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Abstract 

Higher vocational education (HVE) curriculum reform has been instituted in recent 

years by the Chinese government in response to economic imperatives. Reform policy 

has aimed to improve the performance of HVE colleges in contributing to the 

development of highly skilled manpower for labour markets through reforming their 

curriculum to be more responsive to the needs of industry.  

Discipline heads in HVE colleges may be seen as having a significant leadership 

role in the implementation of that reform policy. However, there is a dearth of 

research-based knowledge of their involvement and experience of working in that role. 

This study, then, sought to investigate discipline heads’ lived experiences of 

implementing the HVE reform policy. It focused on (1) the heads’ understanding of 

the policy and how to implement it, (2) the factors influencing their reform efforts, (3) 

the impact of those efforts, and (4) how the implementation of the policy may be 

better supported. It was phenomenological in nature, using data obtained through 

semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 15 HVE discipline heads from two public 

HVE colleges in a city of the Yangtze River delta. Participants were selected from a 

diversity of vocational education disciplines. Thematic analysis was used to identify 

emergent concepts in each of the focal areas. 

The findings suggested participants' understanding of reform policy was 

initially limited but that they accessed interpretations that eventually facilitated 

understanding. Twelve emergent factors were identified as important in influencing 

participants’ implementation: commitment to the curriculum reform, industry 

involvement in it, relationships with industry, industry feedback, industry experience 

and knowledge, professional development, teacher recruitment, funding and facilities, 

the rewards and recognition scheme, teachers’ response to curriculum reform tasks, 

teacher collaboration, and student attitudes to learning. The participants’ engagement 

with the process was seen as leading to a sense of frustration on their part, unethical 

practice, a sense of achievement, and only limited impact on student learning. Their 

implementation of the reform policy was found to call for: more professional 

development, greater industry involvement, increasing funding and facilities, more 

systemic incentives for industry involvement, reform of the recruitment system, more 

authority to discipline heads, and more official collaboration with industry. 
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It was concluded that implementation of the reform policy was influenced by the 

following contingencies. The implementation was facilitated by (1) the multiple 

interpretations of key aspects of the reform policy across the college managers, 

educational experts, educational materials, and the research participants. However, the 

implementation was limited by (2) the lack of a systemic response to the need for 

industry involvement, (3) the recruitment of inappropriate teachers, (4) insufficient 

funds and facilities, (5) a flawed rewards and recognition scheme, (6) authoritarian 

college leadership, and (7) the challenges posed by the curriculum reform to the 

discipline heads’ professional identities and their vocational education practice. 

Four implications for the implementation of curriculum reform in HVE were 

identified: (1) that government and HVE colleges should provide informative policy 

interpretation in order to facilitate discipline heads’ and teachers’ policy 

understanding and implementation; (2) that discipline heads and teachers should work 

to create a collaborative culture in support of the implementation; (3) that government 

and HVE colleges should ensure that the key implementation decisions are grounded 

in the lived realities of the discipline heads and teachers responsible for the 

implementation; and (4) that government and HVE colleges should work to create 

sufficient accessible opportunities for discipline heads and teachers to ensure the 

strength and depth of their industry experience. 

Further research was recommended into: (1) the factors contributing to the 

diversity of interpretations of HVE reform policy and the impact of that diversity on 

policy implementation; (2) the effectiveness of different kinds of professional 

development in facilitating HVE teachers’ industry knowledge; (3) different kinds of 

rewards and recognition schemes and their impact on HVE reform policy 

implementation; and (4) the implementation of HVE reform policy across different 

socio-economic and cultural contexts. 
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 Chapter One Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Study  

In recent decades, many countries have initiated a series of vocational education 

reforms (Gill, Dar, & Fluitman, 1999; OECD, 2012a). Those reforms were seen as 

originating in similar economic, social, and political impetuses. In particular, 

vocational education curriculum reform is aimed at making curriculum more 

responsive to industry needs in order to better foster the skills development of 

students (Bailey, 2010; Rauner, 2009). China also initiated HVE curriculum reform to 

make HVE curriculum more responsive to industry needs. The reform that the current 

research focuses on is introduced and specified here. 

The main impetus across vocational education reforms can be described as the 

imperative to increase labour productivity and promote economic development, in 

order to enhance economic competitiveness under economic globalisation (Sahlberg, 

2006). Globalisation has been conceptualised as a process of change that has 

enhanced economic integration, political interaction, and cultural communication 

across national boundaries (Rizvi & Lingard, 2000). Economic globalisation has been 

seen as a fundamental process of change that has integrated the global economy 

through finance and trade, exchange of technology and information, and international 

movements of peoples (Mussa, 2000; Wu, 2004). Through this process, multinational 

companies “can now easily relocate their operations from one country to another as 

economic advantages, in terms of labour and social costs, skills, market access, 

political stability and public subsidies” (Green, 1999, p. 57). This relocation has 

increased technological mobility and economic competition within and between 

countries (Sahlberg, 2006). Accordingly, one impetus for instituting vocational 

education reform policy in many countries is to improve employability and 

productivity, in order to enhance economic growth and international competitiveness 

(Billett, 1997). 

In local contexts, vocational education is expected by the public to directly 

contribute to local economic development, while other education does not (Gill, 

Fluitman, & Dar, 2000). Thus, there is pressure for vocational education to promote 

social and practical skills that facilitate the development of people’s adaptability to 
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rapidly changing work environments (Green, 1999). The improvement of individual 

skills is considered to contribute to productivity and economic growth (Anderson, 

2009). Ambitions to improve the quality of vocational education to better serve the 

local economy are a driver for many developed countries and developing countries 

initiating changes to curriculum and to their educational systems (Gill et al., 1999; 

OECD, 2012a). 

Unemployment has also forced governments to improve and reform vocational 

education in order to foster the skill development seen as necessary by local labour 

markets (Gill et al., 2000). If increasing skill levels can thus enhance employability 

(Anderson, 2009), an argument can be made for vocational education reforms in many 

countries to contribute to improving the employment rate.  

Regional organisations, such as the European Union, have enhanced multilateral 

cooperation (Dale & Robertson, 2002) for developing common education goals and 

tools. These regional organisations have facilitated improvements to regional 

vocational education and the mobility of learners and workers, in order to enhance 

regional education quality and economic competitiveness. In particular, the countries 

in the European Union have cooperated to modernise their education and training 

systems, by such methods as establishing common qualification frameworks, in order 

to promote the competitiveness of vocational education and of their economy 

worldwide (Harris, Simons, & Maher, 2009). 

In response to those common economic and social drivers, many countries have 

instituted similar vocational education reform policies (Green, 1999). Expanding 

vocational education provision and increasing the vocational education participation 

of young people is aimed at meeting labour market needs, especially ones in emerging 

economies (Gill et al., 2000). Many countries have afforded greater autonomy to 

vocational education institutions, which is seen as encouraging those institutions to 

develop their educational programs, curriculum, and teaching in response to local 

contexts (OECD, 1994). To ensure vocational education quality after decentralisation, 

many governments have also established quality assurance mechanisms in vocational 

education systems (DEEWR, 2009). Paralleling those changes to governance, 

vocational education has also experienced changes in qualifications. Countries 

throughout the world have been introducing and adjusting their vocational 

qualification frameworks, in order to make vocational education “transparent to users, 
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minimising barriers to progression, maximising access to education, and enhancing 

the connections among education, training and labour markets” (Young, 2003, p. 224).  

Economic and employment considerations tend to drive reform to vocational 

education curricula in advanced economies (Gill et al., 1999; OECD, 2012b; Rauner, 

2009). Accordingly, vocational education curriculum reform rhetoric in many 

countries often emphasises the need for vocational education to be more strongly 

oriented towards meeting the needs of industry (OECD, 2010a). Such curriculum is 

generally based on industry knowledge and skills expected by employers, with 

delivery expected to contain practice learning including training courses in schools 

and workplace learning in the ‘real world’ of work (Bailey, 2010; Wheelahan, 2005).  

Vocational curriculum that is responsive to industry needs is assumed to foster 

relevant, up-to-date skills development by students. By taking such a curriculum, 

students are regarded as having opportunities to learn and acquire work-related 

knowledge, practical skills and attitudes which are required by relevant occupations 

(Boreham, 2004). This kind of curriculum is supposed to provide practical knowledge 

and skill preparation for the occupational roles and career success of vocational 

education graduates in a rapidly changing economic landscape (Kuchinke, 2013), and 

such graduates are viewed as being better equipped to contribute to local economic 

development (Guo & Lamb, 2010). Correspondingly, there is evidence of a 

proliferation of vocational education curriculum reform across many countries (Stolz 

& Gonon, 2012).  

China has also initiated a series of vocational education reforms similar to those 

experienced by other countries. A new labour market has emerged, through the local 

economic structure being altered from a mandatory planned economy to a market-

oriented economy (F. Wang, 1998). To address skilled labour shortages, upper-

secondary and higher vocational education sectors have experienced rapid expansion 

(Bao, 2012). Following educational decentralisation, vocational education schools and 

colleges have gained more autonomy to develop educational provision (Hawkins, 

2000). The Ministry of Education (MOE) in China has also initiated policies of 

vocational education quality assurance, the establishment of vocational education 

qualifications, and curriculum reform (Ma & Tang, 2008).  
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The MOE advocated curriculum reform in response to industry needs in 2006 

(Bao, 2012). In China, curriculum reform is seen by the government as key to 

enhancing the capability of HVE to meet the needs of industry for labour (Mi & Wu, 

2009). The traditional discipline-based approach to vocational education has long 

been predominant in China and elsewhere, with the corollary that many teachers have  

limited industry experience (Bao, 2012). Students were thus equipped with theoretical 

knowledge but did not know how to apply it in practice. These graduates’ knowledge 

and skills did not meet the requirements of booming enterprises in expanding 

economies like China’s. 

HVE reform in China aims to foster highly skilled labour through re-developing 

HVE provider curriculum. The reform also suggested that cooperation with industry 

and colleges could help with the implementation of the reform. The thrust of the 

curriculum policy reform was clearly defined: 

One important feature of HVE is adjusting and setting disciplines based on the needs of 

local economic development. … Curriculum development and reform is the core of 

improving HVE education quality, and it is also the key challenge. HVE colleges should 

actively cooperate with sectors and enterprises to develop curriculum. Curriculum 

development should be based on job requirements for expertise in fields and 

occupational positions. … Another key point in curriculum reform is to make 

curriculum more practical, open, and vocational. Thus, curriculum should contain 

experiments and training courses in colleges, and internships. (MOE, 2006b) 

As the policy emphasised, curriculum should meet industry needs in order to 

better cultivate students’ knowledge and skills for labour markets. For this purpose, 

curriculum design should be based on the job requirements of occupational positions; 

curriculum implementation should also increase students’ practice including training 

in colleges and in workplaces (MOE, 2006b). Thus, through the reform, industry 

knowledge and skills is introduced into curriculum thus equipping HVE graduates 

with these knowledge and skills (Bao, 2012). Considering the importance of 

vocational education curriculum reform, research into this reform has unsurprisingly 

received considerable attention. 
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1.2 Rationale 

Vocational education curriculum reform has been initiated by many countries to foster 

students’ skills and improve vocational education in response to perceived economic 

needs, so research into vocational education curriculum reform has become an 

emerging area of research. Education reform implies the implementation of policy 

intentions to change education systems and educational practice (Viennet & Pont, 

2017). Implementation is an important determinant of reform outcomes (Tymko, 

1980), and effective implementation of reform usually precedes any positive effects of 

the reform. However, implementation of education reform policy is a challenging and 

complex process, because once a policy of education reform has been formulated, 

implementation is usually influenced and even shaped by local contexts, rather than 

simply happening as intended (Fullan, 2007; Fullan & Pomfret, 1977; Honig, 2006). 

