-making activities beforehand and realised

that the particular method she introduced was a bit difficult for the children. But

some children’s responses indicated their interests in the activity. Cherry thus

provided her expertise to meet these children’s needs through systematic

instructions (Katz & Chard, 2000). Nevertheless, she had to demonstrate and repeat

the instructions step by step many times to different children. She was fully

occupied by the flower-making process. Her sole goal at that time was to help
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children successfully make the flowers, and this made it difficult for her to actively
observe and listen both to children who were making flowers and to Jeremy. In this
sense, the flower-making activity became a skill acquisition process for producing
certain product, rather than a process of letting children explore different materials
and apply their skills in creating, designing and making their flowers by following
their own ideas. Two different types of learning occurred at that moment:
spontaneous and active child-initiated exploration by Jeremy, and structured
learning by children who were learning how to make a particular kind of flower.
Consequently, teacher-directed learning was at the centre of Cherry’s interaction
with children, and child-initiated learning was not noticed.

The preceding analysis of the relationship between learning centre activities,
projects and children’s spontaneous play may suggest that Cherry tended to take a
structured, instructional and teacher-directed approach when interacting with
children. This approach is rooted in the traditional Chinese culture of learning (Hu,
2002). It may imply that Cherry emphasised knowledge, rules and control, which are
teaching behaviours often seen in Chinese kindergarten teachers (Xiaoyi Gao & Pang,

2006b).

Structured teaching

Structured teaching in Cherry’s class included small group English lessons,
Chinese lessons and maths lessons (when the class split into two groups), and the
whole class music lesson (approximately 30 minutes long) that Cherry taught by
herself. Cherry struggled to cope with the multitasking nature of the music lesson

with “just one teacher there”. The prescriptive “collective plans” for structured
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teaching and the anticipated “good” lessons pre-planned by Cherry seemed not to
match with the actual class’ situation and the uncertain teaching and learning
processes occurring in the class. Therefore, Cherry’s confusion and frustration may
have been caused by the mismatch of the prescriptive and pre-set plans done in
“exclusively rational ways” (Hargreaves et al., 2001, p. 47) and the uncertain
teaching and learning process in reality. This kind of planning process may
disconnect Cherry from children’s interests and their active position in teaching and
learning, and thus distance her actual teaching from the expected result. The
structured big group music lessons were teacher-directed and highly reliant on
children’s cooperation gained through discipline, routine and order as Y. L. Li (2006)
has argued in the Hong Kong ECE context. In short, teacher—child ratio, the
uncertainty of implementing prescriptive and pre-set plans, and the teacher-
directed group-orientated structured teaching may be reasons for the challenges

Cherry faced when teaching music lessons.

Children

Children influenced Cherry’s teaching, learning and the construction of her
professional identity as she stated “I find children’s success is also mine”, “I learn
from children”, and “if they are afraid of me, do not want to talk to me much [sic] |
feel distanced with children and failing”. These narratives suggest a dynamic
relationship between Cherry and children since sometimes children could be a
source of motivation, learning, and positive emotion for Cherry, but at other times
they could bring forth confusion, challenge and “mixed feelings” in her teaching.

Cherry’s position in the children’s life also seemed dynamic as she viewed herself as
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“observer”, “leader”, “supporter”, “playmate”, “dialogist”, “communicator”, but
preferred to be children’s “friend” (interview, March 17, 2010). Cherry’s dynamic
relationship with children and her multiple roles seem to align with the democratic
teacher—child relationship (Yan Liu & Feng, 2005), the required change of teachers’
role from expert to multiple roles, and the realisation of children’s subjectivity (S. Li,
2006). Cherry’s not wanting to “control them” further suggests the teacher—child
relationship Cherry intended to build is totally different to “the traditional idea of
obeying the teacher without arguing” (Rao & Li, 2008, p. 114).

Cherry’s mixed feelings towards children and some dilemmas while working
with them were illustrated in her narratives about Jeremy. The first dilemma was
about how to develop teacher—child relationships that would honour and support
children’s “own choices” and “interests” in the collective learning classroom
regulated by rules. Working with this dilemma may require Cherry to choose
between understanding the child self as individual from Western psychological
perspectives or in relation to others within the social context according to
traditional Confucian thinking (Lau, 1996). Secondly, Cherry was “confused” about
how to take a less authoritative role such as a negotiator when she and children
were “at the situation of bargaining”, and of the appropriate distance with children
for not only building “a friendly relationship” but also guiding them “to follow the
rules”. This may imply that Cherry experienced difficulty in having equal and dialogic
interactions with some children who challenged her authority, which is also

experienced by other Chinese EC teachers (J. Liu & Elicker, 2005; Yi & Pang, 2003).
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The ideal and the real

The ideal teaching and learning in Cherry’s mind was guided by children

foremost philosophy, and Cherry’s interpretation of it were:

e Children should “learn through play”.
e Teachers should focus on “how children learn”.

e Teachers should “have more interaction with children after observing their

development at the learning centres”.

e Kindergarten should be a harmonious place where the management could

“think from teachers’ perspective” and approve the things teachers do.

These narratives indicate Cherry valued a relational and humanistic learning
environment (Allender & Allender, 2008). However, Cherry pointed out “the real and
the ideal are too far apart” and Private Kindergarten’s curriculum had “some
disparity to its philosophy”. Cherry identified some factors constraining the practices
of the desired “learn through play” philosophy:

e “so many children in the class”
e “quite a lot structured learning”
e “teachers’ ability”

e “parents’ demands” of seeing “the end results” of children’s learning.

Cherry’s narratives echoed Selina’s viewpoints and they experienced similar
pedagogical tensions caused by teacher—child ratio, time, curriculum requirements,
and different agendas of early childhood learning. Unlike Selina, Cherry thought
teachers’ ability to implement the curriculum was also part of the constraints.

Strong negative feelings as a result of coping with “pressures from the top”
and “too many written tasks” can be identified in Cherry’s narratives. The learning
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story debate around the topics of how to write up learning stories and quality versus
quantity vividly illustrated the different voices and positions of the management and
Cherry when disagreements occurred. At the centre of the debate around the
learning story format were the questions of:

e What counted as children’s holistic development?

e Who or what should determine the content of the learning story and in what
ways — teacher’s observation, children’ learning, the management’s

requirement, the experts’ anticipation, or the parents’ expectation?

Private Kindergarten was still in the process of deciding how to make the
learning story approach work in practice, and experiencing the power struggle
between multiple stakeholders who might have conflicting priorities, values, and
conceptions of teaching and learning. However, during the on-going learning,
adjusting, and decision-making process, the people “from the top” had the final say
based on their ideas, not on the teachers’ ideas: and not building new ideas in “a
shared endeavor” (Rogoff & Toma, 1997, p. 471) among all people involved.
Consequently, the teachers had to cope with the changing ideas of the people “from
the top”, and to pursue quantity rather than quality in actual practice. A vicious
circle was apparent as a result of the power struggle between: the management’s
decision to “ensure the quantity first” because the teachers’ work “was not quality
enough”, and the teachers’ logic that there were “too many written tasks” so quality
could not be guaranteed. Moreover, there was a sense of passiveness in Cherry’s
narrative since she only saw herself as someone who could help parents change
their views of teaching and learning, but had no power to make her ideal

kindergarten a reality since her voice seemed not to be heard. However, Cherry had
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)

the power to withdraw from Private Kindergarten “if the job getting [sic] more tiring”
in the future. In short, the management’s position as at the “top” and Cherry’s
passive position may reflect a hierarchical relationship and a big power distance
between the management and Cherry, which contrasted with the “happy” social

relations and an integrated kindergarten environment Cherry desired.

Professional learning

“Followed a good teacher” as a beginning teacher

As a new teacher and newcomer, Cherry “followed a good teacher” (her
teaching partner) who was properly trained, experienced and “willing to help
others”. The follower position allowed Cherry to teach at a peripheral position in the
classroom. This gave Cherry time and space to learn by “watching” how her
teaching partner taught. However, Cherry “felt quite embarrassed” about her
passive and peripheral position in the class, so she took an active approach by
seeking opportunities to increase her participation, as well as seeking guidance and
approval from her teaching partner. From the socio-cultural perspective, Cherry’s
professional learning as a beginning teacher could be understood as a process of
“face-to-face interaction” and “side-by-side joint participation” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 142)
with her teaching partner in everyday contexts. Cherry received sustained support
and was integrated into the professional culture of Private Kindergarten, which were
also found to be important aspects of new teachers’ experiences in American

schools (Kardos & Johnson, 2007).
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“Learning from children” and others

Private Kindergarten was not just the place where Cherry taught but also “an
educative setting” (Shulman, 1988/2004, p. 331) where she was learning by
interacting with the people around her, including children, parents, other teachers,
experts, and her own child. The foci of Cherry’s professional learning were:

to “know children’s mind”

e to learn how to communicate with parents and to learn “good methods

from the parents”
e to understand the “curriculum goals”

e toimprove the quality of her interaction with children.

This analysis indicates Cherry’s professional learning was orientated to
children, the conceptions of teaching and learning, and communication with parents,
instead of teaching techniques and skills. My observation of Cherry’s teaching and
learning also suggests Cherry’s professional learning was mostly informal and
situated through practical problem-solving in everyday contexts and by collaborating
with Selina and other teachers. In short, Cherry’s professional learning may be
situated, active, and reflective in a collaborative context, which are key aspects of

effective learning (Shulman, 1996/2004).

Professional self and personal self

A teacher at kindergarten and a mother at home

Cherry found some parallels between teaching and parenting, for instance,
the importance of reflection when experiencing difficulty in communicating with her

son and interacting with children in the classroom. Cherry also recalled a happy
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moment when she shared with the children an ancient Chinese poem she and her
son learnt at home, which was received positively by the children (interview, March
17, 2010). It seemed Cherry’s teacher role and mother role were interrelated and

complementary.

Interrelated professional and personal self

When evaluating herself as a teacher, Cherry was “not satisfied”. She felt
“sorry” for children due to her “hoarse voice”. In fact, she was suffering from a
severe and on-going throat infection. Cherry tried to drink more water during the
day but was fully occupied with children and hardly had time to do so. This may be a
sign of an intensified working reality (Apple, 1986) that could affect her recovery.
Cherry also identified her communication skill as requiring improvement due to her
“quiet and passive” personality. In these examples, the professional self and the
personal self were interrelated and influenced each other in terms of Cherry’s

health, personality, teaching practice, and professional ability.

Family and career

Cherry would think about quitting teaching when she experienced pressures
“from the top” and was required to complete many written tasks (interview, March
17, 2010). These experiences were quite different to Cherry’s initial understanding
of kindergarten teaching as “fun” and “singing and dancing”, which led her to re-
examine her career choice. Cherry identified some material motives (Huberman et
al., 1993) that kept her at Private Kindergarten, for instance the need to “make a
living”, the closeness to her home, and her familiarity with Private Kindergarten’s

ways of teaching and learning (interview, March 17, 2010). Like Selina, Cherry
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prioritised her family over her career. However, despite the challenges and
dilemmas experienced when teaching and learning at Private Kindergarten, Cherry
still expressed that she was “contented” and “satisfied” with her life. This may be
due to the support she received from her extended family and the stable career

stage (Lynn, 2002) she had reached.

Summary

Selina and Cherry’s stories revealed that Private Kindergarten ran a dual-
curriculum, project approach and structured lessons, to accommodate both child-
centred and structured teaching and learning. Modern and traditional educational
ideas seemed to have equal status at Private Kindergarten. Selina and Cherry
developed child-oriented and observation-based beliefs and repertoires of practice
by using child-centred pedagogical tools. The dual-curriculum thus facilitated the
extension of Selina and Cherry’s personal knowledge base, which “provide[d] the
grounds for [their] choices and actions” (Shulman, 1987/2004, p. 243) in teaching.

Three common threads emerged in Selina and Cherry’s stories. Firstly, while
Selina and Cherry shared the excitement of practising the project approach,
following children’s interest, and learning through play, they also experienced
difficulties in implementing this because of some structural constraints. Selina and
Cherry reflected on the necessity and challenge of teaching structured lessons, and
were concerned that children did not have enough time to play. Their concerns

evoked the challenge of practising the dual teaching and learning approach
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informed by traditional Chinese and Western educational ideas. The contradictory
characteristics of a child-centred project approach and teacher-directed structured
lessons, and the teachers’ ability and capability to practise the dual-curriculum
created confusion, frustration, and disappointment for teachers.

Secondly, Selina and Cherry indicated that their professional learning started
at Private Kindergarten, where reflection, collaboration and a shared philosophy
were promoted. Teacher’s agency and reflection, kindergarten leadership, being
able to practice in a peripheral position as a beginning teacher, and a collaborative
learning community seemed enabling factors in the development of their child-
oriented personal beliefs and conceptions of teaching and learning.

Thirdly, Selina and Cherry talked about how they embraced the professional
self and the personal self, and the challenges of coping with their responsibilities as
a kindergarten teacher and a family member. They also conveyed their frustration at
being directed by impersonal bureaucratic rules. Their experiences suggest that the
director may need to look into the kindergarten structure and management styles at
all levels, and to analyse the potential stress that the teachers-in-context may have
(Pattie, 2009). It may also be important to take a collaborative approach and to
involve the teachers in curriculum decision-making processes within a shared socio-

cultural endeavour (Rogoff, 1994).
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Chapter 9: Summer and Cecilia from

International Kindergarten

International Kindergarten Context

Summer and Cecilia were two Chinese teachers from International
Kindergarten in Beijing. Unlike the other four participants, Summer and Cecilia were
not teaching partners. Each was partnered with a Western co-teacher. Summer was
teaching in a 2-year-old class with 12 children on the roll during the first round of
data collection in December 2009 and 15 on the roll for the second round in April
2010, while Cecilia worked with 3 and 4-year-old children, with 19 children on the
roll in December 2009 and 21 in April 2010. Summer and Cecilia were both in their
third year of teaching at International Kindergarten, and both had about 10 years
previous work experience before joining International Kindergarten, and they were
both in their early thirties.

International Kindergarten was the ECE service of an English—Chinese
bilingual international school. The school served 2 to 18 years-old students from the
expatriate community in Beijing and was only permitted to accept students with
foreign passports and whose parents/legal guardians were working in China. The

parents/legal guardians were mostly internationals in China for business or
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diplomatic purposes. The students came from over 40 countries. Staff were
recruited worldwide and they represented more than 15 nationalities. The
international school followed the British education system and International
Kindergarten offered Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) curriculum to children
aged from 2 to 5 years. The kindergarten occupied the ground floor of a three-
storey building with an indoor piazza and a well-equipped outdoor play area. It
comprised 4 classes with approximately 70 children enrolled at International

Kindergarten during data collection.

Funding

International Kindergarten was funded and managed by a private education
organisation running chained international schools in China. School fees paid by
parents were International Kindergarten’s main source of income, and the tuition
fees were approximately CNY¥150,000/NZD$28842 per annum, five times more
than Private Kindergarten’s and eleven times more than Public Kindergarten’s. “This
is NOT the real world!” was how International Kindergarten’s Western director (who
was in charge of the daily operation of the kindergarten) described the school

context. She shared:

They (children) are

in a privileged setting.
Here (at this school)
most people or all people
have got money.

All people

have got a passport.
They are travelled.
Children

have all got

more than two languages
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probably three or four or five.
Here is a privileged situation
for this particular programme.
This is not the real world!

According to the director, International Kindergarten was privileged in terms
of funds, resources, and its multicultural community. Although the physical size of
each classroom and their outdoor play area were the smallest of the three
kindergartens, International Kindergarten had more outdoor play equipment, art
supplies, and teaching resources for different learning areas. It was the only
kindergarten where teachers and children had access to a well-resourced library
with English and Chinese books published worldwide. The six parents | interviewed
reported that the kindergarten’s English and Chinese bilingual curriculum and the
learning through play approach attracted them. With qualified Western and Chinese
teachers co-teaching all day in each class, children at International Kindergarten
would learn English and Chinese through their interactions, mainly spontaneously,

with the co-teachers.

Curriculum

According to its website, International Kindergarten provided global
education to children, with a vision to help children grow up as balanced and
responsible citizens of the global community. “Combine the best of Eastern and
Western” was its interpretation of global education in practice. Supported by local
and international resources, International Kindergarten’s philosophy and objectives
were to promote a child-centred, play-based, non-prescriptive, and integrated
programme through teachers’ developmentally appropriate practice. Teachers were

required to adapt the Practice Guidance of Early Years Foundation Stage (Crown,
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2008) to the local context. “Following children’s interest” was the phrase often used
by the teachers to explain their teaching. The promoted goal of teaching and
learning was to develop the whole child, rather than to implement the curriculum.
Teaching in this sense was according to the individual needs of children.
International Kindergarten’s programme handbook further stated:
“[children’s] active role is realised by the teacher’s continuous attention to children’s
interest, their wonders and curiosities, their on-going experiences in their life, and
their spontaneous explorations that are made possible by their classroom teachers”.
This required the teachers to attend to children’s emergent learning and
spontaneous play rather than teachers’ agendas and planned activities. Thus
everyday teaching and learning at International Kindergarten started from teachers’
observations of children. Teachers set up classrooms every morning based on their
observations of children’s play during the previous day, which were recorded on
their daily observation-reflection sheets. Co-teachers could decide to extend or
shorten children’s playtime on the spot according to their observations of children’s
play. The project plan was to be based on children’s current interests and was a
work in progress; prescribed long-term planning was discouraged. Teachers had the
power to propose changes to the programme and any decisions were made
collectively either between co-teachers or among the whole team during staff
meetings. The assessment and reporting system was a combination of formative
and summative approaches through children’s individual digital portfolios
documenting children’s learning in all areas over the year. To align with the whole
school’s reporting practice, International Kindergarten also used one-page reports to

summarise each child’s learning and development twice a year.
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International Kindergarten promoted its child-centred philosophy in different
forms to diverse audiences:

e The school’s educational philosophy was framed and hung on the wall at the

entrance.

e A detailed explanation of the educational philosophy for early childhood

teachers was displayed in the staff room.

e Big posters promoting child-initiated and play-based learning to parents

were made by the teachers and presented in the piazza (multifunction hall).

e Specific notes on how to encourage children to be independent in self-care
were posted in the sleep room to guide the Ayis’ (who helped with the nap

time duty) interaction with children.

e Documentation of child-centred learning with photos and teachers’

interpretation could be found in the wall displays and children’s portfolios.

These artefacts that articulated child-centred teaching and learning could be
regarded as cultural scripts, since they specified how “the people should
appropriately participate in an event, the social roles they play, the objects they use,
and the sequence of actions and causal relations that apply” (Cole, 2000, p. 126).
These promoted scripts thus might shape Summer and Cecilia’s teaching and
learning at International Kindergarten.

Western educational ideas and child-led emergent teaching and learning
approaches guided International Kindergarten’s curriculum and practice. The
Chinese traditional teacher-led, structured and group orientated teaching and
learning was not promoted in everyday practices at all. However, as will become
apparent in later analyses, these traditional ideas and practices as embodied
cultural repertoires of practice were still implicitly influencing Summer and Cecilia’s

teaching.
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Co-teaching

To ensure the equal status of English and Chinese languages and cultures in
the school, the international school had one Chinese and one Western co-principal
responsible for the school’s overall operation. During data collection, International
Kindergarten had a full-time Western director as well as a Chinese classroom
teacher who was given the Chinese coordinator title to assist the Western director’s
work. In the classroom, International Kindergarten used a co-teaching model to
strengthen the bilingual programme by having one Western and one Chinese
teacher work side-by-side every day. Co-teaching was believed to be not only a
sharing of time and responsibility, but also a process of developing partnership. The
school’s Chinese co-principal shared her view of their co-teaching practice in the

following poem.

Equal relationship

between

Western and Chinese co-teachers
means agree with disagreement.
It is a process.

Chinese teachers

do not have

a very high level of English.
They have never

taughtin

a foreign cultural context.
They come to

teach the students

who come from

many different cultural backgrounds.
They experience

cultural shock

as much as

the Western teachers do.
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New Chinese teachers

would have a struggling period.

In our school context

their Chinese culture and background
may not mean advantage.

They need

one or two years

to develop.

We accept and acknowledge

this development process.

In many cases

during the first year of co-teaching
Western teachers

lead the teaching.

The Chinese teachers
observe very carefully
everything they do.

The second year

the Chinese teachers pick up
their confidence areas.

The third year

the Chinese teachers’ teaching is
improving and getting better.
Equal co-teaching starts.
They are

more professional

more confident

more respected.

They are able to

influence back

the Western teachers.

By then you could see
two totally equal teachers
discussing together.

They

accept

appreciate

enjoy

each other.

According to the Chinese co-principal, communication, understanding, and

giving teachers time to develop a professional and equal relationship were
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important aspects of a successful co-teaching partnership. As Summer and Cecilia’s
narrative will reveal, being able to work with a Western co-teacher in the class every
day was a very important aspect of their professional learning, especially when they
were newcomers to the teaching community. However, teaching disagreements
between Western and Chinese teachers could occur because of cultural differences
and the Chinese teachers’ growing understanding and confidence in their teaching,

as will become apparent.

Teamwork

International Kindergarten’s Western director talked about the importance
of equal voices, respect and teamwork for International Kindergarten from a
department leader’s point of view in the following poem.

Ensuring equality of voices
understanding of both cultures
were important.

We came a long way

to let the Chinese teachers
have the confidence.

It’s not to say

they cannot do it.

It’s having the confidence to say
“I am as powerful,

| am just as knowledgeable

| have as much input”.

Western people appear to have
a lot more confidence

about how it should be.

| think

the Chinese teachers

are getting a lot better at
voicing concerns.

| believe in team approach.
It is my way
my style of
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being in the position.
Every dilemma | have
ltry to

think about it
objectively first.
Then put facts

to the teachers

or the co-principals.
| like it to be

a team consensus.
If I have a problem

| will share it.

| try to be factual.

| try to be fair.

| try to be true too.

The director was trying to remove the barriers between the Chinese and
Western teachers’ different cultural ways of being, and building internal leadership
by distributing power to the teachers, allowing multiple levels of participation, and
by being open to different perspectives and voices. Ensuring the Chinese teachers’
voices were heard seemed a priority for the director. This may reflect Wenger et als
(2002) argument that the process of building a successful community of practice
“must give practitioners a chance to gain a reputation as contributors to the
community's practice” (p. 40). For example, all teachers volunteered to take on
extra responsibilities to serve the whole department. For instance, Summer was in
charge of the cooking ingredients order for the department and Cecilia was on the
school’s lunch committee to monitor the children’s lunch menu and the food
catering service. They were also involved in contributing to staff meeting agendas,

resource ordering, policy reviewing, and newsletter producing etc.

Professional learning

Before the start of each term, the kindergarten would organise an in-service
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training programme for all the teachers during teacher-only-days. During the year,
the director would post information about relevant external training courses in the
staff room. Teachers could apply for any of the courses that interested them and the
director would decide whether to approve teachers’ applications based on their
professional development needs and the budget. The ECE superintendents (one
Chinese and one Western), who were working with all ECE services of the entire
education organisation, would visit International Kindergarten several times a year
to provide professional guidance, consultation, workshops, or seminars to the
teachers as requested by the director or the teachers. The Chinese ECE
superintendent visited International Kindergarten for a week during the first round
of data collection. She observed the classroom teaching, chatted with the teachers,
attended a staff meeting and provided a seminar for the Chinese teachers after
school one day. The seminar was about how to support children learning Chinese at
International Kindergarten. The teachers seemed to have many questions for the
superintendent; therefore, the discussion continued after the seminar and carried
on to the dinner table. The Chinese teachers would also meet once a week, led by
the Chinese coordinator, to share their teaching practices, questions, and ideas with
each other. It seemed that International Kindergarten’s professional learning was
loosely organised rather than systematic like Public Kindergarten’s and Private
Kindergarten’s. As will become apparent, Summer and Cecilia’s experiences of this
loosely organised but contextualised informal professional learning approach were

very positive.
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Summer and Cecilia’s daily routine

Summer and Cecilia both shared the overall responsibilities of care, teaching,

and learning in the class with their Western co-teachers. Table 9.1 shows how the

Chinese (CHN) and Western (WST) co-teachers worked together every day.

Table 9.1

The daily schedule of Summer and Cecilia’s classes

Time Schedule Teachers on Duty
7:30-7:45 Classroom Preparation CHN and WST co-teachers
Free choice play; Morning tea; Morning
7:45-10:00 CHN and WST co-teachers
circle time; Library visit (once a week)
One class teacher on duty
10:00-11:00 Outdoor play
Another teacher on preparation
Group learning time (music and movement
11:00-11:30 or story time); Walk in the nearby park CHN and WST co-teachers
(once a week)
One class teacher on duty
11:30-12:15 Lunch time; Nap time preparation
Another teacher on lunch break
Each teacher on duty twice a week
12:15-2:00 Nap Time
Other days on preparation
Get up; Afternoon tea; Free choice play;
2:00-3:00 CHN and WST co-teachers
Group games
3:00-3:15 Group time; Preparation for going home CHN and WST co-teachers
3:15-3:30 Children leave school; Chat with parents CHN and WST co-teachers
ECE staff meetings (once a week)
3:30-4:30 CHN and WST co-teachers

Preparation

Every morning, all teachers arrived at the kindergarten at 7:30 a.m. and the

co-teachers would discuss a brief plan for the day. One teacher would then be in

charge of setting up the classroom for the free-choice play in the morning, and the

other would greet the children and parents. As the daily schedule shows, the co-
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teachers worked together in the classroom most of the time, and took turns
supervising outdoor play, lunch-time, and afternoon nap-time. Planning was done
after children went home around 3:15 p.m. and before 4:30 p.m. Co-teachers would
discuss their observations of children and record them on daily observation-
reflection sheets (each child had their own box on every sheet for the teachers to
record their observations), as well as the planning for the next day or so. Children’s
digital portfolios were saved on the shared folder on the computer, and the co-
teachers would work on the same Power-Point file for each child to document their
learning. Co-teachers would also discuss and complete the one-page report
together twice a year. In short, the Western and Chinese co-teachers at

International Kindergarten were working closely together in everyday practices.

Summer’s Stories as Poems

My kindergarten

My kindergarten teachers
all liked me.

At that time

there were

lots of opportunities
for me to perform.

| could perform well.
The teachers

really liked me.

They took me seriously.
| felt

| was the best.
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Choice of being a kindergarten teacher

When | finished

my junior secondary school
my mum suggested

| study at the training college.
| did not have a clear idea of
kindergarten teacher and teaching.
| felt

being a teacher

should be a good thing.

My mum always said that
teachers’ words

were an imperial decree.

My mum meant

teachers had

higher status than parents.

The training college

What we had learnt

at the training college was
not relevant

not practical

in real kindergarten.

At the training college

the teachers

wanted you to

write up the teaching process
step by step

in great detail.

At kindergarten

the process was

not that important.

Only the bullet points of 123
were needed.

| had to learn everything

at the kindergarten again.

First day of teaching

Real teaching

was different to
what | had expected.
| was nineteen.
Quite young
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and nervous.
| did not know
what | should do.

At the training college

| felt

| only needed to teach the lesson.
When the lesson finished

| finished my job.

But in real classroom teaching
there were many things
needed to be done.

Lessons were not

the most important things.
That’s why the real thing

was different to

what | had expected.

Influential teachers

My first teaching partner
helped me a lot.

She was older.

She could

control children.

Of course

we do not control children
now.

But back then

| admired her.

She could

control children very well.
When somebody

came to observe her teaching
children would be

active or quiet

according to her needs.

“1 did not change much”

| did not change much
during my first ten years

of teaching.

| walked along

a prescribed path.

Thinking back

| did not know how | taught.
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For the first three years

| knew nothing.

Just a young girl

do whatever | was told.
Gradually

| learnt more things.

| knew how to organise activities.
| knew what | should do.

After four years of teaching

| decided to

study another profession

piano tuning.

| did not

like early childhood education anymore.
| did not

want have anything to do with it.
| just wanted to

find something that | liked

that | could learn!

Towards the end of my ten years
| was very confident (in teaching).
All major activities

were led by me.

| felt

| had control

of what | was doing.

| was taken seriously

by everyone there.

But

| did not enjoy teaching.
| was just

doing what | was told.

| did not want to

be a teacher any more.

| did not like

the complex interpersonal relationship.
| did not like

the big class

(45 children in my class).
There was pressure

on teachers

to keep children safe.

| did not think
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| could do so much
with children back then.

However

| did and still do like children.
When | was with children
| felt

| was like their mum
they needed me

they trusted me

this made me feel good.
| was needed!

Therefore

| stayed (in teaching)!

First impression of International Kindergarten

Firstly

it was

children running wildly outside.
Teachers

were not afraid of them

falling down.

Children

were running

very fast.

If it was at my previous kindergarten
we would be

worried and afraid

that they would hurt themselves.
But the teachers here said

the more children ran

the less chance

they would hurt themselves.
since they had lots of practice

of running and balancing.

Secondly

it was

all the children here

looked messy

by the time of going home.
The clothes were dirty.
Faces were dirty.

Paints everywhere.

| thought about children

at my previous kindergarten
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their clothes would be
clean all week

kept very clean.

Reflecting on that

| realise

it was because

they were not busy.

They did not have chance
to try out messy play.

So they would not get dirty.

14

“Children choose what they want to learn

Before

learning was like

learn what the teachers teach us.
We noted down

what teachers said

and then memorised it.

Now

it is completely different.
What children want to know
we tell them.

It is not like

you have to learn

what | tell you to learn.

| think

this is the biggest difference!

Before

‘take children as the centre’

was clearly stated

in the curriculum documents.
From my personal opinion

it was because

whoever developed the curriculum
had put children

at the centre

of their considerations

when they wrote the documents.
In everyday practices

| need to plan my teaching
according to the curriculum.
There was

suggested curriculum content
for teachers to follow.
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The teachers chose
what activities
what content

to teach children.

Now

my understanding is
if it is something

that comes from
children’s interests
children

would be more eager
to explore.

Children choose
what they want to
learn

know.

This should be

what

take children as the centre
really means.

Before
children may just learn
surface knowledge and skills.

Now

we encourage children
to be interested

to concentrate.

It is not about

learning the skills.

It is about

letting them develop
an attitude of

being curious

being positive.

I think

this is something different.

“Lessons are too trivial to mention”

Before

| understood teaching activities

as 45 minutes of lesson time.

(in the five to six years old classes).
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Now

since the minute

I meet the child in the morning
to the time

when they say goodbye to me
the whole day

| am teaching.

Lessons

are too trivial to mention!

Before

| would help children do things.
| thought

this was the way of

helping them.

But

actually it was not.

For instance

help children

to do buttons up.

| would do the buttons quickly

for children

so that

| could move on

to the next activity on my plan.

Now

| do not do this.

I would let the child

to take time

to do it by himself

let him grasp the skills

by himself.

| know

to let children practice

to let them do things by themselves
let them grasp the methods and skills
is actually helping them.

“They are angels”

There was a child
at my previous kindergarten
who | can still remember now.

He had a very difficult
settling in period
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when he first came to my class.
Every morning

he would

cry extremely loudly

refuse to come into the classroom
kick the door frame

nobody could calm him down
even the kindergarten director.
He had to be removed

from the classroom.

He was an extreme case.

| was very frustrated.

| did not know what to do.

| can remember

my thoughts towards him

were something like

‘he is so difficult’

‘he will not listen’

‘he hits other people’

‘he hides under the table’

and even the kindergarten director
blamed him for breaking our door frame.

Now

| would think about him
differently.

| would ask myself

why he would cry like that first.
Maybe | could ask his parents

if he had any group learning experiences.
Maybe that was because

he was in a

new environment

he did not know

any other children.

He came in the middle of the year.
He might

be afraid of this situation

so that he used cry

to let out his frustration.

| would think more

to find out

why he was so stressed

and had such extreme behaviour
and then to look for some ways
to solve the problem.
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Teaching here

| do not think

there are good and bad children.

Each one of them

is very cute.

All children

are great and lovely.

They are angels!

All the nice words

should be used to describe these children.

The perplexities are around ...

In our kindergarten

the whole educational philosophy and ideas
are advanced.

But

it was quite difficult

for the teachers like me
who were not trained

this way.

Our view and understanding
have slowly changed.

But

we still need to

learn it in depth.

| need to

learn more theories.

How to support children’s learning?

There was a time

when we were all asked to use
project approach.

We did not know how to do it
in our 2-year-oldsclass.

My co-teacher and |

could only try.

Project approach

wanted children to

propose their questions.

Our 2-year-old children

could not express their questions clearly.
This led me

to a state of perplexity.
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My co-teacher and |

came to a conclusion

it was not suitable for our class.

We shared our thoughts

with the Chinese ECE superintendent.
She agreed with us.

We then decided not to do it.

Last term

we had a small ...

it shouldn’t be called

theme activity.

It was just something about holiday.
Came back from Christmas holiday
children were

really interested in holiday activities
such as getting on the plane.

They also took holiday photos to the class
such as riding on the elephants.

We were thinking

how we could extend this.

But we got lost.

| am not clear

how to support children’s learning
through themes or projects.

Shall we provide activities?

Like for the holiday interests

We pretended to

take them on the plane

look at photos.

Or shall we just let them go.

If they are interested in it today then they play.
If they are not interested tomorrow
and do not play around this theme
we do not remind them?

How to define “curriculum”?

When | was teaching

at the previous kindergarten
curriculum was about
stages and age groups.

Each stage had

its prescribed content

and what we must do.

This was set.

Each area had goals
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that we needed to achieve.

There were things we needed to do
in order to achieve those goals.
This was the curriculum to me

at that time.

Now

Curriculum is our goals.
No

they are not goals

they are guidance.

It goes back to

children’s interests.

We provide support to them.
That should be our curriculum.

| do not know

how to define curriculum.

| feel

the activities

that accumulate children’s experience
is curriculum.

Curriculum (the word/concept)
feels limiting.

| just feel

children gain experience
anytime

anywhere.

But | cannot say

Itis a curriculum.

It is limiting.

Happy, but not very confident

Working here

has been a very happy thing.
However

| am not very confident
of my own teaching now.
There are many things

| need to learn here.
Many things

children want to know
but | do not know

how to support them.

So many cases like that
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made me less confident now.

The only thing | can do

is learn.

Learn from the teachers around me.

“l was observing other teachers”

When | first came here

there were many little things

| did not know how to do.
Could they run outside?

Shall I help children

when they put their clothes on?
Shall | talk to the child now?

| had no idea what to do

at the beginning.

I was

observing other teachers.
asking other Chinese teachers
talking to them

watching what my co-teacher did.
| have learnt more

in the past three years here
than the last ten years.

That is because

there are

many good teachers

around me here.

| can learn from them.

Before

there were

many classroom observations
meetings

discussions

courses

provided to the teachers.

But

| did not think

| could learn much from them.

| have learnt more about

how to think about children
and understand children here.
But back then

it was all about
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teaching techniques.

How to conduct a good and effective lesson?
How to let children listen to you,
interact with you

and achieve the lesson goals?

At this school

influenced by the teachers around you

| know

| should pay attention

to children’s interests

provide children the support they need.
What children want to learn

is the most important thing.

This is something really different.

“I become less agreeable to ...”

During my first year of teaching here
| was learning from others
completely.

| thought

all of them were excellent.

Their strategies

were excellent.

Maybe because

| had developed more

knew children better

especially this age group

| became more confident of

working with children now.

| became less agreeable to

some of my co-teacher’s approaches.

Not long ago

during Lucas’ first week in our class
my teaching partner

had kept him in the classroom
before home time

since he did not put any effort into
putting his shoes on.

Lucas was crying.

His mum was peeping through

the window on the door.

If it was before
| would go with
what my co-teacher did.
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But this time
because you were there
| thought about it more.

Lucas

a lovely child

the youngest in the class
was new to the class

did not understand

both Mandarin and English.

| did not interfere

when she was dealing with the child.
But

when we were talking about

this afterwards

| told her

how | felt about this incident.

The next day

| dealt with Lucas.

He did put his shoes on
by himself

with my support.

He was too young.

His fine motor skills
were quite poor.

| was teaching him
how to hold the shoes
how to put them on.

| told him not to worry.
And he did.

This incident

has given me

great confidence.

If the same sort of moment
happens again

| would know

how to communicate

with my co-teacher.

My co-teacher would
accept my ideas

if | am right.

| need to

communicate more.

| do not express my thoughts enough.
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“l want to share ...”

| want to

share with others

the ways we work with children.
My co-teacher

suggested

| write a book

(about working with children).
But

| do not have

much of the theoretical knowledge.
| hope

| can have my own child soon

so | can show others

we can work with children
differently.

Here

the educational ideas and approaches
are so advanced.

But

if | have my own child

he could not grow up

in this kind of environment.

He still needs to be part of

the Chinese exam-orientated education.
Itis a pity.

To be a mum; Look for a new world!

My life now is

very settled

very happy.

| can feel

lots of love around me.
The love

children give me

my family gives me.

In the near future

| want to be a mum.
Maybe

| will still work here.
Or

work somewhere
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with a better environment.
An environment

can take me

to a different world.

When | changed

from my previous kindergarten
to here

it already

opened my eyes

showed me a new world.
Maybe

there is

another world somewhere.

To be a mother.

Look for a new world

to see if | could do something more.
They are two parallel tasks

for my future!

Cecilia’s Stories as Poems

Childhood memory

| was born and grew up
in Inner Mongolia.

My extended family
looked after me

since | was nine months old.
| went to

a boarding kindergarten
for two years.

| was at the kindergarten
most of the time.

It was ok

since | was

a carefree girl.

| was quite naughty
at kindergarten.

Wet beds every night.
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Did naughty things
to other children.

| would be

sent to the toilet
by the teachers

as punishment
almost every day.

| can only remember

one teacher.

She was nice to me.

She would praise me

when | did something good.
Other teachers

NO!

| had quite strong personality.
| wouldn’t do the things
that | did not like.

My early childhood
was a happy time for me.
| was able to

live the way | wanted.
| was able to

be naughty.

But | was still

loving and caring.

If somebody fell down
or was not feeling well
| would care for them.

We moved to Beijing

before | went to primary school.

My mum then said

a girl

should not be

raised in this way.

She started to

discipline me.

As a result

| changed

from being open and cheerful
to anintrovert girl.
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Choice of being a kindergarten teacher

To be a kindergarten teacher

was not my intention

initially.

| wanted to be

a music teacher.

But | did not pass

the entrance examine

for the music teacher programme.
So | chose

the early childhood teacher’s
training programme.

| could still learn music.

| did not have any idea of

the differences between

being a music teacher and an EC teacher.
| just loved music!

We followed the textbooks.

Not many opportunities

to practice.

Teachers

passed on

what was written in the textbooks
provided some examples.

We did not have

real practical experiences.

Only one month practicum
before graduation.

We could not really apply

the theories from the textbooks
to the real practice

in just one month.

What | had learnt

at the dance classes

was most useful and practical.
We learned

how to create
choreography for children.
It was creative

and spontaneous.

We could dance

whatever we wanted.

It is useful even now.
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At the training college

being a teacher was about ...
teaching the lessons

you had planned

passing on the planned knowledge
to children.

In reality

there were

20 or more than 30 children
in front of you.

They would have

many unexpected problems.
They would

catch me on the wrong foot.
When we were facing children
it was completely different to
what we had learnt

at the training college!

“Observe and follow all rules and regulations”

| had been teaching

at a local kindergarten

for the first five years of my teaching.
| felt happy

when | saw children

when | was with them.

But

the educational philosophy
and other aspects

of that kindergarten

made me wonder

if teaching at kindergarten
was the career

that | would be

passionate about.

| was about to quit teaching
back then.

| and other teachers

did not agree with

the director’s

philosophy of management
and education.

She treated us as prisoners.
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We were not allowed

to sit with children

even sit with other teachers.
Many things

were not allowed.

Too many restrictions.

This made you feel

there was no freedom there!

| was passive.

| had no desire to learn.
Others

pressured you to learn.

Six months before my resignation
there was a PhD student

came to the kindergarten.

Her research project was about
taking children

as the main subject

teaching around their interests.
At that time

I made an Olympic Wall display.
The idea emerged from
children’s discussions.

They discussed

among themselves.

All the displays

were made

by children.

She was very interested.

She spent

quite a lot of time

with me.

Talking to me.

| found a little bit of interest

in teaching.

| thought to myself

Oh, | could teach like this!

My first five years of teaching
was like

doing things by

observing and following

all rules and regulations.

No creativity.

No desire.
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No motivation.

Not enjoyed.

| still liked children.

But

the whole work environment
did not make me

enjoying teaching.

| was

weary and tired

every day!

»n

“Catch the white wolf with empty hands

It was very hard

to adjust

to the way of teaching here
(International Kindergarten)
at the beginning.

From the time

when we were students

to the time

when we were teachers

the educational philosophy
was the same.

It was very difficult to change.

We did not really

put children at the centre

of our education

in China.

It was teachers

and kindergarten

at the centre.

It was ‘spoon-fed’ type of education.