Thus, many studies have been conducted to investigate the effectiveness of the 

implementation of education reform in practice, including curriculum reform. 

Many educational reforms, such as new teaching methods and curriculum reform, 

aim to change educational practice at the provider level (Hall, 1992). Thus, some 

studies on curriculum reform focus on exploring reform implementation within 

education providers. In colleges and schools, principals and teaching staff are reform 

implementation agents who enact reforms into practice at the provider level. They are 

often aware of the process of reform implementation and the factors that can influence 

and shape the implementation in practice, so they are usually the subjects of reform 

implementation research (Fullan, 2007). Teaching staff in vocational education, 

including discipline heads and teachers, are seen as key reform agents of curriculum 

reform in China, because they are the people who actually take actions to change the 

curriculum in practice (Bao, 2012). 

Discipline heads take charge of curriculum reform at a discipline level in higher 

vocational education (HVE) colleges in China, and are regarded as the people who 

experience and perceive curriculum changes in a discipline (Bao, 2012). Post-

secondary vocational education is known as higher vocational education in China, 

similarly to in the Netherlands and Sweden (Bathmaker, 2017; Littke & Thång, 2015). 

HVE colleges are the main HVE providers in China, offering diploma-level 

programmes.  
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Research has shown a lack of knowledge about teaching staff’s experience of 

vocational education curriculum reform, especially among discipline heads, who take 

charge of curriculum reform within a discipline in China (Bao, 2012; Hua & Gao, 

2014; Pinar, 2005). Previous research has focused on the status of the implementation 

and how to narrow the gap between the intended educational practice and actual 

practice in schools, but more studies are needed, from an experiential perspective, to 

explore the daily subjective reality of reform implementers and how to help them 

complete the changes (Fullan, 2007). Curriculum reform is not an objective process, 

and its implementation can be viewed as educational experiences that are created by 

implementers within a context (Snyder, Bolin, & Zumwalt, 1992), but there is a lack 

of research into their reform experiences (Aoki, 2005). A search of the English and 

Chinese literature has also revealed that few studies have been conducted to 

investigate higher vocational education curriculum reform in the context of China. 

More research is needed to explore first-hand accounts and impressions of educators’ 

contextualised experiences of implementing curriculum reform in China (Hua & Gao, 

2014). 

In relation to existing research into education reform implementation, the extent 

to which the research findings from one country can be applied to contexts of other 

countries is questionable, because of political, economic and cultural differences 

(Krefting, 1991). Thus, research is required to specifically investigate curriculum 

reform in the Chinese context. While vocational education reform policy in a country 

is designed and implemented based on its political, social and cultural contexts 

(McGrath & Lugg, 2012), similar economic contexts under globalisation mean that 

the content of vocational education reform policy may be similar, and some findings 

based on other countries may be applicable in China. 

However, there are still many aspects of the economy, politics and culture which 

are unique to China. Compared with other developing countries, China possesses an 

extensive manufacturing industry, and much of the industry is labour intensive in 

contrast to other industrial countries (Yueh, 2010). This indicates that China has a 

higher demand for skilled labour than other countries (Li & Sheldon, 2014). Unique 

political and cultural factors, such as Confucianism and Communism, also influence 

vocational education operation and educational reform implementation in China 

(Xiong, 2011a). With respect to Confucianism, Chinese people value theory-based 
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learning and higher education more than vocational education. In the centralised 

educational system of communist China, the Ministry of Education under the central 

government is the supreme authority to initiate higher vocational education reforms 

and compels local governments and colleges to implement them. In contrast with 

other developed countries, such as Germany and Australia, there is no official system 

to regulate and support the collaboration between HVE colleges and enterprises in 

China (Li & Sheldon, 2014). Given the political, economic, and cultural differences, 

as well as differences in vocational education systems between countries, research 

into curriculum reform is required to shed light on reform in the Chinese context. 

The literature has shown that it is challenging to implement vocational education 

curriculum reform, and local implementers such as teachers encounter many 

difficulties as they try to realise reform. Although vocational education curriculum 

reform has been implemented in many countries for many years, vocational education 

curricula are still criticised for having a theoretical and outdated curriculum content 

which also lacks practice; students’ skills do not meet the requirements of local labour 

markets (OECD, 2012a), so research is needed to explore curriculum reform 

implementation. Research conducted by Fischer and Bauer (2007) indicated that 

vocational education teaching staff in Germany needed to better understand how to 

implement vocational education curriculum reform in order to put reform into practice, 

and the curriculum development in many vocational education schools in Turkey was 

seen as failing to respond to industry needs (Yildirim & Simsek, 2001). Teachers in 

those schools were seen as lacking funds to develop curriculum and also lacking 

sufficient support from the industry to guide them in developing the curriculum in 

response to labour market needs. 

Similarly, literature shows that it is challenging for teaching staff in China to 

implement HVE curriculum reform. In 2006, the government in China initiated HVE 

curriculum reform, emphasising that curriculum development should meet industry 

needs, in order to better equip students for current labour market demands (MOE, 

2006b). Bao (2012), through investigating 100 Chinese HVE colleges, found that 

there is still a big gap between the intended curriculum and the enacted curriculum. 

Classroom learning in many colleges is still discipline-based rather than work-related, 

and practical learning needs further improvement, such as more opportunities for 

workplace learning for students. HVE teaching staff in China often become 
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scapegoats for the failure to complete curriculum reform, because it is seen as their 

duty to implement the reform effectively (Chen & Lu, 2012). However, discipline 

heads and teachers complain that they encounter obstacles to completing curriculum 

reform, such as a lack of funding, professional development, and involvement from 

enterprise (Barnaart, 2007; Kuczera & Field, 2010; Z. Zhao & Lu, 2009). Thus, it is 

imperative for discipline heads, who usually take charge of curriculum reform in a 

discipline, to give voice to their experience of curriculum reform in China and suggest 

strategies for effectively implementing the reform. 

In summary, the implementation of vocational education curriculum reform has 

become a research focus. The literature indicates that further research is needed to 

explore discipline heads’ experiences of curriculum reform in order to investigate and 

promote suggestions for improving the implementation of the reform. Considering the 

differences in culture, the economy and politics between China and other countries, a 

study contextualised in China is needed. Research into vocational education 

curriculum reform is also necessary because failure of implementation has occurred in 

China, and because discipline heads in China need to voice the challenges that they 

have experienced. The purpose of the research described here is, therefore, that of 

exploring discipline heads’ lived experiences of implementing higher vocational 

education curriculum reform in HVE Colleges in China. 

1.3 Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to investigate discipline heads’ lived experiences of 

implementing higher vocational education curriculum reform in China. Within this 

research purpose, four main research questions have been developed, based on the 

conceptual framework of this research. The conceptual framework is developed in the 

literature review. The four research questions are: 

1. How do discipline heads see themselves as developing their understandings of 

the HVE curriculum reform policy? 

2. What are the influencing factors experienced and perceived by participants, as 

either facilitating or hindering their attempts to actualise curriculum reform? 

3. What is the impact of curriculum reform as seen by discipline heads? 
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4. What do discipline heads think might best be done to enhance curriculum 

reform? 

This research project is phenomenological in nature (Van Manen, 2014). 

Phenomenology is a rigorous approach to exposing the essence of people’s lived 

experience (Husserl, 2012). Further, people’s narratives are seen as the best way to 

express their individual and social lived experience, and interviews are frequently 

used as the method to explore and gather narratives (Van Manen, 2014). The research 

reported here draws on semi-structured and in-depth interviews with 15 HVE 

discipline heads from two public HVE colleges in a city of the Yangtze River delta in 

China. 

Every interview was recorded and transcribed by the author as soon as the 

interviews were completed. Data analysis followed the procedures of 

phenomenological thematic analysis (Van Manen, 1984), through which themes were 

derived from discipline heads’ descriptions and reflections of their understanding and 

of their lived experience of implementing the curriculum reform. Through 

reconfiguring, relabelling, and grouping themes, the findings in response to the 

research questions were discerned. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

The findings of the study contribute to the literature by providing a better 

understanding of the lived experiences of discipline heads’ curriculum reform in 

China. Few studies have been identified in the literature that explores their experience. 

Based on the findings, conclusions are drawn, implications are discerned for the 

implementation of HVE curriculum reform, and recommendations are made for 

further research.  

This study draws three major conclusions regarding the essence of discipline 

heads’ lived experiences of curriculum reform. First, the general nature of the policy 

documents led to a diversity of policy interpretations. More specifically, the Chinese 

HVE curriculum reform policy was seen as being expressed in general terms, making 

the reforms difficult to implement at a discipline level. Diverse policy interpretations 

emerged, including the college managers’ policy interpretations, educational experts’ 

policy interpretations, policy interpretations in educational materials, and policy 

interpretations developed by participants as discipline heads. The second conclusion 
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of this study is that a lack of appropriate support for the policy implementation limited 

the extent of implementation. There were five aspects to this lack of appropriate 

support to facilitate curriculum reform: a lack of systemic response to industry 

involvement, inappropriate recruitment, insufficient funds and facilities, the flawed 

rewards and recognition scheme, and authoritarian leadership of college management. 

The third conclusion of this study is that challenges posed by the curriculum reform to 

the discipline heads’ professional identities and their vocational education practice 

also limited the extent to which they sought to implement the reforms. 

Four implications for the implementation of curriculum reform in HVE are 

identified. The first implication is that the government and colleges should work to 

provide effective policy interpretation to facilitate implementing discipline heads’ and 

teachers’ understanding of the policy. The second implication is that discipline heads 

and teachers should work to create a collaborative culture in support of policy 

implementation. The third implication is that the government and implementing 

colleges should ensure that key decisions in the implementation are grounded in the 

lived realities of those teachers and discipline heads who are responsible for the 

implementation. The fourth implication is that the government and implementing 

colleges should work to create sufficiently accessible opportunities for discipline 

heads and teachers to ensure that they have the strength and depth of industry 

experience appropriate to their teaching responsibilities. 

This study also makes four recommendations for further research. The first 

recommendation is for research into the factors contributing to the diversity of 

interpretations of higher vocational education reform policy and the impact of that 

diversity on policy implementation. The second is for further research into the 

effectiveness of different kinds of professional development in facilitating higher 

vocational teachers’ industry knowledge. The third is for further research into 

different kinds of rewards and recognition schemes and their impact on reform policy 

implementation in higher vocational education. The fourth is for comparative research 

into the implementation of higher vocational education reforms across different socio-

economic and cultural contexts. 



11 

 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is comprised of nine chapters including this chapter. The chapters are as 

follows: 

Chapter One (Introduction), introduces the background of the study, which is 

followed by an introduction to the research topic and its rationale. It then presents the 

research purpose, the significance of the study, and the structure of the thesis.  

Chapter Two (Literature Review), based on the research purpose, provides an 

introduction to vocational education in the education system, especially HVE in China. 

This is followed by a discussion of vocational education reforms across countries. The 

chapter then focuses on critically reviewing the literature relevant to the research 

purpose. From the examination of the literature review, the conceptual framework is 

developed, which further shapes the research questions. 

Chapter Three (Methodology) elaborates and justifies the methodology through 

which the investigation of discipline heads’ lived experiences was addressed. 

Phenomenology is identified as the appropriate research approach. The research 

method, sampling, procedures of data collection and analysis, and considerations of 

research integrity and ethics are explained. 

Chapter Four (Development of the Understanding of the Policy) documents 

discipline heads’ experiences of developing their understanding of the policy. It 

concentrates on discipline heads’ experiences of understanding the policy through 

policy interpretation. 

Chapter Five (Influencing Factors) presents the influencing factors experienced 

by discipline heads, which either facilitated or hindered their curriculum reform. A 

dozen influencing factors have been identified: commitment to curriculum reform, 

industry involvement in curriculum reform, building a relationship with industry, 

feedback from enterprise, industry experience and knowledge, professional 

development, recruitment, funding and facilities, the rewards and recognition scheme, 

collaboration with teachers, teachers’ responses to curriculum reform, and the 

learning attitudes of students. 
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Chapter Six (Effects of Curriculum Reform) describes discipline heads’ 

perceptions of the effects of curriculum reform. The perceived effects include effects 

on the discipline heads themselves and on the students.  

Chapter Seven (Enhancing Curriculum Reform) documents participants’ 

recommendations for professional development, greater industry involvement, 

increasing funding and facilities, establishing systemic incentives for industry 

involvement, changing the recruitment system, imbuing more authority where 

necessary, and building systemic collaboration with industry, in order to enhance 

curriculum reform. 

Chapter Eight (Discussion) discusses the findings in the four previous chapters, 

in relation to pertinent published studies. This is to identify the ways in which the 

findings here are supported by or differ from those of other studies, and more 

importantly to use the literature to explain the findings. 

Chapter Nine (Conclusion and Recommendations) presents the conclusions and 

recommendations of the study, and includes an overview of the study, conclusions, 

implications for the implementation of HVE curriculum reform, and 

recommendations for further research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews the literature regarding vocational education, vocational 

education reform, and research into the implementation of the reform. First, it 

elucidates the nature of vocational education and provides an introduction to 

vocational education in China. Then, it outlines contemporary patterns of vocational 

education reform, especially vocational education curriculum reform, as well as 

discussing an official incentive scheme in some countries to encourage the adoption 

of education reform. This is followed by the explanation of key terms concerning 

education reform, and of three research perspectives on education reform policy 

implementation. Subsequently, the literature concerning major research into the 

implementation of educational reform is reviewed. Finally, the implications of the 

literature review for this research and the conceptual framework of this research are 

presented. 

2.2 Vocational Education 

This section explains the nature of vocational education, including the introduction of 

its definition, and education provision. It then provides an introduction to vocational 

education in China. 

Vocational education is defined as providing “the skills needed to enter the 

workforce for the first time, to re-enter the workforce, to retrain for a new job, to 

upgrade skills for an existing job, and to learn throughout their lives” (DEEWR, 2008, 

p. 6). In the field of education, the distinctive purposes of vocational education can be 

described as: 

(i) the preparation for working life including informing individuals about their selection 

of an occupation; (ii) the initial preparation of individuals for working life, including 

developing the capacities to practise their selected occupations; (iii) the ongoing 

development of individuals throughout their working life, as the requirements of work 

transform over time; and (iv) provisions of educational experiences supporting 

transitions from one occupation to another, as individuals either elect or are forced to 

change occupations across their working lives. (Billett, 2011, pp. 4-5) 
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Billett further claimed that this definition is linked to both vocational and 

professional occupations. However, Karmel (2011) argued that the occupations to 

which vocational education refers are vocational rather than professional. Vocational 

occupations involve manual or practical activities such as electricians, rather than 

more professional and knowledge-based occupations such as lawyers and doctors, 

with a high degree of autonomy in work (CEDEFOP, 2011). Taking into account its 

definition in China (Guo & Lamb, 2010), as well as in many other countries, 

vocational education is seen, in this research, as an educational preparation for 

vocational occupations in the narrower sense. Accordingly, the predominant aims of 

vocational education can be regarded as those enhancing employability and economic 

development by fostering the development of people’s manual or practical skills 

(Anderson, 2009). 

Beyond the aims of enhancing employability and economic development, 

vocational education also focuses on human development. Following Dewey (2012), 

vocational education is not just an instrument of the existing industrial order of 

society, but should signify “a society in which every person shall be occupied in 

something which makes the lives of others better worth living” (Dewey, 2012, p. 213). 

Vocational education should help students develop a greater range of personal 

capacities (Hyslop-Margison, 2000), in order to facilitate the adaption to their future 

work and social lives. This human development and capability approach to vocational 

education has been particularly emphasised in developed countries (McGrath, 2012). 

Further elaborations on vocational education focus on explaining the diverse 

range of its provision (Billett, 2011). Vocational education can be delivered in two 

ways: classroom learning, and practice learning, including training in institutions and 

workplaces (Karmel, 2011). The two kinds of learning in a vocational education 

curriculum are “mainly designed to lead participants to acquire the practical skills, 

know-how, and understanding necessary for employment in a particular occupation or 

trade” (Moodie, 2002, p. 250). Because vocational education usually includes training, 

vocational education is also called vocational education and training (VET) (Karmel, 

2011; Wolf, 2011). 

Regardless of the types of vocational education provision in each of these 

systems, attainment is recognised by certain vocational qualifications (Karmel, 2011). 

According to the level of qualification, vocational education involves lower and upper 
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secondary, postsecondary and university education (OECD, 2009). Post-secondary 

vocational education, as well as university vocational education in some developed 

countries, has played an increasingly important role (OECD, 2014). This is because, 

in the era of the knowledge economy, labour market requirements have changed and 

jobs require highly skilled workers whose skills are usually fostered by post-

secondary vocational education (OECD, 2012a). 

Based on specific historical and cultural contexts across countries, there are 

different kinds of systems to organise vocational education and training (Deissinger, 

2008). Pilz (2016) suggested a new approach to comprehensively classify VET 

systems, using four perspectives, the skill formation, stratification, standardisation, 

and practice of learning. The skill formation perspective is used to review the macro-

level of a training system. This perspective  

“reveals the influence of the state on vocational education and training and the potential 

for activity by, and the influence of, companies. Where both influences are limited, 

individual influence may be prioritised as the third value (for example, participation in 

individually funded training provision organised by the private sector). Where, however, 

state and companies have a high level of influence, this may be characterised as a mixed 

system.” (Pilz, 2016, pp. 302-303) 

For example, France is regarded as primarily state-oriented, because both vocational 

education and training are delivered in schools or colleges, which are funded and 

regulated by the government (Greinert, 2004). Dual systems in Germany aim to 

combine knowledge and skills acquired during class-based learning with structured 

learning through actual work experience within enterprises (Eichhorst, Rodríguez-

Planas, Schmidl, & Zimmermann, 2012). Both states and enterprises take 

responsibility for training, which indicates that the skill formation is mixed, with state 

and company dominance.  

The stratification perspective is used to foreground to what extent vocational 

education is separate from general education (Pilz, 2016). The stratification in 

German vocational education is high, because its vocational education is entirely 

independent from general education with independent regulations, stakeholders, and 

funding. The standardisation is the third perspective that indicates the extent to which 

the structures and operation of any vocational education and training system are 

officially standardised (Pilz, 2016). For example, standardisation in German 
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vocational education is seen as high because curriculum and training procedures are 

officially standardised in dual systems. On the other hand, standardisation in the USA 

is low because of the low influence of state on vocational education and training. 

Lastly, practice of learning refers to a vocational-pedagogical perspective to analyse 

whether a VET system contains practical learning and integration of classroom 

teaching with acquisition of practical skills (Pilz, 2016). Practice of learning in 

German dual system is high, and curriculum development and teaching in VET 

schools align with the requirements of apprenticeships (Deissinger, 2004). The 

following part will introduce Chinese vocational education and training through Pilz’s 

four perspectives. The introduction will also include more detailed descriptions.  

Skill formation in Chinese vocational education is state-dominated. China has 

opened up its economy to the world and developed its education since the early 1980s. 

A major labour market has emerged within the country, which has resulted in the 

development of vocational education. In the highly centralised vocational education 

system in China, the central government possesses supreme power (Hawkins, 2000). 

The Politburo Standing Committee (2010), the top governance body in China, has 

stated that vocational education is a very important education sector. It fosters the 

practical knowledge and skills of the young and others who pursue upgrading their 

skills, in order to serve economic development and foster individual employability. 

The Ministry of Education (MOE) enacts education laws, regulations and policies, 

while a provincial education department (PED) takes charge of managing and 

financially supporting vocational education according to those rules from the MOE 

(Sun, Lu, & Li, 2009). 

The extent of stratification in China is high since Chinese vocational education 

and training is distinct from general education. Vocational education is provided by 

vocational colleges and schools that are entirely independent from general secondary 

schools and universities. Two levels of vocational education are recognised: 

secondary (lower and upper) vocational education, and higher vocational education 

(MOE, 1996). Lower secondary vocational education is a very small part of 

vocational education in China, and is only provided in remote and undeveloped areas 

(MOE, 2006a). Vocational high schools deliver upper secondary vocational education. 

Higher vocational and technical colleges are the main providers of HVE, and they 

offer diploma-based programs (Guo & Lamb, 2010). These colleges enrol high school 
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graduates and vocational high school graduates. The Chinese MOE (2016) has stated 

that HVE in China focuses on fostering highly skilled labour and is an important part 

of higher education provision, its enrolment accounting for nearly half the total 

enrolment in higher education. HVE is mainly provided by public and private HVE 

colleges which offer diploma-based programs (Guo & Lamb, 2010). Public colleges 

are in the majority and account for about 80% of the total HVE colleges (MOE, 2017).  

Standardisation in Chinese vocational education is high as the Chinese 

government has a dominant influence on the operation of vocational education and 

training. Both public and private colleges and schools are regulated by central and 

local governments (MOE, 1996). The curriculum structure, qualifications, assessment, 

and funding are all centralised. For example, the duration of a HVE programme is 

usually three years, including theoretical courses and training courses, and this 

duration is common across China.  

The practice of learning can be considered low in Chinese vocational education 

and training. Vocational education in China is school-based, which means it provides 

classroom learning and training courses in schools and colleges (L. Wang & Jiang, 

2013). However, in the wake of reform, vocational education providers have been 

encouraged to cooperate with enterprises to arrange training in the real world of work 

for students. 

The organisational structure in HVE colleges uniform, because it is regulated by 

the Chinese MOE (2000). The top management in a college comprises the chairman 

and principal and a few vice-principals. A college includes several departments 

responding to different industry sectors. Each department contains several disciplines, 

each of which is a particular area of study preparing students for a particular work 

field or occupation. For example, electronics is a discipline that aims at fostering 

future electronics technicians. The heads of the departments are deans — middle 

management — and there is an academic dean who takes charge of matters of 

teaching. Under the deans are discipline heads who take charge of curriculum 

development and who work with a number of teachers in their discipline. Discipline 

heads are responsible for conducting curriculum plans, which contain specified 

objectives, duration, and a set of courses to be offered in the discipline, each of which 

contains the delivery of a portion of the knowledge and skills in the curriculum. 

Teachers are the teaching staffs who assist the head to develop curriculum plans, and 
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take charge of developing the courses that they need to deliver and teach. Discipline 

heads and teachers are all seen as teaching staff, because their responsibility is to 

develop and teach curriculum in a discipline.  

2.3 Contemporary Patterns of Reforms in Vocational 

Education 

In many countries, a number of common vocational education reform initiatives have 

been introduced to change the way educational systems and educational institutions 

function, and to introduce new ideas, approaches, and programs. The rationales for 

undertaking different reforms may vary, based on economic, political and social 

considerations across countries (Tiongson, 2005). However, similar impetuses for 

vocational education reforms, which have contributed to the convergence of 

vocational education reform initiatives and provisions, can be seen across many 

countries. The impetuses are seen as mainly based on the considerations for economic 

development, regional collaboration, and employment. 