Here

it is children

at the centre.
Everything follows
children’s interests.
What we are doing
is guided by children.
This is the approach
both children

and the teachers
would enjoy
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and be happy about
what we do!

| liked

the educational philosophy
here.

| thought | could teach

in this way.

But in fact

it was really difficult.

| had many puzzling

and confusing moments.
Feeling | was trying to

catch the white wolf with empty hands.
What | am doing here?

| thought

| was an ok teacher

| knew how to teach children.
But here

| was useless.

Did not know how to teach!

When trying to
communicate with children
they would not

follow my ideas.

They wanted me

to follow them.

It was a real challenge

for me.

| had doubts about myself.
Could I still do this job?

It put your knowledge to test.
| felt I knew nothing!

“Slowly, slowly learning and changing my philosophy”

The western co-teacher

| am working with now

has accelerated

my changes of mind/heart.

Through the on-going communication
she shares with me

her educational philosophy

her thoughts

her rationale
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her intention

her anticipating outcomes
for children’s development.
She teaches me

through personal examples
and verbal instructions.

I amin training

every day.

What | have learnt

from working with her
in one year

is more than

what | have learnt
during the past 10 years.

My first year working with her

| agreed to

most of her ideas

following her.

My approach was

observing how she taught

copying what she did in a similar situation
experiencing and feeling if it worked.
Then asking her for advice

if it did not work for me.

Second year

| was more confident.

| would share

more of my thoughts.
Sometimes

there was a disagreement.
She would respect my thoughts.
Let me try out my way.
Then

we communicate

and reflect.

This is the third year

we work together

as co-teachers.

We have developed

our class educational philosophy.
It came from her

initially.

| read it
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and agreed to it.
Then we practise it.

| also learn from other colleagues.
Like other Chinese teachers.

We meet once a week

share our practices

and philosophy.

This is a collective wisdom.

When an expert

(the ECE superintendent)
comes

talks to us

answers our questions
offers guidance for

what could be done next
| feel suddenly enlightened.
Realise that

we are actually

doing it this way

for this reason.

We just do not know
how to

summarise

theorise

what we are doing.

We had many training sessions
at my previous kindergarten.
But

in real practice

the things you learnt

from the training

sometimes did not link to

the real practice.

They could not be used.

Here

| learn by myself

most of the time.

Try to digest by myself.
Self-development

begins with thinking/self-reflection.
We cannot just use

other people’s ‘stuff’.

Need to think first.
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Here

nobody tells you

what to do

with children.

Only gives you a direction
and the learning outcomes.
You need to

think by yourself.

It is a relaxed

and open environment.

| feel relaxed.

But

at the same time

| also feel the tension.

| need to

learn more

do more

to do a better job.

“A complete change of heart”

Educational philosophy

Firstly

it is the change

in my educational philosophy.
A complete change of heart!

Now

my educational philosophy
is to put children

and their interests

at the centre.

Support children’s
individual development

to be global citizens

to get to know different cultures
learn to tolerate and accept
develop social skills and

to be independent.

At the previous kindergarten
it was the teacher

who led the process.
Weekly Plan would be done
prior to the week.
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| did not pay close attention to
children’s interests.

Only focused on

what | should teach.

How to achieve my teaching goals.
What had the curriculum content indicated
that children should learn / know?
These were done according to
teacher’s subjective consciousness.
| did not really consider

children’s development.

At this school

| had to change

my philosophy.

| must put children

at the centre.

You (teacher) are only

an observer

a supporter/facilitator

to support children’s development.
You cannot

let children

walk with teacher’s thinking.

It must be

a cultural difference.

From the Chinese perspective
the adults or seniors think
you should learn this

then you must learn it.
Nobody cares

whether you like it or not.

| ask you to learn this

then you need to learn
Because

| know it is good for your future.
Actually

this approach

did not let children

develop by themselves

and being independent.

Feelings towards teaching

Secondly
It was a change
in my feeling towards teaching.
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Now

| would try to do things that
both children and |

would want to do.

| would change different ways
and do something new every day.
This is a very enjoyable process.
| feel happy

when | think of children.

Want to be with them.

Want to talk to them.

Because they always

surprise me.

| have found

fun with children.

| can be silly or crazy
sometimes.

Children like to see

this side of you.

If you follow this interest
they would like it.

Many sparks would occur
between you and children.

This might not be permitted
according to

the old educational philosophy.
The crazy words or craziness
would be considered bad.

But in fact

these moments

let you get closer to children.

My ability in responding to
children’s spontaneous learning
has improved.

| can feel the fun

working with children

at any time.

As well as

supporting children’s development.
It is not static.

Having some changes every day
is fun.
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Children’s sense of achievement
in their own development

gives us (teachers)

a sense of achievement!

| never thought

being a teacher

could be this happy!

View of challenging children

Before

| found children

with strong personalities
were very challenging.
They did not

follow instructions.

They would cause some
unexpected incidents.

Here

all children

have very strong personalities.
But

| do not find them
challenging.

It is because

the environment
allows them

to display personality.
They can do

what they want

at any time.

Understanding curriculum

We do not have lessons.

No curriculum here.

Actually

our curriculum

is embedded in everyday life.
It’s spontaneous.

Skills are learnt

during free play time
according to

children’s different abilities.

Children learn through play.
We do not have
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pre-set goals for children’s play.
Children lead their own play.
Children initiate their play.

We teachers would

initiate some group games.
Such as music games.

P.E. games.

But children’s play

is led by children

from their own interest.

The group games the teachers lead
are for children’s information
modelling and sharing
teachers’ experience.

If children

are inspired

by the games

we introduce to them

they would use them

in their own play.

Curriculum

this word

has almost disappeared
from my dictionary.

It means something
boring

limiting

pre-planned

with clear goals.

Some Challenges

The most challenging part is

to teach according to

individual children’s needs.

How to really help

children’s individual development?
How to follow

children’s interest?

| feel frustrated

if | have no idea of

how to support children’s play
cannot offer them ideas or resources
to support and extend their play.
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| also have many questions.

When to talk to children?

When to be involved in children’s play?

How to support child-initiated play

and make sure | do not take over the learning?
How to communicate with children

who do not like to speak Chinese?

How to connect to children

who do not talk much?

How to understand children?

Why they do not follow my(your) instruction?
Why they do not like me(you) or some activities?

Sometimes

the parents

would have different priorities
in children’s development.
Some mums were very angry
because the teachers

did not make children

put their coats on

before outside play (in winter).
We did suggest to children.

But

it was the child’s decision to
not wear the coat.

Children needed to learn

to think and make decisions
independently

bearing the consequences.
However

the parents had different ideas.
They were afraid of

children being sick.

| understood the parents’ concern.
My western co-teacher insisted
it should be

children’s responsibility.

Not the teachers’.

| was torn.

Thinking big and dreaming a dream

The whole Chinese education system
needs a change.

From its foundation.

Start with the teacher education.
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The future teachers

need to be

global citizens themselves.

If they do not

change their philosophy

children will not be global citizens.
So the whole education system
needs to change.

We teachers

can influence children.

We could only influence

a small amount of children.
The real influence

should come from

their parents

the educational philosophy of
the whole education system.

My dream is to share

what | know about

the educational philosophy

and approaches

what is good for children

that can help them

become global citizens.

To summarise some theoretical stuff.

My dreams is

to present

to promote

try my best

to influence more people.
Parents and teachers.
Maybe we cannot change
the government’s policy.
But

we may be able to
change some people’s behaviour.
Influence them.

Change them.

Then they could

influence their children.

Make changes

in the notion of parenting.
This is my dream!
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Chapter 10: Analysis of Summer and Cecilia’s Stories

Summer: “Think back, I did not know how I taught before”

“I feel sorry for children | taught before” (observation notes, October 26,
2009) was what Summer shared with me in tears on the first morning of my
observation in her class. This was her immediate response to my question of
whether she worked with children at the previous kindergarten in the same way as
she taught at International Kindergarten. Summer’s negative emotion about her
past teaching and the many times she used the words
different/difference/differently may imply a disconnection between her past and
present teaching and learning experiences, which were mainly concerned with:
e How Summer experienced the impact of the change from a teacher-directed
to a child-centred teaching approaches in reality.

e How Summer learned from two different professional learning approaches at

her previous and current kindergartens.

e How Summer changed her feelings of being a teacher over time, and why

she seemed so confident now when talking about the unknown future.

Summer’s stories and my analysis provide some insights into how teachers
may work with disconnected past and current knowledge and experiences, and
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become empowered in an “ideal” kindergarten context.
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The reality of teaching

Summer’s teaching at International Kindergarten started from observing
children’s learning and noticing “children running widely outside”, “teachers were
not afraid of them falling down”, and children “looked messy” every day. These
observations contrasted with Summer’s previous teaching practices where safety
was prioritised and messy play seemed non-existent. Other teachers’ practices
made the International Kindergarten’s guiding educational ideas and approaches
explicit to Summer, which helped her understand the possible changes she needed
to make. Reflection is also believed important for teachers who are learning to
change (Hargreaves et al., 2001). In Summer’s case, recognising the differences
between her past practices and the International Kindergarten’s ways of teaching
led her to explore the rationale behind such differences, and become aware of
different conceptions of learning; for instance, learning through practice and
mistakes, and learning being about busy and active participation. In this sense,
active observation and reflection on other teachers’ practices in relation to her own

experiences seemed conducive to Summer when she was being enculturated into

International Kindergarten’s teaching approach.

Teaching approach: “children choose what they want to learn”

Summer experienced a change of teaching approach from “to plan according
to the curriculum” and “[teachers] chose what activities, what content to teach
children” at the previous kindergarten, to “children choose what they want to learn”
at International Kindergarten. | observed many examples of children choosing “what
they want to learn” when Summer was teaching. For instance, children could ask for
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the songs and stories they wanted to dance to and listen to, and decide how often,
choose what activities they wanted to participate in and to try out their own ways of
solving problems.
The following story provides a glimpse of Summer’s child-orientated way of
thinking and practice when interacting with Miles.
Miles talking to Jane (the researcher) on Summer’s mobile phone
(interview, June 22, 2010)
Summer: “Yesterday, Miles gave me the toy phone and told me that it was Jane
(the researcher) on the phone wanting to talk to me. | was then pretending
talking to you on the phone. At that time, | thought to myself that | should
really ring you because it would be a very special experience for Miles. Children
played with the toy phone every day. But it was not real, they could only
pretend. If he could ring you, it would be really special for him. Miles and you
had also developed a very special relationship when you were doing classroom
observation, so it was a way to communicate our feelings and emotions.
However, we did not have enough time yesterday, it happened just before tidy
up time. Today, you should see the big happy smile on Miles’s face when he was

talking to you on the real phone. He was nodding, talking and smiling. It was

very special and | wanted to give him such a surprise.”

Summer’s teaching was based on her observation and understanding of
Miles’ seemingly repetitive behaviour (talking on a toy phone almost every day) and
the special relationship Miles had with me. Summer demonstrated her pedagogical
thoughtfulness which led her to plan and provide a meaningful and comprehensible
learning experience (van Manen, 1991) for Miles. The most important agenda in this
situation for Summer was Miles and how she felt she could most effectively support

his interest. This may suggest Summer honoured the individual child in the
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classroom over the curriculum guide, and taught according to children’s interests
rather than prescriptive learning content as she did at her previous kindergarten.

International Kindergarten’s child-centred school scripts (Blank, 2009) and
observation-based planning process promoted and supported Summer’s child-
orientated teaching and learning. However, some contrasting traditional cultural
scripts may have implicitly influenced Summer’s teaching, for instance, the teacher-
directed, knowledge and skills-driven pedagogy. The following vignettes recorded
Summer’s attempts to support children’s interests in spiders/insects, and may reveal
ways the traditional cultural scripts influenced her teaching.

Observation note, October 26, 2009

During morning play, Summer spotted a little bug crawling on the drawing that
was stuck on the carpet, “Look, it is crawling.” Several children gathered around
and looked at the bug with Summer, but some children ran away. Summer and

children observed and talked about the bug for a while.

Summer and her Western co-teacher talked about this scenario after school.
They thought children were interested in the bug, and decided that they could
search for some insect video clips on YouTube, look for some games and add
some bug toys or other related resources to the classroom. Then they could
observe how children respond to these resources. Summer went to find some
bug toys and a big hanging spider web from the ECE resource cupboard. She
hung a big spider web in the classroom and put the toys on the science table.
Summer then went to borrow some spider/insect related books from school

library.

Observation note, October 27, 2009

Tim noticed the big spider web and was learning how to say ‘spider web’ in

Chinese during morning play. Summer introduced the spider web and the spider
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toys to children during circle time. On the way to the school library, children
and Summer found a big photo of a spider from the secondary students’ photo
gallery. They stopped walking, talked about the photo. During morning tea time,
a video clip about bugs was played on the classroom computer. Children were
watching while having their morning tea. At the primary school playground,
Summer found a little spider and children gathered around to look at it and

talked about it.

Observation note, November 2, 2009

Summer told me that children did not make any spiders last Friday as they
expected. (Summer and her co-teacher had put out some collage material on

the art table.)

Noticing children’s interest and their different reactions to the bug, Summer
intended to develop it to an exploratory learning project by providing spider/insect
related resources and activities. Summer quickly gathered relevant resources and
introduced them to children. However children did not respond to the activities as
enthusiastically as Summer had anticipated. Summer later reflected, “I do not know
how to support their interests in spider further” (written comments on the
observation notes). What is interesting to me is the approach Summer took when
she realised a potential project. She quickly started a top-down, teacher-directed,
and activity-orientated planning process, instead of the bottom-up listening,
observing and interpreting process that she often used when responding to children
on the spot. This may be why she found it difficult to predict the possible
development of the educational project as it should have been informed by the
information gathered from children (Rinaldi, 2006). During the top-down planning

and decision-making process, the traditional teacher-directed scripts implicitly
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played in Summer’s mind. Therefore, Summer felt torn between whether she
“should provide activities” to keep the existing project alive in the class or “just let
them go” and leave children to decide whether they wanted to learn something

about the project on a daily basis.

Focus in teaching: “lessons are too trivial to mention”

Another change in Summer’s teaching related to the question of when
teachers teach. At the training college, Summer learnt as a teacher she “only
needed to teach the lesson”. At the previous kindergarten, Summer understood
teaching as something that happened during “45 minutes of lesson time”. These
lessons were often called learning (xuéxi) activities in the recent ECE reform
contexts and were formally organised.

In contrast, Summer considered every minute she spent with children at
International Kindergarten as teaching, and stated “lessons are too trivial to
mention”. Play was the most important aspect of Summer’s everyday teaching. Her
planning and the class’ daily schedule did not include lessons or learning activities.
Instead, there were group activities such as group greetings in the morning, group
story-time before tidy-up time and in the library, group music and movement time,
and show and tell time for children who wanted to participate. These group
activities were teacher-directed, but short, flexible and based on the teachers’
observation of children’s interest. Also, it was quite hard to distinguish four kinds of
activities that Shanghai’s common curriculum promoted — learning, sports, play, and
everyday life — in Summer’s planning and teaching. The class daily schedule and the

daily reflection and planning sheets did not use these categories of activities, but
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orientated Summer to plan for individual children’s learning based on their interests
rather than to plan for teaching different kinds of activities.

The changing focus in Summer’s teaching reflected two different views of
curriculum:

e a narrow view of curriculum as purposefully selected and planned formal
teaching and learning experiences including “prescribed content” to cover

and “goals” to be achieved

e a broad view of curriculum as including everything that happened in the
kindergarten, which highlighted the spontaneous and emergent aspects of

teaching and learning.

These contrasting views co-existed in Summer’s professional knowledge
system but at different levels. The narrow view of curriculum dominated Summer’s
conceptualisation of curriculum, but was not relevant for explaining her current
child-centred and emergent teaching practices. Therefore, Summer was perplexed
and questioned whether there was such thing as curriculum since the term itself
sounded “limiting”. In the end, Summer defined curriculum in her own terms based
on her professional practical knowledge (Clandinin, 1985) as “the activities that
cumulate the children’s experience” and “the children gain experience anytime
anywhere”. Summer’s description of curriculum resonated with the broad definition
stated in the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage (Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority, 2000) as “everything children do, see, hear or feel in their
setting, both planned and unplanned” (p. 2). In short, the different ideas of
curriculum from her past and current teaching, the gap between her theoretical
knowledge and her practical knowledge, and her lack of confidence in articulating
her practice at the conceptual level contributed to the tension Summer experienced
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when defining curriculum.

Image of the child: “they are angels”

Several images of the child were illustrated in Summer’s narratives. The
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young Summer, who was able to “perform well” and liked by her teachers,
represented a child-image as being obedient and mature which was highly valued as
an ideal child in the Confucian doctrine (Bai, 2005a). The obedient image of child
was also reflected in Summer’s mother’s view of a kindergarten teacher and in her
first teaching partner’s practices that implied an order-giving and obedient-listening
teacher—child relationship.

Summer relived a “critical incident” (Sikes et al., 1985) from her previous
teaching experience that vividly illustrated the image of a troublesome child who
displayed some disruptive behaviours when settling into her class. Summer recalled
she then defined the child as “so difficult”, “will not listen”, “hit other people”, and
this child was obviously nowhere near the child that Summer and her colleagues
thought he ought to be. When dealing with this “extreme case”, Summer tended to
blame the child. This blaming of the child may have been caused by the mismatch
between the child’s actual needs and Summer’s expectations of him, and this led
her to a state of frustration and helplessness.

Summer had a positive, loving and accepting attitude towards children at
International Kindergarten. She regarded all children as “angels”, and stated “I do
not think there are good and bad children”, “each one of them is very cute”, and “all

children are great and lovely”. Guided by her current views of children, Summer

claimed that now she would work differently with the child she previously found
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challenging. She would accept his behaviour rather than blaming him, would try to
understand his feelings by connecting with the child’s inner world and his family,
and would “look for some ways to solve the problem” rather than simply removing
him from the class.

The three different images of child as — obedient, troublesome and being
unique individuals — may reflect the differences in how children have been defined
over time in different cultural and kindergarten contexts. The obedient image of
child suggests that children may be defined “in relation to other” and “in the
hierarchy of relationship” (Lau, 1996, p. 360). The troublesome image of some
challenging children implies that children may be defined in the social context and
according to the norms, rules and regulations of the collective group. Confucian
thinking has hugely influenced the construction of the obedient and troublesome
images. In contrast, Western culture and the child-centred philosophy practised at
International Kindergarten has shaped Summer’s current view of the children as

unigue individuals to be accepted for who they are.

A sense of regret: “I feel sorry for the children I taught before”

Summer criticised and rejected many educational ideas and practices she
previously accepted, for instance:

e She used to admire her first teaching partner who “could control children”,

but she stated “of course, we do not control children now”.

e She now thought her past teaching had focused on children’s “surface
knowledge and skills” after realising the importance of developing children’s

dispositions.
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e She used to do things for children so she could “move on to the next activity”
on her plan. In contrast, at International Kindergarten she was able to give
children time to do things by themselves and understood this was an

important aspect of their learning.

e She viewed all children at International Kindergarten as “great and lovely”,
which was different from the troublesome and deficit views of children she

used to hold in the previous kindergarten context.

The contrasting views and practices created conceptual and pedagogical
tensions for Summer when she first came to International Kindergarten, which left
her in a situation of having “no idea of what to do” as an mature and experienced
teacher. Now Summer regarded International Kindergarten as her ideal kindergarten
as it had a “flexible environment, many people and good colleagues to learn from,
small classes and correct educational philosophy” (interview, November 5, 2009).
Summer’s stories suggest particular kindergarten contexts play crucial roles in the
construction of teachers’ knowledge, understanding, repertoire, and emotion (Ben-

Peretz, 2011; Day et al., 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009).

Professional learning and growth

Professional learning in the past: teaching techniques and lesson-focused

The previous kindergarten provided “many classroom observations,
meetings, discussion, courses” for teachers. It seemed Summer’s professional
learning at the previous kindergarten should have been effective, since two factors
identified by Rogoff (1995) as being influential in learning culturally appropriate

teaching practice can be identified in Summer’s narrative:
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e being able to interact with more experienced teachers

e learning collaboratively with others by connecting with the wider

professional community.

However, Summer criticised this teaching-techniques and lesson-focused
professional learning and stated “I did not learn much”. In contrast, her current
professional learning focused on “how to think about children and understand
children”. Summer felt she benefited from this child-focused professional learning as
it helped her understand “children’s interests, provide children the support they
need”. Summer’s critique was insightful because recent studies about Chinese
teachers’ professional learning and development have not identified the
professional learning foci as a factor that may influence teachers’ actual teaching
and learning. Rather, the identified influential factors have been mostly around the
kindergarten environment, teachers’ attitudes and motivations for seeking
professional growth, and effectiveness of the professional learning approaches (Mu,

2010; B. Peng & Xie, 2009).