Concerning economic considerations, there is impetus for change to improve 

vocational education in response to local economies and skill development, and to 

enhance national competitiveness (Billett, 1997). Economic globalisation has 

integrated the global economy through increasing global finance and trade, 

technological mobility and movements of people (Mussa, 2000; Wu, 2004). Due to 

these economic considerations, vocational education in many countries has been 

reformed to better serve local economies, in particular improving employability and 

productivity. More specifically, vocational education has been expanded in order to 

foster more people for local enterprises. In addition, much of the power in vocational 

education has been decentralised to local education agents in order to develop 

vocational education in response to local economies, and quality assurance systems 

have been established to assess vocational education quality. National vocational 

qualification frameworks have been developed to regulate the development of VET 

programmes, in order to better meet industry needs. Beyond those changes to the 

governance and finance of vocational education, there are also reforms that affect how 

local vocational education providers operate in response to the needs of economic 

development (Holmes, 2009). The changes to vocational education curriculum and 
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training programs are seen as improving vocational education provision to better 

enhance employability and productivity (Rauner & Maclean, 2008). 

In order to be competitive on the world stage, some countries in the same region 

cooperate to establish regional organisations. In education sectors, such organisations 

have developed common education goals and tools in order to improve regional 

education and training quality, as well as to enhance people’s mobility. This kind of 

regional cooperation also contributes to the convergence of vocational education 

reforms and provision. For example, the establishment of European Qualification 

Frameworks (EQF) is regarded as making national qualifications levels transparent 

and comparable, and EQF is used to measure and improve European education and 

training quality (CEDEFOP, 2010).  

Unemployment is a social issue worldwide. To address the issue, many countries 

have expanded vocational education and improved its quality in response to the needs 

of labour markets. In addition, some countries have borrowed from vocational 

education reforms and experiences from abroad, rather than developing their own 

(Green, 1999). In particular, many countries, such as Spain and Portugal, have 

borrowed the well-known German dual training system, which has succeeded in 

combining theoretical learning and workplace learning (Eichhorst et al., 2012; Euler, 

2013). 

Regarding the shared reform drivers of enhancing economic competitiveness and 

addressing common social issues, five similar vocational education reforms have been 

initiated in many countries. The trajectories of the five reforms reviewed are: 

expanding vocational education, decentralising vocational education, developing 

quality assurance mechanisms in vocational education, introducing national 

vocational qualification frameworks, and vocational education curriculum reform. 

Each education reform will be explained after its impetus is introduced. After the 

discussion of each reform in other countries, the relevant reform in China is explained 

and compared with situations in other countries. Generally, the actual reforms in other 

western countries and China are similar, but in China all the reforms are implemented 

under the governance of the government without involving other social partners in 

decision making, such as enterprise associations and trade unions (Bao, 2012). 
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In addition, curriculum reform is seen as key to improving Chinese HVE. A 

significant approach in China to encouraging its adoption has been to develop a 

rewards and recognition scheme in which the state recognises and rewards selected 

curricula as examples of ‘excellent’ implementation of the reform (Bao, 2012). The 

scheme is based on the idea that offering rewards and recognition will encourage 

colleges and teachers to better implement curriculum reform. Similar schemes can be 

also found in education systems of other countries. 

2.3.1 Expanding Vocational Education 

One aim of expanding vocational education is to foster more people with skills for 

local labour markets, in order to enhance economic development. With technology 

changing in response to international competition, workers in many occupations are 

required to have higher levels of qualifications. Because the educational aim of HVE 

sectors is to cultivate the highly skilled workers needed in high-tech industry, the 

sectors have been expanded (CEDEFOP, 2011). In addition, considering vocational 

education’s role in preparing young people for work, expanding vocational education 

is seen as a way to address unemployment problems (Gill et al., 2000) — although 

this method of addressing unemployment has been debated by many recent studies, 

since vocational education cannot create jobs for vocational education graduates 

(Campbell, 1997). 

Many countries have sought to expand their vocational education sectors by 

expanding existing public institutions and establishing new ones, as well as 

supporting private vocational education providers (OECD, 2012a). In Denmark and 

Germany, governments have encouraged more young people to enrol in 

postsecondary and university level vocational education (Field et al., 2011; Hoeckel & 

Schwartz, 2010). In England, an increasing number of apprenticeship training 

programs conducted by enterprises have accommodated more young people (Hoeckel, 

Cully, Field, Halász, & Ki, 2009). 

The vocational education sector in China has experienced tremendous growth in 

recent decades in order to address labour shortages in the rapidly developing economy 

(Sun et al., 2009). Following the directives of the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party of China and State Council (1999), China began to promote HVE. 

A new labour market had emerged, with the alteration of the local economic structure 
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from a mandatory planned economy to a market-oriented economy (F. Wang, 1998). 

In 1980, the government proposed changing upper secondary education systems and 

developing upper secondary vocational education (Ma & Tang, 2008). From 1978 to 

2007, the number of vocational schools increased from fewer than 4,800 to more than 

14,800 (Ma & Tang, 2008). The number of higher vocational education colleges 

dramatically increased from 386 in 2001 (MOE, 2005a) to 1147 in 2006 (MOE, 2017). 

The number of higher vocational graduates rose sharply from fewer than 0.71 million 

in 2001 (MOE, 2005b) to more than 9.7 million in 2006 (MOE, 2014). After this time, 

the expansion of HVE gradually slowed down (Bao, 2012). 

HVE in China is college-based, which means that only HVE colleges deliver 

HVE programmes (Guo & Lamb, 2010). In contrast to other countries, such as 

England, which has been expanding vocational education through introducing 

enterprise-initiated apprenticeships, China instead established more HVE colleges and 

expanded existing colleges; the majority of these colleges are public. 

2.3.2 Decentralising Vocational Education 

Decentralisation of vocational education is a means of enhancing competition and 

delivering more responsibility to local education agents. With decentralisation, local 

vocational education providers are granted more power to develop provision to meet 

the needs of local enterprises (Tiongson, 2005). Those providers become more 

responsible for the quality of their provision. Central governments may also wish to 

transfer responsibilities for education finance to local governments and communities 

(E. M. Hanson, 1997), which is considered a means of promoting the effectiveness of 

central governments. 

There are several different types of decentralisation, including de-concentration, 

devolution, and delegation (E. M. Hanson, 1997). In relation to de-concentration, 

governments may de-concentrate tasks and work, but not authority, to other units 

within an organisation. In terms of devolution, central governments may devolve 

authority to local governments, and privatisation of education can be part of 

devolution. For example, in the 1990s, France redistributed power from the state to 

regions, so regions could innovate and adjust vocational training (Richard, 1995). 

Delegation refers to the transfer of decision-making authority from higher to lower 

hierarchical units. During political and economic transitions in Hungary in the 1980s, 
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decentralisation reforms resulted in increasing community and teacher participation in 

educational decision-making in practice (Kaufman, 1997). Decentralisation in some 

western countries also means greater stakeholder involvement in decision-making in 

vocational education (Billett & Seddon, 2004). 

Since 1985, the central Chinese government has afforded more power and 

financial responsibility to local governments and schools to operationalise vocational 

education. In 1985, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (1985) 

proposed to decentralise the finances and management of vocational education, in 

order to increase the autonomy of local governments and schools to develop 

vocational education. Local governments have become fully responsible for 

vocational education expenditure, and supervising the operation of vocational 

education schools, with more autonomy to develop vocational education provision 

also being given to education providers (Lai & Lo, 2006). The government has 

promoted private investment in establishing vocational education schools and colleges 

since 1999 (Y. W. Wang & Chan, 2009). HVE colleges can develop their own 

curriculum based on their conditions and local industry needs (Lai & Lo, 2006). 

However, the central government still keeps a close watch on local vocational 

education, and both local governments and colleges are still required to implement 

directives from the centre (Hawkins, 2000).  

Similarly to other countries, in China, HVE colleges are considered able to 

develop their programmes based on local labour market needs. However, the 

government still has ultimate power over HVE development, and local stakeholders 

such as teachers and enterprises are not involved in decision-making in local HVE 

development.  

2.3.3 Developing Quality Assurance Mechanisms in Vocational 

Education 

With decentralised governance in many countries, a new management strategy has 

been adopted, namely quality assurance, to assess and monitor the quality of 

education (Mok, 2005). With the decentralisation of vocational education, local 

vocational education providers have more power to develop education provision in 

response to local economies but at the same time, there is concern about the quality of 

vocational education, which implies the need for establishing and implementing 
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quality assurance (QA) systems (OECD, 1994). A major impetus in the adoption of 

QA systems in vocational education “has been the rise in the need for accountability, 

especially with regard to publicly funded operations” (Gasskov, 2006, p. 281). In 

Europe, “Quality assurance plays a decisive role with regard to the objective of 

modernising European vocational education systems and improving their performance 

and attractiveness” (Seyfried, 2008, p. 7). Europe establishes a common European QA 

framework (CEDEFOP, 2009). It was argued that a common framework should not 

only enhance the effectiveness of vocational education provision, but also contribute 

to increasing transparency and consistency between members (Seyfried, 2008). 

QA in vocational education refers to the evaluation of “health and duty of care, 

user protection, quality improvement and system effectiveness, and the quality status 

of vocational education products, providers and systems” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 5). 

Besides these evaluation objectives, there are also internal and external QA 

approaches based on the types of QA implementers. Vocational education providers 

may adopt QA as a management strategy to self-evaluate their own education quality, 

while external quality evaluation of those institutions is carried out by QA authorities 

(Law, 2010). In spite of these common evaluation objectives and approaches, there is 

still a degree of variability in QA systems across different countries, especially 

concerning who sets the standards of quality assurance and conducts the assessment. 

In Australia, there are national standards and official registering bodies to quality 

assure VET provisions (DEEWR, 2009). DEEWR (2009) point out that in Germany:  

[T]here is not one single overall quality approach enacted by a central accrediting or 

testing agency … The three equal partners of the education system are the federation, 

the states and boards of the social partners. (p. 84) 

In 2004, the MOE (2004b) instituted an evaluation policy for HVE in China. The 

MOE developed evaluation guidelines, handbooks and indicator frameworks for 

provincial education departments, official evaluators and colleges. Under this policy, 

provincial education departments take charge of carrying out evaluation of their local 

HVE colleges, while the responsibility of the MOE is to supervise each department’s 

work on evaluation. Currently, a new version of the evaluation framework consists of 

evaluation indicators regarding educational ideas, teacher resources, finance and 

facilities, curriculum development and reform, educational administration and 

learning outcomes (MOE, 2008a). One hundred HVE colleges have been evaluated as 
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‘Excellent’, due to their high quality of education and especially successful 

curriculum reform implementation (MOE, 2010). 

In contrast to many other countries’ quality assurance in VET, there are national 

standards in the HVE of China. The quality assurance system is centralised in China, 

and no other bodies or social partners take charge of it (Bao, 2012). The government 

uses external evaluation to monitor the quality of HVE colleges. 

2.3.4 Introducing National Vocational Qualification Frameworks 

Across many countries, a major impetus for introducing national vocational 

qualifications was to change vocational education systems (Allais, 2014). Reformers 

wanted to build new standards of knowledge and skills in response to industry needs 

— standards which could be used to assess vocational learning and training outcomes. 

The establishment of national vocational qualifications (NVQs) could be used to 

complement official quality assurance because they could be used to assess learning 

outcomes, and enhance mobility from vocational education and training to higher 

education (Harris et al., 2009). 

Most countries have established NVQs to certify and accredit the levels of 

vocational knowledge and skills that people acquire in a diversity of training systems 

(OECD, 1994; Young, 2003). The UK established national vocational qualifications 

(NVQs) based on defined training outcomes in 1987 (Young, 2010). NVQs in 

England and Wales are based on outcomes that are defined independently of any 

specific vocational education program. In Australia, national vocational education 

qualifications, established with the help of business and unions, are competency-based, 

with specifications for required competences found in training packages (Allais, 2010). 

In some Germanic and Nordic countries, a vocational qualification contains a quite 

wide-ranging regulatory mandate (Helms Jørgensen, 2013), which “includes the 

specification of the curriculum of the individual programs, the continuous upgrading 

of the qualification profiles, the approval of training companies, and the supervision 

of the quality of training placements, conflict resolution, etc.” (Helms Jørgensen, 2013, 

pp. 59-60). Vocational qualifications in many countries are part of a national 

qualification framework, which is “an instrument for the development and 

classification of qualifications according to a set of criteria for levels of learning 

achieved” (Tuck, 2007, p. 2) in compulsory education, vocational education and 
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higher education. The establishment of European Qualification Frameworks (EQF) is 

regarded as making national qualifications levels transparent and comparable, and 

EQF is used to measure and improve European education and training quality 

(CEDEFOP, 2010). 

In China, the Occupational Skill Testing Authority (OSTA) (2015), as a 

department of the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, takes charge of 

the development and assessment of vocational qualifications, named ‘occupational 

qualifications’, and it has branches in every province. A qualification contains the 

knowledge, skills and tasks necessary for an occupation.  

As stipulated by the MOE, when developing a HVE program, HVE colleges are 

encouraged to introduce an occupational qualification (MOE, 2008a). This means the 

objectives of an HVE program match the knowledge and skills required in a relevant 

occupational qualification. The students in the program are encouraged to obtain 

relevant vocational qualifications before they obtain graduation certificates. 

In contrast to western countries, occupational qualifications in China have not 

been widely used to assess training outcomes of vocational programs (OECD, 2010b), 

since they are not well recognised by enterprises and not compulsory in a vocational 

education programme. Such qualifications do not correspond with, and are not equal 

to academic qualifications, so the occupational qualifications cannot facilitate the 

mobility of people between workplace training, HVE, and university education (Bao, 

2012). 

2.3.5 Vocational Education Curriculum Reform 

Economic and employment considerations drive vocational education to develop 

curriculum and programmes in response to economic and employment needs (Gill et 

al., 1999; OECD, 2012a). Governments seek to make vocational education curricula 

more consistent with industry needs and to contain more practice learning, in order to 

better equip vocational learners with knowledge and skills required by local 

occupations. Compared with other reforms, the reform is seen as fostering students 

and improving vocational education in response to the economy through directly 

changing educational practice (OECD, 2010a). The current research aims to 

investigate HVE curriculum reform in China from the perspectives of discipline heads. 



26 

 

The details of curriculum reform in response to industry needs across countries are 

discussed below. 

Bailey (2010) explained according to the rhetoric of vocational education 

curriculum reform, curriculum content should have direct relevance to the 

occupational requirements for knowledge and skills, and the process of leaning should 

contain practice including simulations of work setting in schools and workplace 

learning. There is evidence of a proliferation of such vocational education curriculum 

reform across many countries (Stolz & Gonon, 2012). 

Curriculum design is often based on competencies needed by occupations; this is 

known as the ‘vocationalisation’ of the curriculum (Wheelahan, 2005). Curriculum 

and program establishment are determined by labour market needs, which means they 

must be ‘employment-responsive’ (Wheelahan, 2005). In Australia, vocational 

curriculum development is based on national training packages (Wheelahan & Carter, 

2001) developed by service skills organisations to meet industry needs. In the German 

dual system, the institution-based curriculum is drawn up in line with training 

directives of apprenticeship training in the workplace (Hippach-Schneider, Krause, & 

Woll, 2007). Apprenticeship training program development is based on particular 

qualification profiles, which are modernised, amended and reworded by the Federal 

Institute for Vocational Education and Training (BIBB) based on requests from 

enterprises (Hippach-Schneider et al., 2007). Similarly, in the USA, according to the 

Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Act, “states expand, improve, modernise, and 

develop quality vocational education programs in order to meet the needs of the 

nation’s existing and future workforce for marketable skills and to improve 

productivity and promote economic growth” (Hayward & Benson, 1993, p. 14).  

With more work-related knowledge being introduced into the curriculum, the 

proportion of practice has increased, because students often need to participate in 

practice to learn — for example, completing small industry projects to learn relevant 

industry knowledge. In Germany, for example, work-process related curriculum 

reform, namely designing curriculum content based on industry projects and tasks, 

means that the curriculum now contains much more practical learning (Fischer & 

Bauer, 2007). In Australia, curriculum designers have increased the amount of 

training in the curriculum in technical and further education colleges (Bowers, 2006). 

Through the implementation of a competency-based curriculum, the curriculum in 



27 

 

Australia now contains more practice to allow students to complete tasks with teacher 

supervision, rather than simply learning knowledge. Training within institutions and 

in workplaces is seen as an effective way to encourage students to acquire the 

knowledge and skills required by local labour markets (Tynjälä, 2008).  

Within vocational education, workplace training that effectively fosters the 

skilled labour required by business is popular worldwide. This training can provide 

better preparation for occupational roles, as well as improved career success for 

vocational graduates, in a rapidly changing economic landscape (Heikkinen & 

Woodin, 2013). In addition, it can facilitate the transition from school to the 

workplace. Rather than initiating new training systems, many countries have 

borrowed the well-known German dual training system, which has succeeded in 

combining theoretical learning and workplace learning (Eichhorst et al., 2012). Many 

countries, such as Spain, are considering adding apprenticeship training into their 

vocational education curriculum (Euler, 2013). 

Curriculum reform in response to industry needs in China has been introduced 

and specified in the section, 1.1 Background of the Study. The reform is briefly 

reviewed here and compared with those in other countries. The reform initiated by the 

MOE aimed to improve the performance of HVE colleges in developing a highly 

skilled labour force through re-developing curriculum to make it more responsive to 

the needs of industry. Specifically, curricula should be established based on 

occupational requirements and contain more practice including practical learning in 

colleges and in workplaces. Thus, students are expected to acquire the knowledge and 

skills needed by industry.  

Similar to many countries, Chinese HVE emphasises that the reform should 

make curriculum more responsive to industry needs (Bao, 2012). Curriculum should 

be designed based on occupational needs and provide practical experience for students 

in order to match their skills with labour make needs (Rauner & Maclean, 2008). L. 

Wang and Jiang (2013) argued that Chinese HVE curriculum reform draws on the 

VET of other countries. Drawing on VET curriculum development in other countries, 

such as curriculum in Germany and the competency-based curriculum of North 

America, the Chinese MOE required that curriculum development should meet 

occupational needs (Bao, 2012). Learning from German apprenticeship training, the 
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MOE encouraged HVE colleges to introduce workplace learning into curriculum (L. 

Wang & Jiang, 2013). 

2.3.6 Establishing Rewards and Recognition Scheme 

Rewards and recognition schemes have been used to encourage compulsory education 

schools, colleges, universities and teachers to improve their practice and performance 

through offering rewards to those education providers and educators who demonstrate 

good performance and practice (Harris‐Huemmert, 2008; Huggett et al., 2012). Such 

schemes are promulgated as incentive systems that shape education providers’ and 

teachers’ behaviour in ways that will lead to better educational outcomes (Gretton & 

Raine, 2015; Ladd, 2011). They have been used particularly to encourage education 

providers and teachers to adopt educational reforms advocated by governments (J. 

Hanson, 2003).  

Reward and recognition schemes in education involve incentives, evaluation 

criteria to assess the performance of schools and teachers, procedures for evaluating 

performance, and competitions through which high-performing participants are 

selected and rewarded (Harris‐Huemmert, 2008; Huggett et al., 2012). Motivating 

incentives are commonly funds for schools and disciplines, merit pay and career 

promotion for teachers, accreditation of good practice and performance, and public 

recognition (Gayles, 2007; King & Mathers, 1997; K. M. Smith, Else, & Crookes, 

2013). The threat of sanctions or punishments may also be used, with schools and 

teachers being encouraged to implement educational reforms to avoid unwanted 

punishment for poor performance (King & Mathers, 1997). Criteria on which the 

success of educational reforms is measured have been developed by governments in 

many countries, such as China, the UK and the USA (Harvey-Beavis, 2003; Huggett 

et al., 2012; McLean, 2009). They have included criteria for assessing the quality of 

course plans, teacher practice, and student achievement. The procedures for selecting 

high-performance schools have usually focused on indicators of performance, 

rewarding those found to be excellent (King & Mathers, 1997). Procedures for 

officially rewarding and recognising teachers have commonly involved teachers’ 

courses being initially evaluated by their leaders and peers, with those courses 

recognised as excellent being nominated to participate in official course competitions 

for further evaluation and reward (Huggett et al., 2012). Competitions for evaluating 
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and recognising student achievements in vocational education have commonly 

involved students competing in national skills competitions, with the education 

providers of successful students being rewarded in many countries, such as the UK 

and Australia (Hillier, 2009). 

The curriculum reform policy enacted by the MOE in 2006 has been introduced 

into HVE in China over the last ten years. A significant approach to encouraging its 

adoption has been to develop a rewards and recognition scheme in which the state 

recognises and rewards selected curricula as examples of ‘excellent’ implementation 

of the reform. The scheme is based on the idea that offering rewards and recognition 

will encourage colleges and teachers to better implement curriculum reform. 

Exemplifying and showcasing such successful adoption of the reform in HVE college 

curricula will then encourage other providers to follow those examples (MOE, 2006b). 

Official student skill competitions have also been held to assess and recognise 

students’ practical skills. These competitions have been aimed at encouraging colleges 

and teachers to improve the cultivation of student skills highlighted in the curriculum 

reform. Together, the curriculum recognition scheme and the skill competitions 

amount to an official rewards and recognition scheme where teachers can win 

financial support for their further curriculum development and official recognition of 

the quality of their curriculum reform. The following paragraphs outline the 

development of this scheme. 

Curriculum competitions were initiated by the central government in 2003, 

before the curriculum reform was enacted in 2006, and developed to recognise and 

reward selected curricula of good quality. At the beginning, the curriculum 

competition held by the MOE was named ‘Excellent Course’. In the competition, 

some courses in a college were first selected by the management, and then compared 

with the selected courses from other colleges in terms of quality at the national level 

(MOE, 2003). The criteria of quality were general, and included teachers’ experience, 

up-to-date knowledge, appropriate teaching methods, and emphasis on practical 

teaching. The courses rated by the national evaluation as excellent were further 

financially supported. The competition aimed at encouraging educators to improve 

course quality and to share their excellent courses (MOE, 2004a). 

The curriculum competitions have emphasised the evaluation of curriculum 

reform since the reform was enacted in 2006. The MOF (2006) saw the competitions 
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as providing an incentive for local governments and colleges to implement curriculum 

reform, and as encouraging others through showcasing ‘excellent’ curricula online for 

them to draw upon. In 2007, the MOE (2007) launched the ‘Excellent Course’ 

competition using evaluation criteria based on the curriculum reform policy. At the 

same time, the course competitions began to be broadened to encompass competitions 

for the whole curriculum within a discipline. The government also decided to select 

and financially support 500 curricula that were fully reformed and well developed to 

service local industry (MOF, 2006). The government nominated and advocated some 

emerging industries, with curriculum relevant to those industries being more likely to 

be recognised in official curriculum competitions (MOE, 2007). In recent years, 

curriculum competitions have been held by the MOE every year to promote the 

implementation of curriculum reform (Bao, 2012).  

The first national session of student skill competitions (mainly involving some of 

the engineering disciplines) was held by the MOE in 2008. In those competitions, 

students were chosen and recommended by their colleges on the basis of their 

performance of practical skills emphasised in the curriculum reform (MOE, 2008b). 