Professional learning over three years: “l was observing other teachers”

”

Summer’s narratives, “influenced by the teachers around you, | know . . .
and “I was learning from others completely”, indicated that being able to work with
“many good teachers” was the most important aspect of Summer’s professional
learning. Through observing and interacting with other teachers, and her growing
participation in International Kindergarten’s child-centred pedagogy in everyday

contexts (Lave & Wenger, 1991), Summer was able to learn informally.
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Shulman’s (1996/2004) four aspects of effective learning — learner’s activity,
reflection, collaboration, and community — could be identified in Summer’s current
professional learning experience. Firstly, most of her professional learning occurred
during the process of solving practical dilemmas she faced by actively interacting
with her co-teacher (e.g., whether the project approach was suitable for their class),
with other Chinese teachers, and with the visiting experts. Secondly, Summer
constantly reflected on others’ and her own teaching practices by connecting to her
previous teaching and learning experiences. Thirdly, the Western and Chinese
teachers often exchanged their observations and thoughts about children and
planned possible teaching opportunities either casually during non-contact time or
during meetings. They also provided support to each other when needed. For
instance, all the Chinese teachers put together a short play “Little bear goes to the
dentist” in Chinese to support a 4 and 5-year-old class’ project on teeth. In short,
Summer’s positive professional learning experiences were shaped by the context in

which her active learning, reflection and collaboration were enabled.

”

Professional growth: “l become less agreeable to . ..

The narrative about helping Lucas put on his shoes vividly illustrated
Summer’s professional growth. Summer disagreed with how her Western co-
teacher (Asian descent) interacted with Lucas, and tried to voice her opinion to her
co-teacher. However, voicing her disagreement was a big step out of Summer’s
comfort zone. She respected her co-teacher very much as her co-teacher had taught
her almost everything about teaching at International Kindergarten. Therefore,

Summer initially kept quiet. This approach may reflect Summer’s tendency to avoid
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conflict, since harmony is highly valued in relationships in Chinese culture (D. Zhang,
2003). Summer only communicated with her co-teacher after she had shared her
thoughts with me and | had asked her “did you tell your co-teacher how you felt?” It
seemed my presence as a researcher and a fellow Chinese teacher motivated and
supported Summer to voice her thoughts. The positive responses Summer received
from both Lucas and her co-teacher made this critical incident an important event in
her development, since it became part of the process of discovering her voice,
redefining herself in her relationship with her co-teacher, and becoming more

confident of her ability to understand children.

Feelings and professional identity

Changing identity and feelings

Summer felt what she learnt at the training college about teaching was “not
relevant, not practical in real kindergarten”. This left Summer in a “knew nothing”
state as a beginning teacher. Furthermore, the discrepancy between anticipating
that she “only needed to teach the lesson” and the reality of “lessons were not the
most important things” created a “reality shock” (Veenman, 1984, p. 143) for her. At
the previous kindergarten, Summer became a “confident” teacher who “had the
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control” of her teaching. However, she did not enjoy her teaching because of the
complex social relations, big classes, and safety requirements. Summer’s status as a
confident, able and mature teacher did not seem to bring her positive feelings
towards teaching — rather, she was losing heart. The “prescribed path” Summer
walked may have contributed to her negative feelings about teaching, as it led her

to honour the external world but lose contact with her inner world (Palmer, 1998).
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In the end, Summer chose to reconnect with her inner world and so realised her
commitment to children. However, changing her teaching community seemed a
necessity.

Summer felt “happy” but “not confident” when teaching at International
Kindergarten. However, her lack of confidence was no longer a threat; rather, she
saw it as an opportunity for further learning. With the support of her colleagues and
the increasing connection between Summer and children, the negative feelings of
uncertainty, tensions, and lack of confidence became motivating forces, rather than
disconnecting her from children and the community. Moreover, the Western
coordinator’s team-building approach, the valuing of equality, and the integrating of
the Chinese teachers’ voices and contributions into decision-making and day-to-day
management may have been enabling factors influencing Summer’s positive

experiences of teaching and learning at International Kindergarten.

A sense of empowerment

Both a professional and personal life were equally important for Summer. |
could feel the happiness and see the sparkle in Summer’s eyes when she was talking
about the future, and she seemed ready and confident to take on new challenges.
This was so different to the tearful emotion she had shown when recalling her past
teaching experience on the first day of my classroom observation. Summer was
living in a dual context, the Western culture-dominated community at International
Kindergarten and the Chinese society outside the school campus. Summer thought
she was equipped with “advanced” educational philosophy and felt confident in her
Western values-informed practical knowledge. Hence, she identified herself as

someone who knew how to work with children in a non-Chinese traditional way,
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and who could bring some advanced approaches to Chinese society that might
benefit Chinese children. Therefore, Summer was willing to make contributions to
the development of a better society, which Day (2004) views as an ultimate goal of
teaching.

Quinn and Spreitzer (1997) argue that an empowered person would have a
sense of self-determination, meaning, competence and impact. Summer
demonstrated her development of these characteristics over time, and she credited
the change of teaching community for her transformation. This view supports
Rogoff’s (2003) argument that culture and environment play important roles in
teaching, learning and development, and Vescio et al’s (2008) view that certain
types of communities can have positive impacts on teachers’ teaching and learning
experience. However, the question of empowering teachers has not featured in
models and research on professional development in the Chinese ECE context. The
main focus of Chinese EC teachers’ professional development has been on helping
teachers to understand and implement promoted educational ideas and curriculum
(Dan, Wang, & Wu, 2006; Huo, 2010), rather than helping individual teachers to

become empowered members of a particular kindergarten community.

Cecilia: “A complete change of heart!”

Cecilia is Mongolian, the only minority participant in this project. However,
once Cecilia went to primary school in Beijing, she received education in Mandarin,

in a setting that was predominantly Han Chinese. Cecilia taught at a local Chinese

315



kindergarten for five years after her initial teacher training. She then went to teach
at another international school in Beijing for five years, first as a teacher assistant
and then as an admission officer. However, the work experience during that period
did not seem significant to Cecilia since she only mentioned it briefly and did not
make any reference to it when talking about her teaching and learning.

Cecilia’s narratives revealed that her personal and professional development
and growth were shaped by different personal and organisational environments
(Burke et al., 1987) in which she was embedded. Like Summer, Cecilia made
references to her past teaching and learning experiences many times when making
sense of International Kindergarten’s ways of teaching. In fact, in many respects,
Cecilia’s narratives were very similar to Summer’s around the three emerging
themes:

e How Cecilia experienced the impact of the change from a teacher-directed to

a child-centred teaching approaches in reality.

e How Cecilia learned in two different professional learning approaches at her
previous and current kindergartens, and how her Western co-teacher

influenced her professional development over a three-year period.

e How Cecilia changed her feelings of being a teacher over time, and became

so eager to make some contributions in parenting.

In particular, Cecilia’s stories and my analysis provide some insights into the
importance of aligning espoused educational philosophy with the kindergarten
scripts, planning methods, daily schedule, and teachers’ actual teaching practice,
and the important role colleagues and management play in professional learning

and in empowering teachers.
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The reality of teaching

Educational philosophy: “put children and their interests at the centre”

Cecilia believed the biggest change in her teaching after joining International
Kindergarten related to educational philosophy. In fact, the phrase “educational
philosophy/philosophy” was mentioned 19 times in Cecilia’s narratives, which
reflected the two kinds of education she had experienced. Firstly, it was an
educational philosophy that placed “the teachers and the kindergarten at the centre”
and resulted in a passive “spoon-fed type of education”. This teacher-centred
educational philosophy dominated the Chinese education system and Cecilia
experienced it in the local Chinese context. In contrast, the second educational
philosophy placed “children at the centre”. Cecilia understood the child-centred
teaching and learning as:

e being led by children
e valuing spontaneous learning and learning through play
e accepting children’s different personalities

e valuing the individual child’s development of social skills, independence, and

positive emotions.

Like Summer, the irrelevance and disconnections between Cecilia’s past and
present teaching experiences were apparent, and the co-existence of teacher-
centred and child-centred educational ideas created challenges for her. One
challenge Cecilia experienced was that children “would not follow” her ideas, but
wanted her to “follow them”. This reflected the tension between Cecilia’s repertoire

of practice as teacher-led and lesson-focused, and International Kindergarten’s
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child-centred and play-based spontaneous teaching and learning. However, the
disconnections were merely at the practical level, not the conceptual level. Cecilia’s
narratives about her own childhood, her initial teacher training and her teaching at
local kindergarten suggested that she had always valued individual needs, creativity,
spontaneity, and freedom in teaching and learning. The match between Cecilia’s
personal beliefs and International Kindergarten’s educational philosophy and
practices could be considered as a prerequisite for Cecilia’s change process
(Whitaker, 1993).

My observations suggested that the child-centred educational ideas of
“everything follows children’s interests” were realised not only in Cecilia’s mind but
also in her practice. They guided her teaching including setting up the classroom

and interacting with children during play, group activities and everyday routines etc.

Change the classroom layout (observation, November 18, 2009)

This morning, when | entered the classroom, the classroom had changed its
layout completely. The teachers told me that they had noticed that children did
not use the science area often over last two weeks. So they had moved the
science table to a more visible spot in the classroom. They wanted to promote
the science table, family area and the blocks. Now the family area was in the
middle of the room instead of being put at one side the room. The teachers
wanted to see how children respond to the changes and the curriculum would

be driven by their responses.

The Often House Café (observation, April 22, 2010)

The layout of the classroom was the same as yesterday’s, just added a ‘door’
(made by two high standing-up mirrors that could block off the ‘café’ and ‘car
play’ area at the far end of the classroom). The idea of having a café came from

Paige during yesterday’s morning play. The name of the café “The Often House
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Café” was given by Paris and was written on top of the “mirror door”. Some
paper was stuck on both “mirror doors”, so Cecilia and her co-teacher could

write English and Chinese menu on them.

As these observations showed, children’s interests and needs and a focus on
enabling children to learn through play were at the centre of Cecilia’s considerations.
International Kindergarten’s observation-based planning process and flexible daily
schedule allowed Cecilia to make changes in her teaching whenever there was a
need. Cecilia regarded this kind of teaching as “a very enjoyable process”. This was
not surprising since it acknowledged both children’s and teachers’ agency in
teaching and left “greater scope for teachers to exercise professional judgment and
discretion” (Hargreaves et al., 2001, p. 9).

The realisation of child-centred philosophy in practice was also evident in
Cecilia’s self-positioning in teaching not just as “an observer” but also “a supporter”
who should not “let children walk with teacher’s thinking”. | observed Cecilia role-
playing a dog crawling around the classroom and following the instructions given by
her owner Hanna, and as a pregnant lady giving birth so children/doctors could
operate on her (observation, November 19, 2009). When interacting with children,
Cecilia’s main concerns were how she could support children’s play and learning,
whether children enjoyed their interactions with her, and whether she could “get
closer to children”, which highlighted her focus was on children’s needs rather than
her teacher status. Cecilia reflected later that her “silly or crazy” play with children
might “be considered bad” and “not be permitted according to the old educational
philosophy”. The “silly or crazy” image of teacher was different to the Chinese

traditional image of teacher as authoritative and a knowledge giver (Ho, 2001). Such

319



child-led playful interactions were not often observed in Chinese kindergarten,
where teachers initiated most of the interactions and were “the dominating
participants of the interaction” (J. Liu & Elicker, 2005, p. 138).

In summary, International Kindergarten’s child-centred teaching approaches
encouraged Cecilia to attend to individual children’s needs and the spontaneous
learning embedded in everyday life. Cecilia’s narratives “we do not have lessons”
and the word curriculum has “almost disappeared from my dictionary” implied
individual children were more prominent in Cecilia’s thoughts than curriculum or
lessons. | observed:

e children could decide what stories they wanted to listen to and what

games/music/movement they wanted to play by counting children’s votes
e children could choose the areas they wanted to tidy up

e children had opportunities to learn to take responsibility for their own eating

by having a buffet lunch together every day.

Letting children/learners lead the teaching and learning, acknowledging
individual choices and valuing independent thinking and decision making even
during group activities such as tidy-up time, were vividly illustrated in Cecilia’s
practices. Cecilia encouraged children to be free thinkers and active learners in ways
that would enable them to make decisions independently, and so she tended to
emphasise freedom and democracy (Ayers, 2004).

Although Cecilia was committed to the child-centred educational philosophy
and tended to follow children’s interests on almost every occasion, the traditional
teacher-centred educational philosophy that valued the teachers’ contribution was

“difficult to change”. The following dialogue suggests this created tension for Cecilia.
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Put art activity out or not (observation, April 28, 2010)

Cecilia’s western co-teacher had been absent for the last two days. This
morning, Cecilia shared her two days of work and observation with the co-
teacher. Cecilia then put six different colours of paints in six paint pots on a
rectangle shape table. Each pot had a fine paintbrush in it. Children could
choose the paper they wanted to use from the nearby paper shelf. Cecilia said

that she would like to see how children use these paints.

While putting the paints out, Cecilia shared with me that she had argued with
her Western co-teacher before about whether the teachers should put different
art materials on the table. The Western teacher believed that all material
should be available for children to use all the time whenever they wanted to.
Teachers should not determine what children should use for their artwork. But
Cecilia thought that the teachers should introduce different art activities and
materials to children, because the 3 and 4-year-old children did not have many
experiences in using different art materials. At the end, her co-teacher told her

she could do what she wanted to do.

In this scenario, Cecilia was trying to contribute some of her ideas into
children’s learning and to find a balance between teacher’s guidance and children’s
choices. But challenges to this included:

e How much guidance teachers should offer while working with the idea of

“everything follows children’s interest”?

e How big a role should children’s personal choices play in teaching and

learning?

e How should Cecilia work with disagreements between herself and her

Western co-teacher, especially when she felt able to challenge her?

When dealing with these challenges, Cecilia learnt to modify the
contradictions to accommodate the teacher-led ideas alongside the preferred child-
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centred ones, which echoed Blank’s (2009) discussion of how teachers work with
contradictory school scripts. For instance, Cecilia put the paints out but did not force
children to use them and did not limit children’s choices of paper, colour, how and
what to paint. The scenario highlighted the two different value systems Cecilia was
working with:
e asystem valuing collective learning and teacher guidance she learnt from her
past experience

e asystem valuing children’s initiative and individual development practised at

International Kindergarten.

These two value systems were also embodied in Chinese and Western
teachers’ conceptions of teaching, and the teachers’ and the parents’ priorities of
child development. As a teacher who understood both value systems, Cecilia

4

sometimes was “torn”. The “torn” feeling was revealed in an incident when the
parents and her co-teacher had different answers to the question of whether the
teachers should put the coats on for children. Working with conflicting educational

ideas could be complex and challenging because Cecilia needed to constantly “find

the workable compromises and discriminate juxtapositions” (Blank, 2009, p. 257).

View of children: “I do not find them challenging”

Reflecting on her own childhood, Cecilia thought her strong personality and
naughty behaviour as a child were not accepted by most of her kindergarten
teachers. When teaching at the previous kindergarten, Cecilia “found children with a
strong personality were very challenging” since they might be troublesome, “did not
follow instructions” and “would cause some unexpected incidents”. It seems

Cecilia’s previous view of children was defined by external rules and expectations,
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rather than accepting the child’s self. When teaching at International Kindergarten,
Cecilia stated “here, all children have very strong personality”, but “I do not find
them challenging”. These statements imply she accepted all children for who they
were; even the children whose behaviour was challenging.

Cecilia’s story further suggests her experience of two different kindergarten
communities had led her to view children differently:

e a kindergarten community that valued obedience and harmony might lead
teachers to prioritise group interests

e a kindergarten community that valued children’s independence, personality,
and self-expression might encourage teachers to respect and accept

individual differences.

To respect every child, including challenging children, is required by the
recent ECE reforms (Hsueh & Tobin, 2003). However, unlike Cecilia who reflected on
teachers’ respect for children by focusing on contextual influences, Chinese ECE
professionals have tended to discuss it at the theoretical and personal levels (Hsueh,
2010; Yan Liu et al., 2007). Their foci have mainly been on why, what, and how the
teachers may respond to challenging behaviour, rather than examining the influence
of the particular kindergarten community and its structure on the construction of
teachers’ views of children in an everyday context.

Cecilia never once mentioned the word “discipline” when talking about her
current teaching. Cecilia said children in her class could really “do what they want at
any time”. My observations suggested that this was partially true. Children were not
allowed to do certain things according to their classroom rules. Cecilia and her co-

teacher proposed the rules and discussed them with children. The bilingual version
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of the class rules was posted in the classroom so that all children and parents knew
about them. Everyone (including the teachers) was expected to follow them in
everyday context. Cecilia saw the implementation of the following rules (in Italics) as
learning opportunities for children:

e We use quiet voices inside: Learning to consider other people’s feelings and

activities.
e When one person speaks, the others listen: Learning to respect others.
e Everyone helps at tidy-up time: To develop awareness of taking responsibility.

e This is a ‘No Hitting’ place: Learning to use appropriate strategies to

communicate with others and solve problems.
e We use walking feet inside: To develop safety awareness.

(interview, June 21, 2010)

Discipline and classroom management were a shared effort among the
children, teachers and parents (some of them asked for the photocopy version of
the rules and wanted to implement them in the family context) with the foci on the
children, the environment and the curriculum. Discipline and classroom
management were worked out in relationships and in contexts, and were no longer
maintained by simply using behaviour management techniques. Cecilia’s approach
to discipline echoes Ayers’ (2001) argument that a technique-focused discipline
approach may turn teachers’ attention in the wrong direction and may result in
passive classrooms where “children’s hearts, souls, and minds are being silently

destroyed in the name of good management” (p. 11).
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Professional learning

“l am in training everyday”

n u ”n u

As a newcomer, Cecilia was “following”, “observing”, “copying” her Western
co-teacher’s practice, and asking her for advice. Therefore, her co-teacher acted not
only as Cecilia’s teaching partner, but also a source of knowledge about child-
centred teaching and learning who made the abstract philosophy explicit in the
everyday context. Having a Western co-teacher who was willing to share her
thinking process behind her teaching, and being able to work alongside her for
three years, meant Cecilia had access to constant daily mentoring. Informed by
Rogoff (1995), Cecilia’s professional learning could be seen as situated in everyday
practices, in her interactions with her co-teacher, through on-going reflections, and
by modifying her practices. As it was for Summer, Shulman’s (1996/2004) four
aspects of effective learning could be found in Cecilia’s professional learning at
International Kindergarten. However, International Kindergarten’s supportive
community seemed to contradict Cecilia’s narrative “here, nobody tells you what to
do with children”. What Cecilia really meant was nobody gave her prescriptive plans
or solved practical problems for her, which gave her space and opportunities to
actively learn, think and digest others’ ideas, then find her own solutions. Reflection
was extremely important and Cecilia pointed out “self-development begins at
thinking/self-reflection”. Cecilia collaborated with other colleagues, especially the
Chinese teachers who shared similar educational backgrounds, so that she could
access a safe and non-threatening knowledge community (Craig, 2004) and

“collective wisdom”. The relaxed and “open” kindergarten environment supported
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Cecilia’s learning in a loose and informal way. This professional learning approach
was quite different to Cecilia’s previous formal and controlled professional learning,
packed with planned workshops and training that “sometimes did not link to the
real practice” and thus “could not be used”.

Cecilia’s three-year professional learning at International Kindergarten could
be seen as a process of “developing capacity to change” (Hargreaves et al., 2001, p.
131) through “communication and coordination during participation in shared
endeavors” (Rogoff, 2003, p. 285). Cecilia was active in her own learning, which was
situated in a professional learning context where management allowed her time,
access to more knowledgeable others and opportunities to explore the
kindergarten’s ways of teaching. Furthermore, Cecilia’s constant reflection on her
past and current teaching, and her collaboration with others may enable her to
connect the meaning-making process with her personal practical knowledge,
children’s learning, and the colleagues’ ideas. These are the features of satisfying

learning experience for teachers (Craig, 2010b).

Feelings and professional identity

“I never thought being a teacher could be this happy”

”n u n u

“No passion”, “no freedom”, “no desire to learn” were phrases Cecilia used
to describe her feelings about teaching at the previous local kindergarten. In
Cecilia’s description, the local kindergarten had a dominant-subordinate
management style with the director treating the teachers as “prisoners” which left
Cecilia with a feeling of lost freedom. It had a prescriptive curriculum, and strict
rules and regulations that placed Cecilia in a “passive” position and required her to
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do things by “observing and following all rules and regulations”. The local
kindergarten seemed to honour social order, curriculum reproduction, and external
power rather than “humanist values like freedom, reason, autonomy, reciprocity”
(Blacker, 1998, p. 350). Cecilia’s “weary and tired everyday” feelings may have been
the negative effects of contextual constraints that could result in emotional
exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment (Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2009).