Participating students were assessed on their performance of the skills through 

evaluating their completion of projects designed by the MOE (2008b). The winning 

students and their colleges were rewarded in order to motivate more colleges to focus 

on fostering students’ learning of the skills highlighted in the curriculum reform. In 

the following years, the competitions were extended to include more HVE 

disciplinary fields, such as business and administration (Lu & Zhang, 2011).  

In response to these curriculum and skill competitions developed by the central 

government, local governments also launched curriculum and skill competitions to 

promote curriculum reform (Lu & Zhang, 2011; Y. Wang, 2010). For example, the 

Education Department in Jiangsu held ‘Excellent Course’ competitions, ‘Key 

Developed Curriculum’ competitions and student skill competitions at the provincial 

level in order to promote curriculum implementation in the province (JPED, 2008, 

2012). Curricula rated by provincial departments as excellent could then be 

recommended for inclusion in national competitions (MOF, 2006). Colleges also held 

curriculum competitions, where curricula rated by colleges as excellent would be 

recommended to the curriculum competitions of central and local governments (Lu & 

Zhang, 2011). 
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Compared with VET in other countries, the reward and recognition scheme plays 

more of a key role in encouraging the local adoption of curriculum reform in China, 

because much funding in HVE in China is allocated to colleges and disciplines based 

on their performance in curriculum reform, and their performance is rated through the 

reward and recognition scheme (Bao, 2012). Central and local governments are in 

charge of the scheme, publishing regulations and conducting the selection of curricula 

and of highly skilled students. 

2.4 Education Reform 

This section aims to introduce some of the concepts concerning education policy and 

education reform, including curriculum reform, and offers a brief review of 

implementation research, which usually focuses on micro-level reform policy 

implementation. 

Education policy includes a collection of laws and rules enacted by the central or 

local government, which are used to govern, regulate and change the operation of 

education systems and educational practice (Bell & Stevenson, 2006; Haddad & 

Deinsky, 1995). The implementation of policy therefore has great influence over 

education systems and practice. Ball (1994) argues that “policy is both text and action, 

words and deeds, it is what is enacted as well as what is intended” (p. 10).  

A policy development process consists of two stages: policy formulation and 

policy implementation (Bell & Stevenson, 2006). Education policy usually originates 

in social-economic concerns to address existing problems and improve education and 

training in order to enhance the economic competitiveness of countries (Levin, 2001). 

Accordingly, governments may employ policy planners, who may be educational 

officers, experts or other stakeholders, to formulate principles, rules and perhaps laws, 

in order to govern, regulate, and reform the operation of education.  

Following policy formulation, policy implementation is the process of putting 

policy into practice (Smit, 2003). During the policy implementation process, there are 

many agents who take actions to implement policy. These actions may include 

delivering and interpreting policy directives, translating policy directives into 

organisational principles, and operationalising policy directives and organisational 

principles in practice (Bell & Stevenson, 2006). A policy implementation process 

tends to follow a top-down process, which involves governments announcing new 
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policies, and local education agents complying with national leadership to implement 

policy (Cummings & Williams, 2005).  

In relation to vocational education reform policy, many countries formulate and 

initiate vocational education reform policy in response to socio-economic challenges 

for their countries (Gill et al., 2000). Local agents, enterprises, and public vocational 

education providers comply with policy directives to change their practice. 

Education policy usually aims to change current education systems and 

educational practice (Tiongson, 2005); in other words, education policy advocates 

education reform that reflects the authorities’ intentions to change and improve 

education (Viennet & Pont, 2017). The implementation of the new policy directives 

usually brings changes to educational systems and practices (Viennet & Pont, 2017). 

The concept of education reform is further explained below. 

Education reforms are regarded as comprising of planned changes in the way in 

which education systems and education institutions function (Rand, 2014); they 

introduce new ideas, approaches and programs to educational practice (Fullan, 2007). 

Thus, education reforms take two forms. At the macro level, education reform may 

change power and finance arrangements between governments and local schools, as 

well as changing the organisation and structure of schools (Horn, 2002). These 

reforms at the macro level may be  expenditure, financing, management, and 

institutional reforms — a government may choose to restructure its expenditure and 

spend more on certain education sectors, for example, and also financially support the 

expansion of certain education sectors. The reforms may also include changes to 

administration and relationships of accountability in education systems (Tiongson, 

2005). In relation to vocational education reforms, expanding vocational education, 

decentralisation, developing quality assurance mechanisms, and establishing 

qualification frameworks can be seen as macro level reforms. At the micro level, 

education reform usually refers to direct changes in educational practice, such as 

using new or revised materials, new teaching approaches, and changes in educators’ 

beliefs (Fullan, 2007). Tiongson (2005) argues that curriculum reform, which aims to 

directly change educational practice, is education reform at the micro level.  
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Before exploring the concept of curriculum reform, the concept of curriculum 

must be examined. A curriculum contains planned teaching and learning, and enacted 

teaching and learning.  

To a large extent, this notion of curriculum appears to include all kinds of events that 

happen to the students and teachers — actions that encompass both planned and 

improvisational teaching and learning activities (Cho, 2001, pp. 57-58).  

A curriculum contains “text, ministry document[s], and resources that teachers are 

responsible for implementing” (Ross, 1999, p. 8). It contains what should be taught, 

how it should be taught, and the intended learning outcomes (M. Johnson, 1967). 

These planned teaching and learning experiences are developed in curriculum plans 

that indicate what should be taught and learned. As well as an overall outline, a 

curriculum also contains details of the delivery of the planned curriculum in classes 

(Finch & Crunkilton, 1998), and the learning experiences of students (Thompson & 

Gregg, 1997). We can therefore see that the concept of curriculum contains planned 

curriculum, enacted curriculum, and curriculum as experienced by students.  

Accordingly, curriculum reform may contain not only the introduction of new 

materials, new curriculum content and new teaching approaches (Gilbert, 2010), but 

may also change what is taught and learned in classrooms and workplaces (Finch & 

Crunkilton, 1998). Designing new curriculum plans and implementing curricula in 

classrooms are the two key actions of curriculum reform, i.e., preparation of new 

curriculum content and actualising the newly designed curriculum in classrooms 

(Aoki, 2005). Implementation is seen by the curriculum as straightforwardly 

instrumental and positivistic; however, this neglects the subjective reality of teachers 

in curriculum implementation (Aoki, 2005). 

Curriculum implementation refers to teachers’ individual understandings, 

thoughts, and actions (Cho, 2001; Tilley & Taylor, 2013). In other words, an 

experiential perspective is required to explore the subjective meaning of curriculum 

and curriculum reform articulated in the lived experiences of teachers. From the 

subjective viewpoint of those responsible for implementing curriculum reform, 

curriculum and its reform is closely interwoven when teachers reflect on, make 

decisions on, and take actions to design curriculum plans and realise them (Cho, 

2001). Cho (2001) suggests that curriculum reform is seen as “creating curriculum-as-
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lived under the process of curriculum implementation on one’s own” (p. 73). Aoki 

(2005) indicates that the concept of curriculum-as-lived refers to individual, 

contextualised, and subjective teacher experiences concerning curriculum reform 

(Aoki, 2005). 

Curriculum implementation also relates to the experience of the learners, which 

is seen as being an important research focus ignored by many studies (Hume & Coll, 

2010; Morgan-Fleming & Doyle, 1997). Experienced curriculum refers to how 

students respond to, engage with, or learn during curriculum implementation and 

reform (Erickson & Pinnegar, 2010). Billett (2011) suggested: 

…if student learning is the most salient concern for educational provisions, ultimately 

the only thing that is really important is the experienced curriculum: what and how 

students construe and construct from what is enacted. (p. 194) 

Curriculum can also be seen as an interaction between learners and the world. This 

may include students’ engagement in learning activities organised by teachers 

(Morgan-Fleming & Doyle, 1997), construction of knowledge based on their past 

experience, and their own pathways of vocational skill development (Billett, 2011). 

However, there is little literature to focus attention on students’ interpretation of their 

experience of curriculum reform (Morgan-Fleming & Doyle, 1997). 

The implementation of micro-level education reform, such as curriculum reform, 

has been the focus of many studies. The implementation of macro-level reform affects 

the education system and changes the ways in which the government finances, 

regulates and administers education sectors (Tiongson, 2005). The implementers of 

that reform are usually the government and official administrators, and the 

implementation mainly occurs at the administrative level. On the other hand, the 

implementation of micro-level reform is seen as more challenging, because it aims to 

change local educational practices, and the implementation is at different levels and 

involves more implementers, such as the government, schools, and teachers. This 

view is shared by Viennet and Pont (2017), who state that the implementation of 

micro-level reform: 

[R]efers to different realities for different people: educators and students may consider 

policy implementation as the changes they bring to their everyday practices of managing 

schools, teaching, and learning. For national policy makers, implementation may refer to 

what needs to be executed to bring their new policy down to districts and schools. For 
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regional or local policy makers, it may mean making choices about changing priorities, 

and use of resources. (p.9) 

Accordingly, the implementation of micro-level education reform is the focus of 

many studies because implementation is more challenging, is shaped by local 

environments, and may fail to realise the objectives of reform (Viennet & Pont, 2017). 

The following literature will focus on micro-level education reform policy 

implementation. 

2.5 Perspectives on Education Reform Policy 

Implementation 

This section introduces three main research perspectives of education reform policy 

implementation: a fidelity perspective; an adaptive perspective; and an experiential 

perspective. The current research is located in the experiential perspective. 

The fidelity perspective sees policy implementation as a top-down process, and 

aims to investigate the degree to which implementers’ actions coincide with the goals 

of a policy. More specifically, the fidelity perspective is based on a hierarchical 

understanding of the education reform policy implementation process in which 

“policy makers should develop policies for implementers to carry out and monitor 

implementers’ compliance” (Honig, 2006, p. 5). The top-down model sees the 

government creating policy and delivering it to local education providers, and local 

school management and teachers acting as implementers of the reforms (Sabatier, 

1986).  

Fullan (2007) gives a description of such a top-down process of education reform 

implementation in educational organisations. Educational reform in schools involves 

three objective phases: initiation, implementation, and continuation (Fullan, 2007). 

The first phase, initiation, consists of the process that includes a decision to adopt the 

reform. A specific education reform is introduced by the educational authorities into 

schools, and schools assume the reform to be desirable and decide to follow the policy 

directives to change educational practice. The second phase, namely the 

implementation phase, refers to the first attempts to put the reform into educational 

practice. “Implementation consists of the process of putting into practice an idea, 

program, or set of activities and structures new to the people attempting or expected to 
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change” (Fullan, 2007, p. 84). The third phase, continuation, involves either putting 

the reform into educational practice as an ongoing practice or making a decision to 

discard it. Continuation thus also represents a further adoption decision, and refers to 

whether or not schools decide to continue the implementation and institutionalise the 

new practice into the school’s regulations. 

This perspective on the implementation of education reform, as described by 

Fullan (2007), contributes to a better understanding of reform as an objective process 

in a school (Bell & Stevenson, 2006). On the other hand, many studies have made the 

criticism that it is too simplistic and mechanistic to divide education reform in schools 

into a few objective and continuous stages (Datnow & Park, 2009; Morris & Scott, 

2003; Viennet & Pont, 2017). Some reforms are enacted by official authorities as 

compulsory for education providers, and some decision-making on adopting and 

continuing the implementation is conducted by these authorities rather than the 

schools (Viennet & Pont, 2017).  

Two main focuses of research on the fidelity perspective are measuring the 

extent to which a particular reform initiative is implemented as described in the policy, 

and “identifying factors which either facilitate or hinder the implementation as 

planned” (Snyder et al., 1992, p. 404). Studies using this perspective contribute to 

revealing the implementation status of a reform and can help in furthering its 

implementation through promoting things which facilitate and addressing things that 

hinder implementation. However, policy is usually composed of statutory directives, 

which are implemented in local contexts (Matland, 1995). Thus, measuring the degree 

of education reform through objective criteria is difficult, because variations in 

implementation may exist in different contexts. Such a research perspective is usually 

seen as neglecting how policy reform implementers interpret and experience the 

reform, and how certain factors influence the reform within a particular context. 

From an adaptive perspective, rather than uniform implementation following a 

policy plan, education reform implementation is characterised by a mutual adaptation 

process during which policy is shaped over time by interactions between policy 

project goals and the institutional setting (Berman & McLaughlin, 1974). More 

specifically, juxtaposed with the top-down process of the implementation of reform, 

some scholars see implementation as a bottom-up process, and regard the top-down 

process in the fidelity perspective as overestimating the influence of policy and 
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reform directives on local practice (Beer, Eisenstat, & Spector, 1990; Benny, 1982; 

Lazin, 1995). Implementation research from the adaptive perspective based on the 

bottom-up process focuses on the “process of interaction and negotiation, taking place 

over time, between those seeking to put policy into effect and those upon whom 

action depends” (Barrett & Fudge, 1981, p. 4). Thus, “[m]utual adaptation 

underscores the importance of bottom-up interpretations and responses to policy 

intentions” (Datnow & Park, 2009, p. 349). 

This adaptive perspective emphasises research into local implementation; instead 

of “a focus on the attainment of formal policy objectives, such a model is free to see 

all sorts of (unintended) consequences of governmental and private programs” 

(Sabatier, 1986, p. 34). However, there are also some limitations to this perspective 

(Sabatier, 1986); it may underestimate the influence of official policy directives on 

practice, and it lacks an examination of the effectiveness of policy implementation, 

because it lacks a comparison between local implementation and the intended 

implementation specified by the policy (Sabatier, 1986). 

To obtain a better understanding of the implementation of education reform 

policy implementation, many studies have synthesised the fidelity perspective, based 

on the top-down process, and the adaptive perspective, based on the bottom-up model 

(Matland, 1995; Sabatier, 1986). This means they examine the procedure of reform 

following a top-down model (concerning how a policy is delivered and implemented 

in practice), and also examine the implementation of the policy in a bottom-up model 

(concerning how local implementers realise the reform in context) (Sabatier, 1986).  

Lazin (1995) argued that based on the characteristics of a reform, scholars can 

choose either the top-down model or bottom-up model. If a reform or a program is 

dominant and aims to significantly change local practice, it is better to follow the 

implementation from the government to the local implementers, in order to examine 

how and whether the reform has been implemented. However, if instead of a 

dominant reform or official project, there are several reforms and projects that need to 

be implemented in practice, it becomes difficult to follow the implementation of a 

reform from its policy to practice because the practice is influenced by many policies. 

In such a case, research should focus on local practice and discover the 

implementation strategies employed in responding to multiple official requirements. 
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Both the fidelity perspective and the adaptive perspective assume an objective 

process of reform implementation (Bell & Stevenson, 2006; Fullan, 2007; Sabatier, 

1986). However, these objective perspectives underestimate the significance of local 

reform agents’ individual interpretations of reforms and their actions in implementing 

them. Implementation is contextualised and individual, and, in different contexts, 

implementers may have their own ways of implementing reform (Sabatier, 1986). 

Thus, the implementation of education reform can be seen as an individual and 

subjective process. Fullan (2007) suggests that implementation is the subjective 

reality of change, i.e., the daily subjective reality of teachers’ experiences concerning 

the change. 

The experiential perspective proposes an alternative view of reform 

implementation, which is grounded in people’s experiences (Aoki, 2005). From this 

perspective, studies can reveal the daily subjective reality of education reform 

implementation from stakeholders’ perspectives (Ball, Maguire, & Braun, 2012; 

Fullan, 2007; Viennet & Pont, 2017). Reform implementation is viewed as education 

experiences created by teachers (Snyder et al., 1992), as studies from an experiential 

perspective seek to explore people’s lived experiences in relation to the process of 

implementing education reform (Fullan, 2007). From this perspective, researchers can 

obtain a better understanding of how policy reform implementers, namely teaching 

staff, understand the policy and put it into practice (Honig, 2006).  

From a subjective and experiential perspective, the reality of education reform 

implementation can be seen as containing four main elements: understanding and 

interpreting reform policy, influencing factors of implementation, effects of education 

reform, and implementers’ recommendations for enhancing reform. First, policies are  

regarded as “representations which are encoded in complex ways (via struggles, 

compromises, authoritative public interpretations and reinterpretations) and decoded 

in complex ways (via actors’ interpretations and meanings in relation to their history, 

experiences, skills, resources and context)” (Ball, 1994, p. 16). Second, 

implementation is not seen as an objective process in which teachers follow policy 

directives to change local practice. Instead, it is important to investigate what kind of 

influencing factors either facilitate or hinder teachers’ implementation (Fullan, 2007; 

Honig, 2006; Viennet & Pont, 2017). Third, the effects of education reform are an 

important element of the experience (Bell & Stevenson, 2006). Finally, teaching 
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staff’s recommendations for enhancing the reform are important in suggesting how to 

improve the reform process (Fullan, 1994).  

This research is located in the experiential perspective. It aims to explore 

discipline heads’ lived experiences of Chinese HVE curriculum reform 

implementations. Their experience is explored through four aspects: understanding 

and interpreting reform policy, influencing factors of their implementation, effects of 

education reform, and recommendations for better reform. Studies concerning these 

four aspects of education reform are reviewed in the following section. 

2.6 Education Policy Understanding and Interpretation 

Teaching staff’s understandings of how to implement education reform policy are 

important to reform because these understandings guide them to perform actual 

actions to implement the reform (Ball, 1994; Ball et al., 2012; Spillane, Reiser, & 

Reimer, 2002). It is important to understand how to redesign and deliver curriculum 

based on the reform policy directives, such as mastering new approaches to designing 

curriculum and new guidelines for delivering curriculum (Aoki, 2005; Fischer & 

Bauer, 2007). However, many studies have confirmed that teaching staff cannot 

understand an education reform policy in isolation, and their understanding is usually 

obtained through policy interpretation referring to explaining strategies and guidelines 

for implementing the reform in practice (Ball, 1994; Bernstein, 2000; Singh, 1997; 

Vermeulen, 2005). Thus, in the literature, one important research issue is about ways 

in which policy interpretation facilitates teaching staff’s understanding of policy and 

of how to implement reform outlined in the policy. 

The literature review in Ball (1993) indicates that teachers usually could not 

understand policy documents on their own. From the perspective of policy as texts, 

education reform policy usually contains directives and regulations for new 

educational activities, such as new teaching methods and new curriculum content, but 

does not tell implementers how to put them into practice. A lack of detailed 

explanation as to how to implement reform can be attributed to two factors. First, 

policies as texts are seen as representations of multiple parties’ intentions and 

compromises, and a policy text is scarcely the work of an author or a single process of 

production, so policies as texts are not necessarily clear and complete (Ball, 1993; 

Vermeulen, 2005). More importantly, policy authors are not usually able to consider 
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the complexity of the contexts of policy implementation or to describe how to 

implement policy in a specified environment (Ball, 1997). “Policies do not normally 

tell you what to do; they create circumstances in which the range of options available 

in deciding what to do are narrowed or changed” (Ball, 1993, p. 12). Generally, policy 

as text is quite abstract, containing generalised principles which are distant from 

contextualised educational practice.  

The second reason why policy cannot be understood alone is because policy 

cannot be directly applied to contextualised practice. This is also underpinned by the 

concept of policy as discourse (Ball, 1993). A discourse is “a specific ensemble of 

ideas, concepts, and categorizations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed to 

give meaning to physical and social relations” (Hajer, 1995, p. 44). Policy is a 

discourse containing meanings of changing educational practices in a country and/or 

state, and the meanings must therefore necessarily be abstract and cannot be based in 

a specific context. Bernstein (2000) explains: 

[T]he reason for this is very clear: if meanings have a direct relation to a material 

base, these meanings are wholly consumed by the context. These meanings are 

so embedded in the context that they have no reference outside that context. 

These meanings are not simply context dependent, they are necessarily context 

bound: and meanings which are context bound cannot unite anything other than 

themselves. They lack the power of relation outside a context because they are 

totally consumed by that context. (p. 48) 

If meanings are not directly related to a specific material base, there will be a gap 

between meaning and base, which is termed a discursive gap (Bernstein, 2000). In 

other words, there is a gap in meaning between policy and contextualised practice. 

Although education policy cannot be understood as a document alone, it can be 

understood through policy interpretation, which contains a set of ideas and strategies 

to guide implementers in putting policy directives into local practice (Braun, Maguire, 

& Ball, 2010). Policy interpretation and translation is seen as consisting of discursive 

communities to narrow the gap between policy texts and contextualised practice by 

distributing, delocating, and contextualising meanings to a specific context (Spratt, 

2017). In other words, the interpretation and translation make meaning out of policy 
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by suggestions concerning contextualised practice. Policy interpretation thus contains 

two processes, of policy interpretation and translation, which are explained below. 

A detailed description of the concepts of policy interpretation and translation is 

given by Ball, Maguire, Braun, and Hoskins (2011b). These researchers conducted a 

large research project into the implementation of educational policies in four state 

secondary schools in England. They conducted 90 interviews, including interviews 

with school personnel such as head teachers, senior managers, and teachers, and 

interviews with local authority consultants. In addition, the research included a wide 

range of documentary and observational data. Policy interpretation and translation is 

seen in this study as the process of making sense of the policy. Interpretation is thus a 

decoding procedure, asking “what this policy text means to us … What do we have to 

do? Do we have to do anything?”  (Ball et al., 2011b, p. 619). Interpretation is usually 

given by policy interpreters, such as the management and local authority advisors, and 

is presented in specific contexts, including official reports, schools, and in-service 

training. Translation is regarded as the policy work of recoding, explaining how to put 

policy into practice in specific teaching contexts. 

Interpretation is an engagement with the languages of policy, whereas translation is 

close to the languages of practice. Translation is a sort of third space between policy and 

practice. It is an iterative process of making institutional texts and putting those texts 

into action, literally enacting policy using tactics. (Ball et al., 2012, p. 45)  

Interpretation and translation can occur in different places and at different points 

of the policy process. However, “interpretation is about strategy, and translation is 

about tactics, but they are also at times closely interwoven and over-lapping. They 

work together to enrol or hail subjects and inscribe discourse into practices.” (Ball et 

al., 2011b, p. 621). Thus, policy interpretation and translation can be seen as a process 

of making sense of policies by explaining what a policy wants teachers to do and how 

to put it into practice, such as elaborating what kind of teaching materials they need to 

prepare and what kind of practice they need to adopt in their teaching contexts. In 

summary, policy interpretation is “the creative processes of interpretation and 

recontextualization — that is, the translation of texts into action and the abstractions 

of policy ideas into contextualised practices” (Ball et al., 2012, p. 3). Thus, teachers 

come to understand what kind of contextualised actions and practice they should 

adopt in order to realise the policy. 
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A study conducted by Singh, Thomas, and Harris (2013) revealed the nature of 

education policy, as proposed by Ball (1993) mentioned above, and the importance of 

policy interpretation in teachers’ understanding of policy. The study interviewed nine 

policy actors who interpreted the Child Protection policy for principals and teachers in 

Queensland, Australia. The policy actors were staff, mostly education experts, from 

education organisations and the education department. The findings in Singh et al. 