However, it was not only negative feelings that Cecilia experienced at the
local kindergarten. Cecilia said she “felt happy” when she was with the children, and
“found a little bit interest in teaching” when actively exploring an emergent learning
project when making “an Olympic wall display” with the children. These narratives
suggest children, and the active roles teacher and children played in teaching and
learning were the real motivators for Cecilia’s teaching, which may also explain why
Cecilia was committed to the child-centred pedagogy at International Kindergarten.

Cecilia reflected on her struggles when she first joined International
Kindergarten with the words “it was hard to adjust”, “I was useless”, and “did not
know how to teach”. Through these phrases, Cecilia painted a self-portrait of a
newcomer as a de-skilled and unequipped teacher who had lost control of her
teaching. The negative feelings may be a result of “culture shock” (Rogoff, 2003, p.
13) due to the different educational ideas Cecilia encountered as a newcomer, which
I have discussed earlier.

“Enjoyable”, “happy”, and “fun” were how Cecilia described her current
feelings about teaching. These positive feelings may come from Cecilia’s close

relationships with children. They were also influenced by the moral, professional
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and physical aspects of teaching: the shared purposes of learning through the
activities that “both children and | would want to do”, the reduced professional
power distance through some “silly or crazy” moments, and the physical closeness
between Cecilia and children through hugs, sharing snacks with children every day
and being involved in children’s play. Moreover, the child-centred classroom ethos
and emergent learning approach was creative and active rather than “static”. Cecilia
recognised her growing ability in “responding to children’s spontaneous learning”,
and experienced “a sense of achievement” when observing children’s development.
Hargreaves (2001) argues, teachers’ emotions are closely related to the socio-
cultural, moral, physical, professional, and political distances with not only children,
but also parents, colleagues, and management. My interviews with the parents
indicated they respected, praised, and appreciated the teachers’ work. Moreover,
my earlier discussions about the support Cecilia received from her co-teacher and
the Chinese teachers, and the kindergarten director’'s management approaches
show the closeness of the relationships among Cecilia, her colleagues, and
management. In this sense, the close social relations Cecilia had with the people
around her may have been an enabling factor for her positive feelings about

teaching.

Professional identity: knower, unknown, knower

Cecilia’s professional identity seemed invisible and hidden in the narratives
about her time at the previous kindergarten, but started to emerge in the
International Kindergarten context. As a newcomer, she regarded herself as “an OK

teacher” who “knew how to teach children” based on her previous teaching
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experience. But migrating to a new teaching community made Cecilia a stranger in
this new community of practice who “knew nothing” about the International
Kindergarten’s child-centred pedagogy. The change of teaching community required
Cecilia to embrace the unknown and the changes with curiosity and open mind
(Greene, 1973). As | discussed earlier, Cecilia’s three-year professional learning
helped her understand child-centred educational ideas both theoretically and

practically. Thus Cecilia became a knower again of “what is good for children”.

A sense of empowerment: wanting to “share” and “influence more people”

Like Summer, a sense of confidence and empowerment emerged in Cecilia’s
narratives. When anticipating the future, Cecilia said she wanted to share what she
knew about Chinese and Western educational ideas and practices, and to “influence
more people”. Cecilia’s attention to parenting may be influenced by her own
childhood experiences, as her mother’s discipline changed her personality. With
growing confidence and firmly believing in what she knew about ECE, Cecilia started
to criticise the Chinese education system and dream about the possibility of making
changes “in the notion of parenting”. Cecilia’s critiques and the articulation of her
dream can be seen as a hope emerging from her “concrete relationships with [the]
students, [her] willingness to be there for them and to not be defined by the
accountability culture that now saturates schools” (Edgoose, 2010, p. 403).
Moreover, the director’s management style of ensuring the “equality of voices”
allowed Cecilia autonomy and freedom, and enabled her to actively “exercise the
talents and capacities that the new conceptions of teaching require” (Shulman,

1988/2004, p. 313). These enabling factors may lead Cecilia to becoming an
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empowered person, who is self-determined, cares about what she is doing, is
confident about her ability, and knows the possible impact she may make on others

(Quinn & Spreitzer, 1997).

Summary

International Kindergarten’s philosophy, management and practices
represented foreign/Western cultural values, democracy, liberty, and individuality.
Child-centred educational ideas guided its curriculum, planning, practice, and the
social relations within the kindergarten structure. These cultural values and guiding
educational ideas were represented consistently and cohesively in the kindergarten
scripts for Summer and Cecilia to draw on. They also became catalysts for Summer
and Cecilia’s transformation because they made International Kindergarten’s vision
and identity visible and explicit (Blank, 2009). However, despite the dominance of
Western educational ideas, some traditional educational ideas still acted as an
implicit cultural logic (Tobin et al., 2009) in Summer and Cecilia’s thinking and
practices. Summer and Cecilia experienced tensions in their teaching approach
because of the change of teaching community and irrelevance of their previous
repertoires of teaching practice. But they seemed to have worked out most of the
challenges and tensions over the three years, supported by some unique features of
International Kindergarten’s structure and professional learning approaches; for

instance:
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e teaching alongside a Western teacher
e being supported by the Chinese teacher group

e having two to three years to increase their participation and contribution in

the community
e flexible daily schedule

e practising child-centred and observation-based ways of planning and

teaching

e informal and contextualised professional learning structure.

Therefore, collaboration with a more experienced teacher, being accepted by
and integrated into a safe community, time and space for the teachers to learn
actively in practice, and relevant pedagogical tools emerged as enabling factors in
Summer and Cecilia’s transformation. Similar findings have also been reported in
Western school and professional development contexts in recent years (Craig, 2004;
Dehli & Fumia, 2008; Morrell, 2003; Nuttall et al., 2009; Scherff, 2008).

Three common themes emerged from Summer and Cecilia’s stories. Firstly,
both of them accepted, committed to, and firmly advocated for the child-centred
educational philosophy, which was aligned in their everyday practices.
Understanding, connecting, and supporting the individual child in front of them was
the most important agenda for them, which changed their overall experiences of
teaching.

Secondly, Summer and Cecilia experienced a change of feelings from their
previous to their current situations, from losing their heart in teaching to feeling
happy and satisfied. With the support of International Kindergarten’s management

and their colleagues, Summer and Cecilia embraced the emotional and intellectual
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challenges that they experienced in learning the unfamiliar Western-values-
dominated kindergarten culture and pedagogy, working with the Chinese and
Western educational ideas, and relating to their co-teachers with growing
confidence.

Thirdly, there was a strong sense of empowerment in Summer and Cecilia’s
narratives. My analysis indicated that International Kindergarten’s management,
structure, and professional learning played a crucial role in the teachers becoming
empowered; each of them had changed their conforming position in the previous
situations to now being accepted as an equal and valuable member of the
community. This led Summer and Cecilia to realise their agency, become confident
in their ability, and feel satisfied with their teaching and learning. Summer and
Cecilia’s stories may thus provide some hope for other Chinese teachers — that there
is a positive way through the complexities with which they are currently struggling,
if teachers can teach in a child-centred, reflective, and collaborative teaching
community with on-going professional development embedded in everyday
practices, and if each class can have two teachers co-teach most of the time each

day with small class numbers.
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Chapter 11: Conclusion

The overarching research question of this study was to understand the
tensions six Chinese EC teachers experienced in their teaching and learning. |
analysed the teachers’ stories in the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), and examined them in the light of relevant literature in
order to understand why and how the experienced tensions influenced the teachers.
Through individual teachers’ poetic stories and my analysis, | found that:

e In the contemporary Chinese ECE context where an ideological shift from
traditional to modern occurred, the teachers were working with multiple and

contradictory educational ideas and practices that created multiple truths of

teaching and learning.

e Intellectual, pedagogical, socialisation/enculturation, and personal tensions
were identified in all six teachers’ everyday teaching and learning

experiences.

e Four factors within kindergartens — the kindergarten culture, the
organisational structure, the curriculum and the professional learning
approach — were significant in shaping the teachers’ experiences of and
responses to traditional Chinese and modern educational ideas and practices,

and the teachers’ practices.

In this concluding chapter, | discuss the interrelationships between the
findings identified in the analysis of the three paired narratives in Chapters 6, 8, and

10. Nuances between the multiple and contradictory ideas and practices are

333



examined, along with the tensions teachers experienced in their teaching and
learning. These tensions emerged from the uncertain and ambiguous moments
when the teachers tried to make sense of teaching and learning at the intellectual,
pedagogical, social, and personal levels. | also analyse enabling and constraining
factors that have shaped the teachers’ experiences. | argue that the situated
teaching and professional learning context contributes greatly to Chinese EC
teachers’ teaching and learning experiences in the contemporary urban Chinese
context. Implications are identified in several areas that | believe could contribute to
teachers being better supported in teaching and professional learning. Directions for

future research, validity issues and limitations of this study are also discussed.

Co-existence of Multiple Educational Ideas

As described earlier, the co-existence of multiple and contradictory
educational ideas is obvious in the teachers’ narratives, curriculum documents and
kindergarten scripts. In this section, | explore the nuances between multiple truths

of teaching and learning revealed in the teachers’ stories.
About images of the child

To respect children and to cater for individual children’s learning and
development needs are two leading educational philosophies outlined in the
Chinese government’s ECE regulations (M. Zhu, 2002). This is a big change from

traditional Chinese culture where the concept of self does not really exist, and the
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self is often defined according to the group/society’s agendas (Lau, 1996). The
multiple images of the child revealed in the teachers’ narratives reflect this change.
In this section, | talk about the main constructions and images of the child, and will
later draw on this discussion in describing the pedagogical tensions the teachers
experienced.

The traditional Chinese image of the obedient and disciplined child is
revealed in all six teachers’ childhood memories but their experiences of this
cultural image of the child (Bai, 2005a), influenced by Confucian thinking, were
different. Some of them, like Angela and Summer, remembered it positively but
others responded to it negatively as revealed in Selina and Cecilia’s stories. This is
possibly because of disconnections between the individual child’s personality and
the cultural views of the ideal child as obedient and disciplined.

The disconnection between the individual child’s personality and the cultural
image of the child may create a challenge for discipline and classroom management
for the teachers. At Public Kindergarten where group teaching and pre-set and
structured activities dominated everyday teaching and learning practices, this
challenge concerned Linda and Angela greatly. However, it was not mentioned in
Summer and Cecilia’s narratives of teaching at International Kindergarten where the
kindergarten structure, curriculum, teaching approach, and daily schedule were
flexible and oriented to individual children’s interests and needs.

Some developmental psychology theories have identified normative
developmental trends and stages that may be applied to all children. These theories
illustrate a universal image of the child, which was highlighted in the Public

Kindergarten director’s narratives as she expected the teachers to use children’s
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general developmental characteristics to guide the pre-set planning process — the
only planning approach practised at Public Kindergarten. The universal image of the
child was also revealed in the narratives of the Private Kindergarten teachers, Selina
and Cherry, about the use of “developmental goals” or “learning goals” in their
teaching and learning. However, Selina and Cherry tended to use the universal
image of the child to help them understand individual children’s development better,
rather than to guide the choices of teaching content and instruction. The teachers’
stories suggest that different curricula, teaching approaches, the school scripts that
the particular curriculum and kindergarten context created, and the pedagogical
tools (for instance planning sheets and assessment tools) teachers utilized
influenced the pedagogical images of the child in the teachers’ mind.

All the teachers expressed the need to respect and observe children in
everyday teaching. This reflects the modern views of the child that emphasise the
child’s central position in teaching and learning. However, only the teachers
teaching at Private Kindergarten and International Kindergarten mentioned
following a child’s interests. This may be because child-centred and observation-
orientated teaching approaches were implemented at both kindergartens: for
instance, the project approach (Katz & Chard, 2000) at Private Kindergarten, and the
emergent play-based curriculum at International Kindergarten.

The teachers’ experiences of working with the child and how they view
children may be influenced by whether the kindergarten’s daily schedule and
curriculum are flexible and value individual children’s voices, and whether the class
size and the teacher—child ratios allow the teachers to pay close attention to

individual children. This influence is evidenced in the teachers’ different personal
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views of children when working at their respective kindergartens. At International
Kindergarten, Summer regarded all children as “angels” and Cecilia felt children in
her class were not challenging at all. As | have discussed in Chapter 10, they
accepted children as who they were and as unique individuals rather than expecting
them to conform to the group, which enabled them to develop a positive view of
every child, including some “challenging” children who may be understood “on the
basis of their deficits” (Ayers, 2004, p. 142). In contrast, the teachers at Public
Kindergarten and Private Kindergarten expressed mixed feelings towards children.
The teachers saw children nowadays as clever and assertive with strong
personalities. But in contexts where there were disconnections between the
individual child’s agendas and the group’s needs, some children could be difficult to
handle. This caused frustrations and negative feelings for the teachers working with
them. It seems that whether the teachers tend to define the child as a unique
individual or according to the group needs and requirements determines how they
see children, and this view is in turn influenced by factors such as the particular
kindergartens’ structure, curriculum, and daily schedule.

The preceding discussions provide some support for Ebbeck and Warrier’s
(2008) argument that the construction of different images of the child is influenced
by “an image of child within us” (p. 247) based on our own experience of childhood
and our work with children. However, it is also clear that external factors such as
public opinion, dominant school scripts, and kindergarten structures also shape

teachers’ views of children.
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About pedagogy

The recent Chinese ECE reform initiatives promote children’s active and
central position in teaching and learning in order to change the traditional teacher-
centred approaches. Teacher-centred, child-centred, and teacher-child-dual-
subjectivity are three pedagogies revealed in the teachers’ stories. Teacher-centred
pedagogy is influenced by the traditional Chinese education that values a
hierarchical but harmonious teacher—child relationship in which the teacher holds
authority and power in teaching and learning (Hofstede, 1986; Hu, 2002). All the
teachers experienced teacher-centred pedagogy as students themselves. They all
regarded teacher-centred pedagogy as a traditional approach, in contrast to child-
centred pedagogy. Child-centred pedagogy is a Western approach rooted in
progressive education and the Western cultural context. This “naturalised,
individualised model of childhood” (Burman, 2008, pp. 261-262) is quite different to
the traditional Chinese collective cultural values and teacher-centred pedagogy.
Therefore, Chinese scholars promote the idea of teacher—child double-subjectivity
as a way of balancing the teacher-centred and the child-centred pedagogies in
Chinese kindergartens. Previous chapters revealed the teachers had different
experiences of these pedagogies in particular kindergarten contexts.

Public Kindergarten’s teachers used three different phrases — child-centred,
child-development-orientated, and teacher-child-dual-subjectivity — when talking
about the child’s position in teaching and learning. However, these terms weren’t
clearly defined in practice as my analysis showed Public Kindergarten’s curriculum,

planning and daily schedule reflected a prescriptive and teacher-centred pedagogy.
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This may explain why a common thread emerging in Linda and Angela’s stories was
that they wanted to have a close relationship with children but felt constrained. At
Private Kindergarten, both teacher-centred and child-centred pedagogies were
practised within their dual-curriculum approach through child-led projects and
structured subject-based teaching. Selina and Cherry expressed their frustrations at
working in this dual-curriculum model since they anticipated an ideal child-centred
pedagogy would guide all their teaching practices, but the strong influence of the
teacher-centred pedagogy prevented this in reality. International Kindergarten,
which was entirely independent and did not have to follow any of the Chinese ECE
reforms, had a clear focus on promoting child-centred, emergent and play-based
pedagogy. These values were represented consistently and cohesively in the
kindergarten scripts for Summer and Cecilia to draw on. While they both felt
positive about this child-centred pedagogy, teacher-directed pedagogy still implicitly
influenced their thinking and decision-making.

The three kindergartens differently translated and incorporated modern
educational ideas promoted through either the reforms or a Western curriculum like
EYFS into their practices. Teacher-centred pedagogy is embodied in the teachers’
and some kindergarten’s repertoires of practice. Child-centred pedagogy is no
longer foreign to Chinese teachers and is regarded as an ideal pedagogy by some
teachers. A balance between teacher-centred and child-centred pedagogies is
sought in the local Chinese kindergartens (H. Li, 2005). However, as the analysis of
the teachers’ stories showed in Chapters 5 to 10, the teachers experienced some
pedagogical tensions when trying to find a balance. This will be discussed more fully

in the section about pedagogical tensions.
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About play

Play, in Chinese as yduxi, is regarded as children’s basic activity at
kindergarten in the Chinese ECE reform context (Ministry of Education in People's
Republic of China, 1996). Promoting play in ECE contradicts the traditional
Confucian view of an ideal child, as being obedient and controlled rather than free
and playful. This view is critiqued in the modern context as failing “to recognize the
nature of children and attributes of childhood” (Bai, 2005a, p. 11). One purpose of
promoting play/youxi in ECE is therefore to change the teacher-centred and lesson-
based formal educational approach (M. Zhu, 2002).

The teachers’ stories referred to two kinds of play in actual teaching —
free/spontaneous play (wdn) and edu-play (youxi). International Kindergarten’s
curriculum and everyday practices were based on children’s free/spontaneous play.
Edu-play was emphasised at Public Kindergarten through multiple planned sessions
for different kinds of play — social-dramatic play, construction/block-Lego play and
learning-centred activities — in their daily schedule. Free/spontaneous play only
occurred during transition times. Private Kindergarten’s dual-curriculum valued both
free/spontaneous play and edu-play. For instance, projects emerged from children’s
interests that teachers observed during free/spontaneous play, but the activities
teachers planned for structured teaching and to extend the projects were either
edu-plays or activities organised by the teachers. Selina and Cherry’s comments that
children did not have much time to play may indicate that the actual teaching
practice at Private Kindergarten emphasised edu-play and structured teaching more

than free/spontaneous play. Valuing edu-play in teaching and learning echoes the
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Confucian view of play being to “serve self-cultivation in moral practice” (Bai, 2005a,
p. 12), and tends to lead the teachers to focus on their own role of making the play
educative. In contrast, valuing free/spontaneous play highlights children’s leading
role in teaching and learning, ahead of the prescriptive curriculum, pre-set planning,

and teachers’ instructions.

About teaching, learning and everyday life

Another influential modern educational idea is that children learn and
develop through their interactions with the surrounding environment, which is in
contrast to the traditional teacher-centred and lesson-subject-based teaching and
learning (M. Zhu, 2002). This idea requires teachers to develop a broader view of
curriculum rather than just understanding it as lessons in the class. Teaching in this
sense does not mean just teaching lessons but also integrating everyday life into
teaching and learning. However, should this integration be the integration of
different subjects/learning areas, or the integration of learning content and
children’s interests/experiences, or the integration of every possible learning
opportunity with everything happening in the kindergarten? Should the integration
be achieved through a structured approach or a flexible, emergent, and
unstructured approach?

Learning and everyday life were integrated differently in the three
kindergartens. At Public Kindergarten, the obvious evidence of integrating learning
and everyday life was that Everyday Life Activities (shénghud huddong) were
included in planning and teaching. However, inserting Everyday Life Activities into

daily kindergarten life did not mean the integration of learning and everyday life,
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rather it was more like a new subject to learn. Angela’s story also showed the broad
view of curriculum seemed to be realised only at the theoretical level and not in
actual practice. At Private Kindergarten, the integration of learning and everyday life
wasn’t clearly articulated by Selina and Cherry. However, it happened when the
teachers were supporting children’s spontaneous play, and children’s projects
emerged from interests experienced in their daily life in the kindergarten. At
International Kindergarten, different kinds of activities emerged from children’s
everyday life in a spontaneous way. Practical decisions, such as whether lunch
should be buffet style or not, were educational decisions as a result of weighing up
multiple learning opportunities. The integration of learning and everyday life was
achieved through the flexible and unstructured daily schedule, attention to
everyday learning opportunities throughout the day, and a mind-set reflected in

Summer’s words “the whole day | am teaching”.

Tensions Experienced in Teaching

Informed by Deweyan and socio-cultural views of learning as experiential,
situated, relational and multifaceted (Bruner, 1986; Dewey, 1938; Rogoff, 2003;
Shulman, 1996/2004), my analysis of the teachers’ stories revealed that the
teachers experienced tensions in four interrelated and equally important aspects of

their teaching and learning:
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¢ intellectual tensions when (re)conceptualising teaching and learning
e pedagogical tensions when relating to and interacting with children

e socialisation and enculturation tensions when becoming and being a

member of a particular teaching community

e personal tensions when balancing their professional personal life.

The teachers experienced tensions when trying to position themselves in the
lives of children, kindergarten, community, contemporary urban Chinese early
childhood context and their personal and family lives. The tensions were greater

when there were imbalances, conflicts and disconnections for the teachers between:

e prior learning and current practice
e the ideal teaching and the reality
e personal beliefs and kindergarten requirements

e their personal sense of agency and the particular kindergarten structure

they were embedded in

e their personal and professional lives.

Similar disconnection was also identified by Meng and Yu (2007) in their
study of a young Chinese EC teacher’s thoughts of leaving teaching, but not the
possible disconnection between teachers’ personal sense of agency and the
particular kindergarten structure. The six teachers’ stories told in the current study
further suggest that the tension between a teacher’s agency and the particular
kindergarten structure seem more significant than other aspects, as it is reflected in
all four kinds of tensions — intellectual, pedagogical, socialisation/enculturation,
and personal — the teachers experienced. The teachers’ responses to the tensions

varied. Sometimes a teacher’s experience of the tensions would lead her to resign
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and/or leave teaching as Linda and Selina did. At other times a teacher might use
the opportunity to work with tensions as a catalyst for the development of her own
educational philosophy, belief, practice, identity, and agency as Summer and
Cecilia’s stories revealed. Therefore, it is worthwhile analysing what, why, and how
the tensions were reflected in the six teachers’ stories, and the factors that seemed

to influence how the teachers responded to the tensions.

Intellectual tensions

Intellectual tensions were revealed through the multiple practical dilemmas that the

teachers shared in their stories, for instance:

e decision of content: whether to teach according to children’s aptitude and

the prescribed content or children’s interest

e priority of teaching: whether it is more important to execute lesson plans
and achieve pre-set learning goals or to respond to children’s emergent

thinking and extend their learning beyond the lessons

e method of learning: whether young children should learn through play,
through inquiry, or through structured formal teaching, or a combination of

all of them

e method of teaching: whether knowledge should be transmitted, constructed

or co-constructed

e form of teaching and learning: whether to teach and learn in big groups,

small groups or individually

e role of curriculum: whether curriculum is a context-free and prescribed
manual for teaching, a guide for understanding children, teaching and

learning, or broad and emerging from everyday life at kindergarten?
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These practical dilemmas make earlier discussions about the co-influence of
traditional and modern educational ideas explicit in everyday teaching contexts. The
wide range of educational ideas and concepts also reflects the complexity and
multifaceted nature of teaching (H. Li, 2005). Among these ideas, some can be
regarded as public theory promoted by the experts and the reform initiatives; and
others are private theory grounded in the teachers’ personal experience to help
them make meaning of the world (Bullough Jr. & Gitlin, 1995). On the one hand, the
specific kindergarten’s curriculum and daily practice provided the teachers with
certain experiences, concepts, and understandings of teaching and learning (Apple,
1990; K. Hall & Murphy, 2008) that were public and authoritative. On the other hand,
the teachers’ conceptions of teaching could be rooted in their personal practical
knowledge, obtained from their experiences of teaching and learning both as a
student and a teacher over time (Brilhart, 2010; Connelly & Clandinin, 1988) and
this might be private and intuitive. The teachers’ narratives showed that the way
ideas were introduced and experienced might influence a teacher’s implementation
of the ideas in practices. The situated kindergarten curriculum context, a teacher’s
personal practical knowledge, her personal responses towards the multiple truths of
teaching and learning, and how experienced she was as a teacher were four
interconnected aspects that might influence her experience of intellectual tensions.

Summer and Cecilia’s experiences of teaching and learning at International
Kindergarten provides an example of learning new ideas and teaching approaches in
context and in practice. They learned Western educational ideas mainly through
“intent participation” (Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-Chavez, & Angelillo, 2003, p.

176) by observing and listening to on-going child-centred activities in the shared
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endeavour when working alongside Western co-teachers and practising the project
approach. This active and contextualised way of learning made the unfamiliar
Western educational ideas explicit to them, and Hargreaves et al. (2001) believe this
is important in allowing teachers to imagine possible changes in their teaching.
Summer and Cecilia struggled to define and explain the role of curriculum
when teaching at International Kindergarten. This is perhaps because of the
mismatch of their theoretical knowledge learnt from previous experiences of
prescriptive curriculum and their current emergent and negotiated teaching at
International Kindergarten. Other teachers did not mention this struggle. The
Private Kindergarten teachers expressed more challenges around the teaching
methods and finding the balance between learning through play and structured
lessons than about other aspects of learning. This can be seen as a consequence of
teaching in a dual-curriculum context and their effort to accommodate multiple but
contrasting concepts in practice. At Public Kindergarten, Linda and Angela, a
beginning teacher and a newcomer to the community, reported their uncertainties
about content, methods of teaching and learning, discipline, and class management.
Linda and Angela, teaching at Public Kindergarten, experienced more
practical dilemmas than other teachers. This may be because the teacher-directed
and developmental-goals-orientated teaching approach in Public Kindergarten’s
practice had a stronger influence than the child-led and emergent learning
promoted by the reform initiatives and Public Kindergarten’s curriculum. There may
be three reasons causing this situation. Firstly, the teachers’ stories suggest there is
a cultural tension about the topic of valuing children’s interest or aptitude. Many

Chinese kindergarten teachers do not consider children’s interests first. Unlike
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American teachers who put children’s interests at the top of their priority list,
Chinese kindergarten teachers often prioritise developmental stages, goals, and
children’s abilities in planning and teaching (J. Wang, Mao, & Elicker, 2007). This may
reflect one of the fundamental ideas of Chinese contemporary educational
philosophy, inherited from traditional Chinese education (M. Gu, 2006), to teach
according to children’s aptitude rather than children’s interest.

Secondly, the teachers’ stories suggest there is a practical tension about
when children’s interests and individual children’s learning should be supported.
Individual children’s interests were mainly recognised and supported during learning
centre activities at Public Kindergarten. Learning centre activities were classified as
individualised activities orientated to children’s interests, as opposed to the teacher-
directed group activities that follow pre-set themes and prescriptive plans. However,
Linda’s narratives showed that children’s interests would emerge “whenever and
wherever”, both inside and outside the scheduled learning centre activities.
Moreover, teaching solitarily for most of their time in the class may also have
created challenges for the teachers and inhibited their attention to individual
children’s interests and learning, as they had to cope with both the group and the
individual children’s needs on their own.

Thirdly, Public Kindergarten’s director chose to focus on teacher-directed
group teaching for professional learning rather than understanding individual
children and individualised learning, since “it could be prepared and pre-set”. This,
in her opinion, might be easier for the teachers to grasp than supporting “children’s
individual activity which requires teachers to have multiple skills and ability due to

its emergent and instant nature” (interview, December 23, 2009). The teachers were
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being taught about child-initiated and constructivist learning in a very didactic top-
down way, rather than in a way that responded to and/or emerged from teachers’
interests or needs. It seems that the child-led and emergent learning was not
articulated explicitly and cohesively in Public Kindergarten’s professional learning
and curriculum. This may have hindered the teachers’ understanding, commitment,
and development of their capacity and ability to transform their practices from
teacher-led to child-led.

This analysis supports some Chinese scholars’ (Y. Peng, 2009; Yi & Pang, 2005)
argument that personal experience, promoted educational ideas, and the specific
kindergarten culture can influence Chinese EC teachers’ conceptualisation of
teaching and learning. The teachers’ stories have also vividly illustrated how these

factors influenced their teaching.

Pedagogical tensions

The teachers reported some tensions concerning the teacher—child
relationship and interaction: should it be teacher-directed, or child-led, or teacher-
child-dual-subjectivity pedagogies? As | have mentioned at various points
throughout this thesis, traditionally, Chinese teachers would adopt a scholastic
pedagogy influenced by the Confucian doctrine that prioritises knowledge
transmission, teacher’s control of learning contents, and teacher authority in
discipline and teacher—student interactions (M. Gu, 2006). The teachers’ childhood
stories and their stories of learning at the training college revealed the long-lasting
legacy of scholastic pedagogy in Chinese education. Their cultural repertoire of

teaching practice (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003) embodied this traditional teacher-
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directed educational pedagogy, which is difficult to change as Cecilia pointed out in
Chapter 9. The traditional teacher-directed scholastic pedagogy is obviously
different to the relational pedagogy or humanistic pedagogy that advocates for
children’s central position in curriculum. It also values the learning process more
than achieving pre-set learning outcomes (Ayers, 2004; van Manen, 1991). The
authoritative role of traditional Chinese teachers is also different to the Chinese ECE
reforms’ requirement of teachers being “the supporter, the partner and the guide”
in children’s learning (Ministry of Education in People's Republic of China, 2001).
Therefore, pedagogical tensions arise when teachers like Linda and Angela
encounter the promoted child-centred pedagogical relationship that they are
struggling to put into practice, and the teacher-directed Chinese traditional
scholastic pedagogy that is embodied in their inner learning landscapes at the same
time. This analysis may help to explain why teacher-directed pedagogy has
continued to influence the teachers’ practical decision-making processes.

The teachers experienced pedagogical tensions differently, and their
different experiences closely related to the particular kindergarten’s pedagogical
position as expressed in their philosophy and curriculum, and kindergarten culture
and structure. The three kindergartens used different phrases to highlight their

particular version of child-centred learning:

e ‘“child-development-orientated” at Public Kindergarten

e ‘“children foremost” at Private Kindergarten

e ‘“everything follows children’s interest” at International Kindergarten.
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These guiding philosophies can be regarded as cultural tools (Cole, 2000)
that may mediate the kindergarten’s operation, curriculum and everyday practices.
However, only the “following children’s interest” phrase suggests a teacher’s
follower position when working with children. The other two phrases convey less
obvious pedagogical implications for teacher—child relationships in actual teaching.
In fact, “child-development-orientated” implies a developmental-goals-centred
pedagogy. This may be why Linda and Angela prioritise achieving their planned
teaching goals, rather than meeting children’s emerging interests. Private
Kindergarten’s “children foremost” philosophy may sound a bit broad and vague to
inform pedagogy and practice, but it does place children before the teachers.
Moreover, the project approach and observation-based learning stories reflect a
child-centred pedagogical position that Selina and Cherry valued.

Another factor contributing to pedagogical tensions may be how the
individual child is acknowledged in teaching. Is it the individual child in front of the
teachers in the class who guides the teaching and learning process, or the cultural
image of the child, or the pedagogical image of the child? Linda, Angela, Selina, and
Cherry’s stories suggest cultural and pedagogical images of the child seem more
visible at Public Kindergarten and Private Kindergarten. At International
Kindergarten, the individual child is the most visible of the three images of the child.
International Kindergarten’s emergent play-based curriculum directed the teachers
to pay attention to the individual child’s interest on a daily basis. Knowing clearly
what image of the child they were working with, and adopting a teaching approach
consistent with the promoted image seemed part of the reasons why Summer and

Cecilia experienced fewer pedagogical tensions. Moreover, Summer and Cecilia
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learned to accept all children for who they were, rather than defining them in a
hierarchical relationship determined by rules and regulations influenced by
Confucianism (Lau, 1996). This may explain why discipline and class management
did not concern Summer and Cecilia but caused great challenges for Linda and
Angela.
The teachers from Public Kindergarten and Private Kindergarten reported

pedagogical tensions around the relationships between:

e prescriptive planning and children’s interests

e the group’s needs and individual child’s needs

e the accustomed teacher-directed practice and the anticipated change

towards child-centred practice.

There is a difference though. Selina and Cherry reported that their child-
centred educational stance emerged from their positive experience of the project
approach at Private Kindergarten, while Linda and Angela from Public Kindergarten
struggled to find an appropriate educational stance to exemplify the promoted but

vaguely explained notion of teacher-child-double-subjectivity pedagogy in practice.

Socialisation and enculturation tensions

Teachers are not only individual professionals but also members of specific
teaching communities that define and regulate their practices (Shulman,
1998/2004). When being socialised into the different kindergarten communities,
either from the training college or from a previous kindergarten, the teachers

shared some tensions that were caused by the conflicts between:

351



e the individual teacher’s teaching and the others’/exemplified teaching

e the teacher’s autonomy and the particular kindergarten’s requirements and

control

e the teacher’s idealistic views and the reality of everyday teaching and

learning

e the teacher’s relationships with their inner world and the external forces.

The teachers’ stories evoke the important role of the particular
kindergarten’s work culture, for instance, the kindergarten’s management style, the
types of control, the curriculum form, and the power relations, that may influence
the teachers’ socialisation into the new teaching communities. In particular, the
three kindergartens were all different in their choices of whether to prioritise
kindergarten structure and control or teacher agency and autonomy, prescriptive
curriculum or children’s emerging interests, and hierarchical power relations or
equal voices and shared understanding. If these characteristics were put on a
continuum, Public Kindergarten would be placed at the end that values structural
and tight control, and where the execution of curriculum seemed paramount and
power was exercised through a hierarchical management structure. International
Kindergarten would be at the other end with an emphasis on teachers’ agency,
autonomy, individual children’s needs, and shared power among the members of
the community. Private Kindergarten might be in-between since it adopted
collaborative and reflection-based curriculum management strategies while taking
“technical and bureaucratic” (Apple, 1995, p. 128) and centralised control of the
teachers. The teachers’ feelings about teaching vary: Summer and Cecilia were very

positive but Linda and Selina felt so negative about teaching at their respective
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kindergartens that they resigned. This finding supports Apple’s argument that
although work culture is often invisible to the outsiders, it has great influence on
(re)skilling, and deskilling or intensifying teachers and teaching.

The teachers explained that as a newcomer they learned how to teach from
more experienced teachers around them. In the Chinese kindergartens, the more
experienced teachers are often regarded as role models, exemplars, or master
teachers with authoritative advice who can pass on their experiences to the novice
(Mu et al., 2008). But the knowledge they pass on is only from their own vantage
point and this can be confusing when multiple truths co-exist, and “one situation
might have multiple ways to deal with it” as Angela stated. Instead of simply
conforming to the more experienced teachers’ knowledge and their ways of
teaching when they first arrived at International Kindergarten, Summer and Cecilia
seemed to connect the more experienced teachers’ knowledge with their own past
experiences, observation of children and contexts, through a process of active
reflecting, comparing, and meaning-making. This inward-outward approach of
learning to become and be a member of the community is contextualised, informal,
active and critical, which Hargreaves et al. (2001) believe is important for developing
teachers’ capacity for higher-order thinking. It seems that the learning from more
experienced teachers can be a double-edged sword for teachers depending whether
the more experienced teachers transmit the knowledge to the others in formal,
structured and authoritative ways, or are able to share, negotiate and construct new
meanings of teaching and learning collectively with others in a community that
values shared leadership and regards everyone as a knower. Public Kindergarten’s

professional learning structure tended to reflect the former approach while the
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latter approach seemed visible at International Kindergarten.

Personal tensions

Teachers’ professional role cannot be separated from their multifaceted
personal self (Shapiro, 2010). Therefore, teachers may experience tensions when
their professional life overtakes their personal life, and when their inner learning
landscape is irrelevant to the situated professional knowledge landscape. This
tension may reflect the teachers’ struggles between the inner self and the external
world: the self and the structure, the teacher’s agency and the external
requirements and control, being an individual and being a professional teacher in
ways that the particular kindergartens and society expect.

In China the teaching profession is traditionally understood as being altruistic
(G. Li, 2009). Chinese teachers are often praised for living a life like a silkworm or a
candle that contributes everything and brings light to the world by sacrificing
themselves. This may be why professional life overtaking personal life seems to be
the norm for many Chinese EC teachers. It is only in recent years that Chinese EC
teachers’ emotions and feelings have become a topic of research (J. Liu et al., 2007).
Researchers have found many Chinese EC teachers are living their life with heavy
workloads and packed with professional learning and research activities,
experiencing dictatorial or poor management, and suffering from a lack of self-value
and satisfaction (Lai, 2011b; Liang & Feng, 2004; Yuming Zhang, 2004).

The teachers from Public Kindergarten and Private Kindergarten expressed
their struggles to meet their particular kindergarten’s requirements and keep

themselves happy and satisfied. Linda, Angela, Selina, and Cherry’s stories painted a
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picture of a busy and intense work environment where working late, taking work
home, structured professional activities and meetings, and not even having time to
go to the toilet seemed normal. Similar feelings were also expressed in Summer and
Cecilia’s narratives about their previous teaching. In contrast, Cecilia described
International Kindergarten as a “relaxed and open” environment that gave teachers
freedom and autonomy to exercise their knowledge and talent. Such differences
may reflect the individual kindergartens’ strategies of managing teachers’ time as
Hargreaves (1994) argues “time is the enemy of freedom” (p. 95). Public
Kindergarten and Private Kindergarten tended to define and control teachers’ time
by setting up detailed and structured daily schedules, preparation, planning,
meetings, and professional learning activities etc. However, International
Kindergarten tended to give “more responsibility and flexibility to teachers in the
management and allocation of their time, and to offer them more control over what
is to be developed within that time” (p. 114). Therefore, Summer and Cecilia no
longer suffered high work intensity and tight control. They were given educationally
meaningful tasks to do with their time and these tasks were immediately connected
to their daily work, such as observing, understanding, interacting with children and
creating enabling environments for children’s learning.

The tight or loose control of curriculum and teaching may imply a dilemma
for policy-makers and kindergarten directors about whether to trust in teachers and
allow autonomy in teachers’ teaching and learning, or to trust in the process.
Directors or policy makers’ responses to this dilemma may reflect that their
priorities are to either foster more meaningful social relationships in the community,

or to invest in abstract systems as “a condition of [teacher’s] existence” (Hargreaves,
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1994, p. 252). The teachers’ stories reveal that in some Chinese kindergartens, the
kindergarten structure, prescriptive curriculum and planning, pre-set developmental
goals and learning outcomes often dominate the teachers’ attention, time and
energy. The teachers thus become the managers of the curriculum and the class
(Apple, 1995), rather than “the supporter, the partner and the guide” in children’s
learning as the promoted ideal (Ministry of Education in People's Republic of China,
2001). The teachers’ agency may be weakened in Public Kindergarten’s controlled
planning process, with the many written tasks Private Kindergarten’s management
required the teachers to do, since they may be “caught up in the spiral of
intensification, bureaucratically driven initiatives to exert tight control” (Hargreaves,
1994, p. 144).

Summer and Cecilia’s contrasting experiences of teaching and learning from
their previous kindergartens to the current one may provide some insights into how
to reduce the intensity of teachers’ work, increase their feeling of self-worth and
make them visible in their own teaching and learning. International Kindergarten’s
structure and everyday practices recognised and valued the teachers’ personal
knowledge and connection with their inner selves. Instead of totally abandoning the
irrelevant cultural repertoires of practice learnt in the past, Summer and Cecilia
reflected on their past experience critically. Moreover, they were allowed time to
develop new repertoires of practice through “intent participation” (Rogoff et al.,
2003, p. 176) and collaboration with others in the shared endeavour. This may have
helped them overcome the tensions caused by the disconnection between their
past and current practices and developed their ability and capacity for problem

solving and pedagogical decision-making (van Manen, 1991). Summer and Cecilia’s
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future dreams and their willingness to share suggest that they have become
empowered by a community that values non-judgmental understanding, listening
and trust.

Summer and Cecilia’s stories convey that teachers’ past experiences and
knowledge often seemed irrelevant, but they can be regarded as personal practical
knowledge and can form the inner landscape constituting teachers’ exploration of
the new and promoted knowledge (Palmer, 1998). Valuing teachers’ personal
practical knowledge rather than seeing it as something needing to be changed and
abandoned may be the turning point for changing some Chinese EC teachers’
passive stance, and negative self-image. Moreover, acknowledging what teachers
know, and guiding them to think about what and how they know about teaching
and learning may help them become more active and reflective in their own

learning (Shulman, 1996/2004).

Teaching and Learning in Context

Teachers in context

This study emerged from my own teaching and learning experience as a
Chinese EC teacher in different social, cultural and curriculum contexts. Reflecting
on my own teaching and learning experiences, | realised the power of culture and
context in shaping my understanding of teaching and learning, practice and agency.

Supported by the theoretical framework that | outlined in Chapter 2, my inquiry into
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six Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning illustrated how different kindergarten
cultures, structures, curricula and professional learning approaches may influence

teachers’ teaching and learning. This is represented in Figure 11.1.
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Figure 11.1 Context of Chinese early childhood teachers’ teaching and learning

The kindergartens were three unique teaching communities with distinctive
cultures, structures, curricula and professional learning approaches. They provided
different cultural tools, official knowledge, and culturally organised activities that
might shape the teachers’ teaching and learning, the curriculum, the children and
the environment around them. However, there were common cultural and

structural matters influencing the teachers’ teaching and professional learning.
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These are represented in the two-way arrows in Figure 11.1. | place the teacher in
the centre, and emphasise the teacher’s relationship and interaction with children
and others, with the inner self, and with the embedded kindergarten community
and wider Chinese context (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Dewey, 1938).

The teachers’ stories suggest that the situated kindergarten communities
may shape teachers’ experience of working with multiple educational ideas,
searching for their positions in children’s and others’ lives, getting in touch with
their inner selves, and being empowered with increasing capacity and agency as a
teacher. Teachers may be empowered if:

e the external world — work culture, structure, and professional learning
approaches — allow and support collaboration, reflection and teacher
autonomy

e the cultural tools such as the culturally organised daily activities and
curriculum are cohesive and consistently represent clearly defined
kindergarten identity, values and guiding educational ideas

e the personal practical knowledge that connects the mind and the practice is
valued and used as the starting point for the construction of new
understanding and knowledge

e the teacher’s personal and internal world, their inner landscape and agency

are valued and connected with the external world.

However, the study of cultural and contextual influences, more specifically
the particular kindergarten community, on teachers’ teaching and learning has not
been explored extensively in China. In Jimei Li's (2006, 2008) reviews of
implementing Guidelines for Kindergarten Education (Trial) (Ministry of Education in
People's Republic of China, 2001), she outlines the changes made and needed for

the development of future government policies and for teachers, but does not
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discuss potential changes at the kindergarten level. Many Chinese scholars have
paid attention to the introduction of new approaches and ideas into Chinese
kindergartens, such as kindergarten-based research, involving teachers in
curriculum development, building up a learning community, and so on (Huo, 2010;
Ketizu, 2006; Z. Zhao, 2007). What have been missing are the inward study of the
culture and identity of particular kindergarten communities, and the collective
review of a community’s values, structure, knowledge strategies, social relations and
practices (Wenger et al., 2002). Informed by Wenger and his colleagues, this inward
exploration of a particular kindergarten community may be started by examining
whether the community creates values and promotes educational philosophies in
consistent and cohesive ways by connecting personal development, teacher identity,
and kindergarten priorities. Other aspects, such as whether knowledge is managed
as an object or “lived in human act of knowing” (p. 8) and whether social relations
foster the building of trust, shared leadership and knowledge, may also be explored.
Furthermore, the review of whether “the community validates and endorses new
submissions as accepted communal knowledge” (p. 40) in practice is also necessary
since it may encourage the emergence of new understandings and knowledge.

Yet, the inward evaluation should not stop there. It is important for the
teacher to connect with their inner self — who | am, what | know, why and how |
know what | know, and beyond — since “[t]eaching, like any truly human activity,
emerges from one’s inwardness, for better or worse” (Palmer, 1998, p. 2). In fact, it
is both the teaching self and the situated context that should be explored at the

same time through on-going inward and outward explorations.
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Kindergarten culture and ideological shift

The ideological shift from teaching according to Chinese traditional ideas to
teaching according to modern Western ideas is prioritised and legitimised in the
contemporary Chinese context. However, the modern conceptions cannot be simply
substituted for the traditional in real life as they do in the government’s policies and
the curriculum guidance. Therefore, the three kindergartens’ and six teachers’
stories of working with both traditional and modern educational ideas are also
stories of ideological shift. The range of ways the kindergartens and teachers coped
with multiple educational ideas reflects Apple’s (1993) claim that ideological shifts
“occur through the presentation of novel combinations of old and new elements” (p.
20).

Different kindergartens’ exploration of old/traditional and new/modern
ideas in context and in practice may reflect how kindergarten culture
accommodates multiple and contrasting ideas. However, the relationship between a
kindergarten’s culture and teachers’ ideological shift has not been explored
extensively in the Chinese ECE context. Discussions of teachers’ responses to the
ideological shift are mainly at the personal and intellectual level (Xiaoyi Gao & Pang,
2006a; Y. Peng, 2009), rather than the cultural and kindergarten structural level. This
study has addressed some gaps that have existed in this area. | argue that it is
important to examine the presence of traditional and modern educational ideas
represented and interpreted in specific kindergartens, as well as the particular
kindergarten’s approach of selecting and managing available knowledge and the

teachers’ experience of multiple truths of teaching and learning.
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Implications

Narrative inquiry has given me entry into six Chinese EC teachers’ everyday
teaching life and their voices through rich and contextualised data. This may be a
useful approach to guide kindergartens’ and teachers’ inward and outward studies
of the self and context. Teachers’ narratives can be used to understand and create
new knowledge of teaching and learning through “putting forward interpretations in
dialogue and for contestation” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 3). Therefore, | now draw out some
implications from the teachers’ stories that may lead to better understanding of and

support for Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning.
Underpinning ideas

Nowadays, Chinese EC teachers and kindergarten directors encounter
multiple truths of teaching and learning influenced by both traditional Chinese and
Western educational ideas. Different teachers and kindergartens incorporate these
ideas into their everyday practices differently, and how they incorporate these ideas
into practices may influence teachers’ teaching and learning experiences. Therefore,
it is important to analyse the underpinning ideas of teaching and learning in
kindergarten curricula, in teachers’ and directors’ personal practical knowledge, and
in the wider Chinese ECE context, and to ask what is affected by drawing on certain
ideas in particular kindergarten contexts and why. Teachers and directors may also
need to reflect on teachers’ positions in their relationships with the wider world,

and to gain a critical understanding of the multiple educational ideas that are
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available. Further explorations of how to make promoted theories and educational
ideas visible in kindergarten scripts and in kindergartens’ everyday practices

cohesively and consistently may be needed.

Pedagogical position

The teachers in this study worked with children differently in different
kindergarten contexts. One possible influential factor for such differences was the
different pedagogical positions kindergartens and teachers took. The experience of
the teachers at International Kindergarten suggests the importance of having a clear
and consistent expression of a kindergarten’s pedagogical position in its philosophy
and curriculum structure. Having a thorough understanding of the different images
of the child that exist in curriculum and in practice, either visibly and/or invisibly, is
also crucial. Therefore, it may be necessary for teaching teams to collaboratively and
creatively explore a particular kindergarten’s pedagogical position, as well as making
explicit the valued pedagogical position and image of the child in all aspects of the

kindergarten’s operation and practice.

Teachers’ personal knowledge

The teachers experienced disconnections and a sense of irrelevance
between personal knowledge learnt from their past experiences, and the current
promoted educational ideas and practices in their teaching and learning. In some
cases, teachers’ irrelevant past experiences and personal knowledge were viewed as
something that needed to be changed or abandoned. However, they can also be

viewed as cultural resources teachers draw on when learning new knowledge and
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adapting to new environments. Therefore, it is important that teachers and
kindergarten directors recognise, respect, and reflect on teachers’ personal
knowledge, and help teachers make the connections between their past and

present, and to personally reconceptualise teaching and learning.

Professional learning

Teaching and learning have become increasingly complex in the
contemporary Chinese context, a context that is diverse, dynamic, and ever-
changing. Professional learning is viewed as being essential to help teachers cope
with the demands of teaching nowadays. However, the teachers’ stories show that
kindergartens may adopt different professional learning approaches: formal,
structured, director-led and technique-focused; or informal, contextualised,
teacher-initiated and child-focused. The teachers’ experiences of different
professional learning approaches highlight the importance of valuing teachers’
agency in deciding what and how they want to learn, and the search of an inner
learning landscape when learning new ideas and approaches. Shulman’s (1996/2004)
notion of effective learning may help kindergarten directors to review their
kindergartens’ professional learning approaches by analysing four interconnected
aspects of learning — active/agency, reflection, collaboration, and

community/culture.

Culture, structure and teacher agency

Kindergarten culture and structure have a great impact on teachers’ teaching

and learning experiences and the construction of their professional identity. A
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teacher may have contrasting feelings about teaching in different kindergartens, as
both Summer and Cecilia had experienced. Therefore, kindergarten directors may
need to attend to the close relationship between kindergarten culture, structure,
and teacher agency. Specifically, directors may want to review the positioning of
kindergarten management and teacher, the styles of control, the work that teachers
are required to do, and teachers’ autonomy in teaching and learning.

Summer and Cecilia both stated that International Kindergarten was the
ideal kindergarten for them as a teacher, and their positive experiences of teaching
at International Kindergarten seem to support their claims. Nevertheless, is
International Kindergarten an aspirational goal for Chinese kindergartens? It may
not be. The director stated that International Kindergarten was not a “real” world.
Its privileged position as an outsider to the mainstream Chinese education system
allowed the kindergarten freedom and autonomy to develop its international vision-
orientated educational philosophy, curriculum, and teaching approaches. It also had
money and access to worldwide resources. The situated world of the local
kindergartens seemed quite different. A fear of losing Chinese culture and identity
(H. Li, 2007), a shortage of funding and personnel, and a lack of appropriate
resources (Chinese Early Childhood Education Practitioners, 2008) seemed common
concerns among Chinese scholars, kindergarten directors, parents, and teachers.
Therefore, | do not intend to promote the International Kindergarten’s model and
approaches in the real Chinese context. Rather, | view it as an alternative
kindergarten community with alternative interpretations of kindergarten teaching
and learning. What is happening at International Kindergarten may provide some

insights to catalyse further discussions among those who are interested in
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constructing an enabling environment for Chinese EC teachers in the contemporary
Chinese context.

So far, the discussed implications addressed kindergarten teachers and
directors at the micro level. However, teachers and kindergartens are embedded in
the wider Chinese ECE context. Policy-makers and scholars also influence teachers’
teaching and learning, but implicitly through reforms, regulations, funding,
literature, and training etc. They have the power to create dominant discourses and
determine the direction of future development in Chinese ECE. Therefore, it is
important for policy-makers and scholars to understand how teachers respond to
the promoted ways of teaching and learning so that they can embed future Chinese
ECE development in actual practices instead of the past idea-input and top-down
model of reform (Yan Liu & Feng, 2005). The telling and re-telling of the six teachers’
stories in this thesis may help policy-makers and scholars with this. Moreover,
policy-makers may wish to analyse educational bureaux management structures,
search for new systems and approaches that will allow individual kindergartens
autonomy, and develop a trusting and collaborative network to support individual
kindergartens’ interpretations of the reform educational ideas being promoted.

For future research, | suggest there is a need for in-depth exploration of the
cultural aspects of Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning. It is also important to
study the influences of diverse professional learning programmes on teachers’
professional and personal development, and on the construction of teachers’
knowledge, conceptions, and practices as well as their professional identity and
feelings about being a kindergarten teacher. The use of narrative inquiry in

investigating Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning may be another area
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requiring further attention, as it is a useful research tool and a medium not only for

research, but also for professional development (Conle, 2000).

Legitimacy of this Narrative Study

Narrative inquirers use words and stories to explore human experiences
within the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000),
to represent “the meaning life events have for people” (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 479),
and to make “claims about how people understand situations, others, and
themselves” (p. 476). Good narratives have qualities such as being explanatory,
inviting, authentic, adequate, and plausible (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) that can
help narrative inquirers establish “the authenticity and trustworthiness of their
findings” (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). However, there is always a danger of narrative
research reports being fictional rather than viable research. To avoid this, | have
tried to represent my and the participants’ feelings, and intentions, truthfully using
the teachers’ own words, detailed observation notes, and contextual information. |
gathered multiple resources as narrative data to acquire multiple voices and stories
not only from the teachers, but also from parents and school management.
Therefore, what | describe can be regarded as true, and the teachers’ authentic and
contextualised personal experiences can be interwoven into the entire story.

| invited the teachers to connect their actions and meanings within particular
contexts through our interviews and by commenting on my observation records. |

have been very cautious about the possible impact this study may have on
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individual teachers and kindergartens, and have communicated with the teachers
and written this thesis in a non-judgemental way. Moreover, my analysis of teachers’
stories dug deep into the teachers’ experiences while remaining conscious of the
complexity of experienced meanings and felt meanings, and the possible resistance
to self-exploration and revealing true feelings (Polkinghorne, 2007). This was
particularly true when they were sharing their negative experiences, e.g. resigning
from the job and having negative feelings about their role. The participants’ voices
were valued, their stories were listened to with care, their rights were protected,

and their feelings were attended to in the ways outlined in Chapter 4.

Limitations

One of the limitations of this small-scale study relates to the particularity of
individual teachers’ experiences, and the fact that teachers’ stories are connected
with the situated contexts and particular phase of their teaching and learning
journey. For instance, Linda was a beginning teacher and Angela was a newcomer to
the Public Kindergarten community during data collection. However, while | have
been writing up this thesis, they will have gained two more years’ experience of
Public Kindergarten’s culture, curriculum, and teaching. Moreover, the Public
Kindergarten context may have changed. During a phone conversation with the
director in early 2011, | learned that the local early childhood education authority
had requested that they remove all afternoon group learning times to give children

more time to play. In these ways, Linda and Angela’s teaching and learning
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experiences may have changed over the past two years as a result of changes in
government policies, reform innovations, new interpretations of early childhood
teaching and learning, the different career stages they are now at, and events in
their personal lives.

Similar changes may apply to Selina who is now teaching at another privately
run kindergarten in Shanghai, to Cherry who will now be more experienced in
teaching at Private Kindergarten, to Summer who is now a proud mother of a
beautiful baby girl, and to Cecilia who has experienced an unexpected tragedy in her
family. Therefore, | do not intend to make any broad generalised claims beyond
presenting these stories of teachers teaching and learning in a context of change.
My hope is that they will stimulate more discussions of teaching and learning
among teachers, kindergarten directors, scholars and policy makers in the
contemporary Chinese ECE context.

Although | have made some comparisons of the teachers’ experiences across
the three kindergartens, | do not intend to compare the six teachers’ teaching
practices and abilities. Not only are they all at different stages of their teaching
careers, but also the focus of this study is not on comparing their teaching ability:
rather, it is on the cultural and contextual influences on teachers’ teaching and
learning. Therefore, my comparisons of the teachers’ stories are about the influence
of enabling and constraining factors on their teaching.

Another limitation is related to the subjectivity of the narratives, as my
interpretations of the teachers’ stories are from my own vantage points and
epistemological standpoints. Other readers may connect with the teachers’

experiences differently, which is why | have included the teachers’ narratives and
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represented them in poetic format. This is important so that readers find “new
shades of meaning” (Clandinin, 1993, p. 2) in their own teaching and learning
experiences by reinterpreting the teachers’ stories from their own vantage points.

Besides, there are many other Chinese EC teachers’ stories waiting to be
heard and understood, for instance, the “good teachers” whom Linda and Angela
have been looking up to, and the teachers who teach in rural Chinese areas. How do
other teachers teach and learn in different curriculum and structural contexts? Do
other teachers experience similar tensions? What may be done for developing an
enabling and empowering teaching and learning environment for the Chinese EC
teachers in the contemporary Chinese context?

Finally, but importantly, my difficulty in recruiting teachers for this study may
reflect the need to review how narrative inquiry is viewed in the Chinese ECE
community and used in researching Chinese EC teachers’ teaching and learning
experiences. My study may make a small contribution to the development of

narrative inquiry — a less familiar research perspective — in China.

Final Thoughts

The six teachers that | was fortunate to know through this study were all
hard working teachers, and had different experiences of modern educational ideas
and approaches in different kindergarten contexts. Their stories support
Hargreaves’s (1994) argument that teaching and being a teacher is an intellectual,

emotional, and multifaceted career that is challenging and difficult. Also, teachers’
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teaching and learning experiences are greatly influenced by the structure, culture,
and interpersonal relationships within a particular community and wider society,
and “always end in an act of personal knowing” (Apple, 1993, p. 14). Therefore, |
argue that the situated teaching and professional learning context contributes
greatly to how Chinese kindergarten teachers conceptualise teaching and learning,
how they define and construct their pedagogical positions and strategies, how they
learn and develop appropriate and relevant repertoires of practices, and how they
feel about being a teacher and understand who they are in children’s lives. With this
in mind, teachers should not just be expected to learn, to develop, and to transform
their teaching as required by the government or other stakeholders. They deserve
an enabling environment to support their teaching and learning; in Shulman’s
(1988/2004) words, teachers should not be treated “in a manner inconsistent with
the ways in which we treat students” (p. 314). Consequently, teaching and learning
in an enabling environment may mean that teachers are respected for who they are,
are provided with appropriate and relevant cultural tools, have their voices listened
to, their feelings acknowledged, and given time and space to develop their own

understanding of teaching and learning in theory and in practice.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Information Sheets

(I combined the separate information sheets for Kindergarten Directors, Teachers and Parents here.

The original information sheets that | sent out were all English and Chinese bilingual documents.)

Points 1 — 3 are the same for Kindergarten Directors, Teachers and Parents

1. Title of the study
Stories of Chinese early childhood teachers’ teaching and learning experiences in

contemporary China

2. Researcher’s self-introduction

My name is xxx. | am an early childhood teacher who has more than fifteen years of early
childhood teaching experience in Shanghai, Beijing and Wellington. | have a Master degree
in Education (Early Childhood) from Victoria University of Wellington (New Zealand) and |

am undertaking this research project as the requirement for my PhD dissertation.

3. Introduction of the research project

The purpose of this study is to tell the stories of Chinese early childhood teachers’
contextualized teaching and learning experiences in contemporary China through a narrative
inquiry process. I will focus on Chinese early childhood teachers’ experiences of working
with the tension between Chinese traditional educational discourses and Western influenced
early childhood educational approaches and curriculum. Central to this study is to hear
Chinese early childhood teachers’ voices and reveal their stories of their teaching and
learning experiences. | will work closely with the participating Chinese early childhood
teachers, invite them to articulate and reflect their practices to help teachers, kindergarten
directors and interested early childhood professionals better understand early childhood
teaching and learning in contemporary China. | would also like to talk to the parents, the

children in their classes and the kindergarten directors.
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4, Information about data collection

For Kindergarten Directors

This research will have two phases, September —December 2009 will be the first phase, and
March-June 2010 will be the second phase. I will need two volunteering class teachers from
the same class from your kindergarten to participate in my study (six teachers from three
different kindergartens in total). | will go to your kindergarten two or three days per week for
one month during each phase. When | am in your kindergarten, | will observe, take notes,
and talk to the children and the teachers. | would also like to interview the participating
teachers, yourself and some interested parents (probably six parents). During the second
phase, | would like to form a network for all six participating teachers to meet (three
meetings) and share experiences. | will also keep in touch with the participating teachers
through weekly e-mails and phone calls. Participating teachers can share their stories with
me either orally or in a written form, for instance, e-mails, letters or journal. | will also need
your permission to gather relevant documents from your kindergarten that will inform my
research, for instance, policies, curriculum planning and evaluation; and to attend staff

meetings.

For Teachers

This research will have two phases, September —December 2009 will be the first phase, and
March-June 2010 will be the second. | would like to come to the participating class and be
part of it as a teacher assistant two or three days per week for one month during each phase.
When | am in the classroom, | will observe, take notes, talk to children and teachers, and also
assist teachers with the matters that relate to safety and hygiene. | will interview the
participating teachers three times during the first phase of the study and the fourth interview
will be conducted at the end of the phase two. During the second phase, | would like to form
a network for all six participating teachers to meet (three meetings) and share experiences. |
will also keep in touch with the participating teachers through weekly e-mails and phone
calls. Participating teachers can share their stories with me either orally or in a written form,
for instance, e-mails, letters or journal. | will also interview some parents (probably six) of
children in the participating class to seek their perception of early childhood education in

China.

For Parents

My research has two phases, September —December 2009 will be the first phase, and March-
June 2010 will be the second. Although the research focus is the teachers, I will need to
observe teaching and learning in the class where children will be involved as well. 1 will

observe teaching in the classrooms eight days during each phase. I will act as a teacher
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assistant when observing in the classroom, and | will talk and interact with children during
the observation. | will also interview some interested parents to seek their perception of
Chinese early childhood education for my research.

5. Ethical Considerations

For Kindergarten Directors

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. The participants have the right to decline
and withdraw from the study at any point of time during the data collection period. The
participants can refuse to answer any particular questions and to ask questions at any time
during participation. Neither the names of the kindergartens nor teachers, parents nor
children’s real name will be used in my writing. All participants will choose a ‘research
name’ for them to use throughout the research process. A summary report of findings will be

available to the participants when the study is concluded.

For Teachers

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary, and it has to be a group decision that is
agreed by all teachers who are teaching in the same class. Please also discuss this with the
teacher aid in the class as she/he may be part of the scene of my observations. The
participants have the right to decline and withdraw from the study at any point of time during
the data collection period. The participants can refuse to answer any particular questions and
to ask guestions at any time during participation. Neither the name of the kindergarten nor
teachers’ real names will be used in my writing. All participants will choose a ‘research
name’ to use throughout the research process. A summary report of findings will be available

to the participants when the study is concluded.

For parents

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. Parents can choose whether they want
their children to be part of the research. For children whose parents do not give the consent
for participation, | will make sure that | do not take any notes of these children. The parents
also have the right to withdraw from the research at any time during the data collection
process, and ask me any questions at any time. Neither the names of the kindergartens and
the teachers nor the parents’ or children’s real names will be used in my writing. All

participants will choose a ‘research name’ for them to use throughout the research process.

Information below is the same for Kindergarten Directors, Teachers and Parents

Interviews will be audio-recorded (taped) and transcribed. Interview transcripts will be

checked by the interviewees. The electronic files and documents will be saved on the
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password protected computer (only the researcher can access it), and any related memory
sticks, audio tapes and written materials will be stored in lockable cabinets. The audio
recordings (either digital files or tapes) will be returned to the participants or
destroyed/deleted from the computer upon the participants’ wishes at the completion of the
study. Other data such as interview notes, observation notes and journals will be stored in a
secure situation for five years and will then be destroyed. By implementing these practices, |
will try to ensure that the participants’ anonymity and confidentiality are assured. However, |
cannot guarantee this as the early childhood education sector in Beijing is a relatively small
community.

No other person besides me, my supervisors - Judith Loveridge and Alison Stephenson, will
see the original data. The participants will be able to access the data that relates to them. |
will use the collected data in the writing of my PhD dissertation, and the dissertation will be
submitted for marking to the School of Educational Psychology and Pedagogy, Victoria
University of Wellington, and deposited in the university library. The data will also be used
in writing academic articles for publication purposes and for presentations at academic

conferences.

This research is assessed and approved by Victoria University College of Education Ethics
Committee. | would like to ask your support in order to make this research possible. If you
have any questions or would like to receive further information about this research project,

please do not hesitate to contact me or my supervisors.

The researcher and her supervisors’ contact information in English and Chinese
Address ...
Email ...

Phone ...
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Appendix B: Consent Forms

(Only minor differences in wording in consent forms for Kindergarten Directors and Teachers; original

consent forms were English and Chinese bilingual documents)

Title of the study: Stories of Chinese early childhood teachers’ teaching and learning

experiences in contemporary China

O

O Oo o O

O

Signed: Name:

Kindergarten: Date:

I have read the Information Sheet of this study and have had the details of this study explained to
me. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and | understand that | may ask any
questions at any time.

I understand that | have the right to withdraw from the research at any time during the data
collection phases.

I agree to provide information to the researcher on the understanding that my name and the name
of our kindergarten will not be used. | know the information will remain confidential.

| agree to be part of the study under the conditions set out in the Information Sheet.

| agree to the researcher observing in my classroom.

I know my name and the names of children will not be used.

| agree to be interviewed and the interviews can be audio-recorded. | understand that | have the
right to ask for the audio-recording to be stopped at any time during the interviews. 1 also
understand that | can decline to answer any particular questions. | know that | will have the
opportunity to check and make changes to the interview transcripts.

| agree to be part of the participating teachers’ network to meet up with other participants.

| agree to keep contact with the researcher during the research process. | understand that the oral
and written forms of our communication and my journal may be used as research data to inform
the study. | know that | have the right to determine what information | want to be used in the

research.

I understand that the information will only be used for this research, and for publications and
presentations arising from this research project.
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Appendix C: Consent Form for Parents

(Original consent form was an English and Chinese bilingual document)

Title of the study: Stories of Chinese early childhood teachers’ teaching and learning

experiences in contemporary China

O

Signed: Name:

Kindergarten: Date:

I have read the Information Sheet of this study and have had the details of this study explained to
me. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and | understand that | may ask any
questions at any time.

| agree to being observed by the researcher. | know that the
researcher will talk, interact with my child, and use my child’s work during the research process.

I understand that | have the right to withdraw my child from the research at any time during the
data collection phases.

I understand that my name, my child’s name and the name of the kindergarten will not be used. |
know the information will remain confidential.

I understand that the information will only be used for this research, and for publications and
presentations arising from this research project.

| agree to let my child be part of the study under the conditions set out in the Information Sheet.
Interview with parents (please indicate)

| agree to be interviewed and the interviews can be audio-recorded. | understand that | have the
right to ask for the audio-recording to be stopped at any time during the interviews. | know that |
can decline to answer any particular questions.

I know that | will have the opportunity to check and make changes to the interview transcripts.
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Appendix D: Sample of Observation Notes

Date ---

8:50

Summer [R5, fEVbR AT, A2, ARE|Wh&id,

A5 Summer it S ERZRGBAE U 10 4 FF e L

Summer L4 ¥, WAHS LRI, HAREFRELIR? 7
AFEAE, Frkdsh T,  CRXRE”

Summer: “H—< JLUWIRTEFH, RAGME, REMHIRME N R 7

Summer ZRUbITAE T RS T T b, FRERATE, EOYARNTE

8.

Summer: “FRIER/RFFRAMCXEE (HwtEEH D). 7

A: “ﬁ}o )

Summer 25t &R F. R5E, Summer FFELF, FHLF, “A, "AERSHE
% & = Wy N

A: “Z‘\‘%O 2” %—gc
ARG, AREVD R EITIRE 5.

9:00

WT #5442 .

Kids stop playing, went to the science table, sat on the floor
in front of it. Summer JFUGISZHEE M0, W)

Summer H R ML F— M S EH WA RE L . A JE R S

WT and Ayi put away the things are on the tables (Lego,
crayons, paper and table cloths).

Tidy up time, the children pick up the things on the floor and
mat, and sort them out to different containers.

9:15

Werebt &, BEF, 2.

A HOERRERET R, HHET .

Summer: “FRICETHBMREFBEAER, 4705?27

A: ‘(ZH;O ”

Summer B A 4R, AA —EEBRANTEMNE, RIEAFER KM
“ECEE” Dl b, BERAAE BT .
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Appendix E: Interview Schedules for Teachers

Interview One: As an auto-biographer

Did you go to kindergarten when you were young? What can you remember about your
kindergarten and your teachers? How do you think about these memories now?

When did you decide to become an early childhood teacher? What did your decision
mean to you at that time? What was it about teaching young children that interested or
attracted you?

What role, explicitly or implicitly, did your family play in your decision to teach? Do
you remember any early experiences that affected your decision to teach and your actual
teaching practices?

What was your formal teacher education like? Did it prepare you for the realities of
teaching? Is teaching pretty much what you expected? When you first taught were there
any colleagues or mentors who influenced you? How?

Are there differences between the way you were taught when you were a student and the
way you are teaching now? If yes, what are the differences? What do the differences
contribute to your teaching?

Can you describe the central teaching ideas that guide your work, and how you came to
adopt them?

Do you feel comfortable as a teacher, confident with your own philosophy and practical
knowledge?

How many kindergartens have your taught? Why do you choose to teach in this
kindergarten?

Have you changed as a teacher over the years? How?

Interview Two: As an early childhood teacher

Tell me about the curriculum, planning and teaching approach of your kindergarten.
Are there any challenges and dilemmas for you in practice? If yes, what are the
challenges and dilemmas that you have experienced? What are the main causes of these
challenges and dilemmas in your opinion? Can you please give me an example?

How do you deal with these challenges and dilemmas?

What do you like most about teaching? What are the rewards for you?

When do you feel best as a teacher? What are your favourite moments?

What is most difficult about teaching? Do you ever feel like leaving the profession? Why?
Why do you stay? If you could, what things would you change in your work?
What other teachers do you admire? Why?
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10.

11.

a kr w0 N e

What’s your goal for the children? Are there any conflicts between your goals, parents’
goals and the kindergarten’s goals? Society’s goals? If so, what are they and how do the
conflicts affect your teaching and the children’ learning and development?

What is your observation of early childhood education in contemporary China?

In your mind, what is important in early childhood education and what kind of
kindergarten is ideal for Chinese children?

How do you describe your role as an early childhood teacher in the children’s early
childhood development?

Interview Three: As a whole person

What is important to you in your life? How do you see your life now?
What concerns you most about children and families today in China?
What are your interests outside of teaching? How are they important to you?
What have you experienced/read recently that was significant to you?

What do you imagine you’ll be doing in five years? In ten years?

Final Interview

About teaching and learning:

1.

Ask teachers to read other two kindergartens’ daily schedule and ask them to comment.
Hopefully the discussion around teacher-directed learning and child-initiated learning

can emerge.

2. Present one little story (a messy classroom after the free play) to the teachers and ask them

[e0]

to comment. Hopefully I can lead the discussion to the topic of class rules and why these
rules are important.

What kinds of children often require more of your attention? Why? What sort of
attention you may give to her/him? Why?

Do you find some children are challenging to deal with? Why do you feel they are
challenging?

How would you define ‘curriculum’? What are the metaphors/adjectives would you use
to describe curriculum, you, children and the bigger context?

How would you describe the children in your class as learners?

Do you consider yourself a learner? How would you describe yourself as a learner?

. In your opinion, what kind of environment / context would enhance learning for both

children and teachers?

About the research:

9.

10.

How do you feel about participating in this research project?
What are the suggestions that you have for me in terms of the research process, my

behaviour etc.?
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Appendix F: Interview Schedule for Kindergarten

10.

11.
12.

13.

Directors

What is your kindergarten’s vision and mission? Could you please explain them to me?
What is your kindergarten’s curriculum, methods of planning and teaching approach?
What’s the aspiration for children in your kindergarten? As a kindergarten director, how
do you think you are doing / can do to achieve these?

Do you personally think that the programme your kindergarten runs is an ideal early
childhood programme? Why?

How do you think your teachers respond to this kind of curriculum, planning and
teaching approach?

How about the parents?

Are there any challenges and dilemmas in practice for you and your teachers? If yes,
what are the challenges and dilemmas that you and your teachers have experienced?
What are the main causes of these challenges and dilemmas in your opinion?

What would you and your teachers do when they face challenges and dilemmas?

How do you support your teachers’ when dealing with the challenges and dilemmas?
Are there any other professional development opportunities for your teachers that can
support their teaching and learning?

What is your observation of early childhood education in contemporary China?

In your mind, what is important in early childhood education and what kind of
kindergarten is ideal for Chinese children?

How do you describe the role of kindergarten in the children’s early childhood

development?
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10.

11.
12.

13.

Appendix G: Interview Schedule for Parents

What’s your aspiration for your child? How do you think you are doing / can do to
achieve these?

Who looks after your child at home? What are the weekends like in your family?
Did/do your child attend other early childhood programmes? If yes, why do you
enrol your child in these programmes? Does your child like these programmes?
Why do you choose this kindergarten? What do you expect from this kindergarten?
Do you know what your child does and learns at the kindergarten? How do you get
the information?

How about teaching? What do you think is important in early childhood teaching
and learning?

Do you personally think that this kindergarten runs an ideal early childhood
programme for your child? Why?

What is your opinion on parent-teacher relationship and parents’ involvement in the
kindergarten activities?

Was your own childhood or early childhood education experiences similar to your
child’s now? Can you please describe to me what the differences and similarities are
comparing your own childhood experiences to your child’s life now?

What is your biggest challenge or dilemma as a parent now? How do you deal with
the challenges and dilemmas?

What is your observation of early childhood education in contemporary China?

In your mind, what is important in early childhood education and what kind of
kindergarten is ideal for Chinese children?

How will you describe your role as a parent in your child’s early childhood

development?
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Appendix H: Simplified Letter and Consent Form for

Public Kindergarten’s Parents (in Chinese only)

L GRS EEAPN
hr !

i xx, R—AGILEEIN, AE T IEREE, g Bl iR (PED ME R
CHroG=2) 12 X&) LT # . BUESRIEAE R 22 48 2 A WK 4RSI s i 22y, o3RI
TR SO T A B T

P e SRR CAR E 2 )L EUT B LR A2 S I KA TT) . Fxd
I 41 ) LU R 280 Al 2] 22 B OB (Y B B SR AL, AR I ATT R — B A2 A0k XA
TR AN H 25 A BRI A =T, IABIRA ) LT B2 78 A B SS m B3
A BT E S LBOTR R &, YRR AT, AT UL B RO BRI A L R
BN T KRG M ESPY DI IE S (AT B2 o i A B 8

HOABR 7 EZ T4 LE K ERMPEZZ N, iS5 0V Es . BRI
VR E R TR R A LBOM R A 52 2, (BRI IREAE T BT S, SR 7 A T fg
Z 53], ENENERET, RSB S, Mk, Lo iRl ERimiiE s
A R T2 2R RN B 45 SR A e E AT, X85 BA 2 AR LB AT K Jre
PR A R VA

TS 5T e A R TS R EEES IR, SRR S A BT
ZHRERNMREH . W THKARERS S ARZT, EFRN, BASURILEZ T, W
AL RILT . FES 50K KT A RRIEREAT Sl er, SR s B
FE A B IR T . SR AR T DABE N ) B H 5 BRI 72 AF O 1) 1)

AR BRI SRR | A R IR IO USROS i, T ERIRER R . TR
A xxxx CEEED 3 xxxx (JE50), AT DURHRPES] xxxx  (FFoes0) B FI) xxxx (JE30),
G ESER

IEEL
AL

w4
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mailto:您也可以发邮件到xxxx
mailto:或者到jing.zhou@vuw.ac.nz
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Appendix I: From interview transcripts to pomes

Step 1: Selecting content from the raw interview transcript in Chinese

Interview with Cecilia on November 11, 2009 — about Cecilia’s kindergarten teachers

oy

—y

RIS 107 ) L el R % PR 407 )L Bl AN 22 DA A A TS AZ AT N R 1 2

sy LIl R B Somt A A 140 LIl R P JE R, AR — )= AR AU RO AR ) s, AR 12K
ZIMARRRZIRIK, FERR, AR, SRt .
RULHIRETE, AR R ?

Xte B2 HACAZ WU Tl I PTehL, AR T IR L

Pt A =it T ?

Hil o PTLLE AR R 2 AL I P £ 3

TSRS, AT

Eeanisd, AT /NEACHI SRR BER R, FRAREM Sk, mit b f kR g ER T L, SR e
KIEVE R, B —F, ZIREAME,  “%, W7, RESERPT. XK
12, RJE/ANREIEAZ, B, REDTTH, SRR, B, 7 RERE e —
AL AFFEEAE, B

PRI B QR EGER, /RS H O SAIR A M B A A 2R Aw?

A RERL R AR, AR, BOY, BOSRARHENER, URUURMF) LR BA
BRFH L, BAE S HEENBIEIL T, AR HR A AR, IRAE AR 2
KM, AT ETRE, REALES), AT, REEHIA TERAD. EREANS A0
XIS, SUREENER, AYMA LA RO, ZnrEuERE, ficizssh
FGEAFIXA oS Bedoelef B AR ] b PR B GRFTR o

gL RIS ? i R G ?

AR 7o FACIZ it GO J Ly, FIReth 2 RIESR MR BIEY, B2 /R
TR LT PRI i e 2 3 2N AR, T e IR rU BT R i 1!

(Interview was interrupted by an Ayi who came to the room to ask Cecilia

something.)

Jo dkEEE, BURANEIN, SRR, SR .

C:

FOSHAMEN— T EVRHBAT, HABZINATHE T, B, SRR B S A F,
P AFRASEXABAT, BTt AT

Step 2: Rearrange the transcripts into poetic form in Chinese, delete repeated words,

stammer words and very detailed descriptions; highlight and annotate kindergarten

experience that may be influential.

x4l ) LI B BN G

AL A L)) LI 2 P = R
PR R SRS R F) =
IR Z R R R 2 PR IR
R

ZITARA I 7]

SR TR Z R

et

L NIRAA: iy
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A5 51 35k Jl B b

5 RGIX
R

B A

ZIRE ARG R AR AT Fiuk
Eb st
BTN A B Sk R A
FRARTE I 5 3k

AR U Sk R G ERT T
ipas JEIREp

Bom —F

2 TR AN FH i)

“Z%, mpr”

R eI

X KB EAZ

SR JE /N EAZ

A

RENMNE

B ZRIE

RS

B TRERE

WA —FE

ANF A E

Wkt ek

A RERL AR S

BLRANEYT
BIERARNTHEA A
MR FIL
RBABNBHIHIL

R EMBEBEILT
W BERHR AR BA BB
PRATEERIR 22K O
YRTEFEE
RIEALLES]

BAMT

REFATRED

Annotation: Cecilia's reflection on who she was when she was a little girl in the
kindergarten and why she was like that and how the teachers responded to her

behaviour.

IR AR XA ET R
AR K

WA B AR
G- P A

iz
FAAFIXAZ IS B fre i
JIt AR A X it P B G5 55 ¢

TEAER T
itz
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WEFET B LB

] B AR I SR R B L
BER

1B/K

BRAG A IF B B¢
LB/

HoAh 2 kvt 3K

X B AL AT Sl 1 A
Jit CASRAS B R A AT

P ELs AN e A4 AT

Annotation: The only kindergarten teacher that Cecilia remembered since she was

nice to her and sometimes gave her some little prizes.

Step 3: Deleting the materials that don’t relate to the research questions and the
foci of this while translating them into English, and rearrange the texts to a

temporary poem.

I was quite naughty at kindergarten.

Wet beds every night.

Do naughty things to other children.

I would be sent to the toilet by the teachers

as punishment.

Almost every day.

When there was a performance

I could do well.

I would do things different to other children.

Like walking off the stage from a different direction.

I could only remember one teacher.

She was nice to me.

She would praise me when | did something good.
Other teachers

NO!

I did not know why | was like that.
Maybe | just wanted to be naughty.

I had quite strong personality.

Won’t do the things that I did not like.

Step 4: Select more relevant parts of these poems, rearrange and fit them into the
final poem Childhood Memory with other relevant temporary poems that have been

arranged through the same process.

I was quite naughty
at kindergarten.

Wet beds every night.
Do naughty things

to other children.

I would be
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sent to the toilet
by the teachers
as punishment
almost every day.

I could only remember

one teacher.

She was nice to me.

She would praise me

when | did something good.
Other teachers

NO!

I had quite strong personality.
I won’t do the things
that | did not like.
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Appendix J: Sample of Analytical Memo — Cecilia

# Poems Code Cultural/Community Lens Interpersonal Lens Personal Lens
. Interactions with teachers and mum . s .
y . Gendered view of rearing a girl Finding her ways to get what she P g g
community Importance of the self
wanted
Choosing and Being a teacher - choice Disconnection between trainin Interested in music
2 studying at training 9 : g Value practical, creative and spontaneous learning
TPL—T prep. college and kindergarten - - -
college Segregated view of professional learning
Local kindergarten Like children
Observe and follow ) ) Restricted by rules and Finding her ways _to increase her Disagree tq educatlgnal philosophy and management style
Being a teacher — first ; - . autonomy and satisfaction in \ery negative emotions
3 all rules and five years of teachin regulations, prescribe curriculum teaching, to balance prescriptive Critical incident (positive)- interaction with a researcher —
regulations Y g Personal and institutional values nng, € prescrip t P -
clash curriculum and children’s interests emergent te_achlng and _Iearnlng _
Critical incident (negative) - inspections
. . Disconnection between past and present experience
4 \'/Evrt?i?éyvxt]c?l?d capture ;I’cl:nl;n—]ucnt}?nge of Dr:rlfg;gmh?g:?:g?#::em contexts Dealing with old/new, ideal/practical educational philosophies
Y P P Powerless: doubting, unknown,
ISeI;Yr\:ilz, S;?]\éwy tgf;gg'nugegz:: dtiici:rr:gfartners, Learning through self-study — observation, participation and
5 chan ir? m TPL-situated learning Informal, loosely controlled comm%nicétion ccﬁlaboration and co- reflection
anging my : ' Active, responsible for own learning
philosophy construction
“Have to change” attitude
6 Educational TPL — understand Learning from teaching partners g};t;)gl;:?itc')zgo?iirﬁ;?:é educational philosophy — child centred,
philosophy philosophical changes through participation Drawing on practical knowledge and cultural knowledge
Highlighted children’s interests and independent thinking
7 The feelings towards | TPL — emotional Motivation — better interaction with Positive emotions — realizing confidence, control and agency
teaching geographies children
Understanding the TPL — Theorizing Curriculum context — flexible and - . . .
8 curriculum View spontaneous, child-centred View of curriculum — broad, situated, child-centred, play-based
. Inner tensions and contradictions
Challenges TPL ~tensions Different agendas among different Uncertaint
9 accompanying the Being a teacher — self Different value systems g 9 o Y . .
. - groups of people Identity: Un-knower in front of children
changing process image :
Knowing self as a learner
10 Thinking big and Being a teacher — Understanding the different Identity: Knower in the Chinese context with different cultural

dreaming a dream

identity, contribution

cultural contexts

knowledge, who has a big dream!
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