(2013) support Ball’s (1993) argument, which is that a policy is a text or document 

usually containing directives and regulations, but it cannot predict what happens in 

educational practice or tell implementers what to do in a specified environment. From 

these policy actors’ perspectives, the Child Protection policy did not provide an 

explicit set of instructions concerning what teachers should or should not do. The 

study further found that the nature of effective policy interpretation was a process of 

making sense of the policy, translating policy texts and directives into contextualised 

actions and practice that should be followed. The policy interpreters interpreted the 

policy by explaining terms and providing guidelines for new educational practice, 

recontextualising the policy into pedagogic practices. In this way, teachers were able 

to understand what kind of practice should be adopted in response to policy directives. 

A study conducted by Park and Sung (2013) indicated that a lack of policy 

interpretation resulted in teachers failing to understand how to implement curriculum 

reform. The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with six primary school 

teachers in Seoul, Korea. The school had arranged in-service training in which 

education experts communicated the reform policy to them; however, they saw the 

training as insufficient, and the experts did not clearly explain the policy and how to 

link it to practice, and the teachers did not understand how to enact the reform. 

The discussion above has noted that the nature of policy interpretation is 

translating policy into suggested contextualised practice. However, the argument does 

not end there, as there are various forms of policy interpretation. A study by Ball et al. 

(2012) listed many of these forms of policy interpretation. In most cases, 

interpretation is made by officially authorised policy interpreters, such as management 

and educational advisors, and this interpretation is presented in specific contexts, 

including in official reports, schools, and in-service training. In addition, policy 

interpretation is also included in educational materials from other schools, textbooks, 
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and official websites. Ball et al. (2012) mention that teachers also learn how to 

implement the policy through observing other teachers’ teaching.  

Teaching staff are not just receivers of policy messages, but are also involved in 

actively interpreting education policy (Spillane et al., 2002). Spillane et al. (2002) 

point out that teachers attempt to translate policy directives into practices that they 

need to follow. Coburn (2001), through observation, interviews and document 

analysis, carried out an in-depth case study of one California primary school to review 

the processes of how teachers interpreted policy messages in the context of their 

professional communities. Coburn found that: 

[T]he nature and structure of formal networks and informal alliances among teachers 

shape the process, with implications for ways in which messages from the policy 

environment influence classroom practice. (Coburn, 2001, p. 145) 

There might be many kinds of policy interpreters — for example, school 

managers, experts, and teachers — and many forms of policy interpretation by these 

actors, but officially authorised policy interpreters, including school managers and 

educational experts, usually play a major role in interpreting a specified policy. The 

roles of policy interpreters in policy interpretation have been explored in Ball, 

Maguire, Braun, and Hoskins (2011a). They found that policy texts could not be 

directly linked to contextualised educational practice, so there was a discursive gap 

between the abstract meanings of the texts and the contextualised meanings of policy 

in educational practice. Policy texts are usually formulated by the government, and at 

the school level, local agents, such as educational advisors or management, are in the 

position to interpret and translate policies for teachers. The research by Ball et al. 

(2011a), which investigated local authority advisors and staff in four secondary 

schools in England, found that for a specific policy, the management and educational 

advisors were the ones who provided policy interpretation. While teaching staff were 

not only passive receivers of those interpreters’ messages, and also endeavoured to 

make sense of policies themselves, management and educational experts provided 

interpretation, so relevant educational practice in response to policies was relatively 

well defined and explained. In other words, the gap between the policies and 

contextualised educational practice was significantly narrowed by these authorised 

persons. Thus, teachers were not regarded as having to develop their own 

interpretation and strategies for implementing policy. 
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The research mentioned above does not take account of what kinds of factors 

influence the interpretation of policy interpreters and teachers. The literature by Ball 

(1993) has shown that the backgrounds of policy interpreters and environmental 

factors are two important factors influencing policy interpretation. As Ball (1993) 

states, policy can be regarded as “representations which are encoded in complex ways 

(via struggles, compromises, authoritative public interpretations and reinterpretations) 

and decoded in complex ways (via actors’ interpretations and meanings in relation to 

their history, experiences, skills, resources and context)” (p. 16). This argument is 

empirically supported by Godden (2016).  

Godden (2016) explored the implementation of career guidance policy in 

secondary schools in England, and Ontario, Canada. The study interviewed 25 policy 

actors at different levels, including education experts in education organisations, 

principals and teachers from the two countries. One research focus was to explore 

what factors influenced the policy interpretations of these policy actors. Three major 

factors were identified: prior teaching experience, worldview concerning career 

guidance, and organisational culture. Through recalling prior education practice, the 

actors tried to work out possible strategies and choose the most practical ones to 

obtain the best practice of that policy. Their worldview of career guidance and their 

prior knowledge concerning the policy, were seen as helping them to better interpret 

and understand the requirements of the policy: 

Their worldview of career guidance was the strongest influence upon their interpretive 

behaviour and understandings of policy documents…. [They drew on] [t]heir 

worldviews to compensate for what they perceived was missing from the policy. (p. 196) 

Further, the organisational culture indicated that these policy actors worked out 

implementation strategies to fit the context of schools with the students’ needs and 

aspirations.  

Prior knowledge and teaching experience are seen as important for teachers to 

interpret policy on their own. Studies by Ball et al. (2012) and Godden (2016) support 

the idea that some teachers have the capability to interpret policy, and based on their 

prior teaching experience, can develop practical strategies for implementing policy, 

while some teachers have no experience of educational practice relevant to policy and 

cannot interpret policy.  
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On the other hand, the literature review conducted by Spillane et al. (2002) 

concludes that policy implementers, such as teachers, usually fail to interpret a policy 

based on their prior experience and beliefs. They explain: 

Teachers’ prior beliefs and practices can pose challenges not only because teachers are 

unwilling to change in the direction of the policy but also because their extant 

understandings may interfere with their ability to interpret and implement the reform in 

ways consistent with the designers’ intent. (p. 393) 

This argument is supported by the research findings in Raselimo and Wilmot 

(2013). Their research aimed to explore geography teachers’ interpretation of a 

curriculum reform that integrated environmental education into the curriculum in 

Lesotho secondary schools. The findings were generated from interviews with eleven 

geography teachers, and show that their prior knowledge of geography had negative 

effects on policy interpretation. Based on their prior knowledge, the teachers 

interpreted environmental education in a narrow sense and were prone to interpret 

new educational ideas within the context of their prior knowledge and practice. 

Therefore we can see that there are inconsistent findings in the literature. In the 

research of Ball et al. (2012) and Godden (2016), prior knowledge and practice are 

seen as contributing to making sense of policy, but these are seen as undermining 

teachers’ policy interpretation and understanding of policy in the studies of Spillane et 

al. (2002) and Raselimo and Wilmot (2013).  

Another research concern is mentioned in the research of Spratt (2017). For any 

given policy, there might be different kinds of policy interpreters, such as educational 

experts, school managers, and teachers, so one concern is whether their interpretations 

are consistent and congruent with the policy. Spratt (2017), through interviewing local 

education officers and teachers, explores the interpretation of well-being policies in 

four compulsory schools in Scotland and finds that policy interpretation and 

translation consists of discursive communities narrowing the gap between policy texts 

and contextualised practice by distributing, relocating, and contextualizing meanings 

in the policy texts to a specific context, because different kinds of policy interpreters 

have different interpretations. Spratt (2017) speculates that there may be several 

possibilities in interpreting policies among different communities and that “policy 

may be interpreted and enacted in ways which [are] not entirely congruent with the 

intentions of the policy makers” (Spratt, 2017, p. 99).  
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All the studies mentioned above are based on compulsory education, and there is 

a lack of research into the interpretation of VET curriculum reform policy (Fischer & 

Bauer, 2007). However, one study of the development and promotion of national 

work-related curriculum reform in 100 VET schools in Germany (Fischer and Bauer 

(2007) found that national curriculum reform policy is abstract, and does not provide 

answers as to how to implement the reform. In practice, there were a variety of 

approaches to designing new curriculum, and these approaches had different 

characteristics. The authors argue that further research is needed to explore how to 

interpret policy and provide appropriate guidelines for curriculum reform. 

In summary, the literature has shown that a policy is abstract and cannot indicate 

the contextualised practice that should be followed in order to realise the reform. 

Policy interpretation facilitates teachers’ understanding of how to implement reform, 

by providing strategies and guidelines for contextualised practice, and there were 

many forms of policy interpretation, including education experts’ and school 

managements’ provision of policy interpretation, educational materials, peer study, 

and teachers’ individual interpretations of policy. However, officially authorised 

policy interpreters, school managers and experts, played the key role in interpreting a 

policy and facilitating teachers’ understanding of the policy. 

One overarching research issue in the literature concerns the ways in which 

policy interpretation facilitates teachers’ understandings of how to implement the 

reform set out in the policy. There is also a lack of research into the interpretation of 

VET curriculum reform policy, and further research is needed to explore how 

vocational education teachers develop their understandings of how to implement 

curriculum reform. The major implication for the current study is that there is a need 

for research into the process of discipline heads developing their understanding of 

how to implement Chinese HVE curriculum reform policy. 

2.7 Influencing Factors 

Education reform implementation is not just a simple process whereby teachers follow 

policy directives to change local practice. Instead, it is important to investigate, from 

teachers’ perspectives, what kind of influencing factors either facilitate or hinder their 

implementation (Fullan, 2007; Honig, 2006; Viennet & Pont, 2017). The argument in 

Fullan (2007) and Honig (2006) indicates that there are a variety of relevant factors, 
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such as the characteristics of education reform, local implementers, local factors in 

schools and community, and factors in the educational systems themselves. Further 

literature review indicates eight major factors influencing education reform 

implementation, especially vocational education reform implementation. These are: 

teachers’ commitment to education reform; social partners’ involvement; industry 

experience, professional development and recruitment; funds and facilities; rewards 

and recognition schemes; leadership behaviours; collaboration between colleagues; 

and students’ learning attitudes. Thus, in the literature, one important issue is that a 

series of influencing factors either promote or hinder the implementation of education 

reform. 

2.7.1 A Variety of Influencing Factors 

A vast body of research has been conducted on exploring the influencing factors of 

educational reform. Fullan (2007), from reviewing many studies, proposed four 

categories of factors that either promote or hinder the implementation of educational 

reform. These factors are the characteristics of educational reform, local implementers, 

local factors in schools and community, and factors in educational systems. 

The characteristics of educational reform on implementation can be described 

from four perspectives: need, clarity, complexity, and the quality and practicality of a 

new educational programme. The first aspect, need, is related to the imperativeness of 

the reform. If schools and teachers perceive that they need to implement a reform in 

order to address local problems and improve education practice, they become more 

willing to do it. Clarity indicates whether the education reform policy clearly explains 

what teachers should do. If teachers could not identify the essential features of a 

reform, the reform enacted by teachers might be different from that intended by the 

officials. Complexity refers to the difficulty in changing practice, and the extent to 

which schools and teachers need to change their practice. The degree of difficulty can 

be examined against the extent of required skills, teachers’ and other stakeholders’ 

efforts, funds, and the alterations in beliefs. Big changes to educational practice 

usually need more time and effort to be completed, and they are prone to failure 

because schools and teachers lack relevant capability and support. The quality and 

practicality of a policy involves the three aspects mentioned above; good quality and 

practicality includes the high imperativeness of educational reform, clear reform goals 
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and means in the reform policy, and changes fitting the capability of schools and 

teachers.  

Education reform is also influenced by the initiators of education reform, the 

official administrators and the top management in schools. They facilitate the 

implementation through the provision of adequate resources and time for teachers to 

implement the reform. At the school level, principals should take instructional roles 

and be able to lead change, and encourage and support teachers to implement reform, 

by means such as providing resources. These actions contribute to reform 

implementation. In relation to the role of teachers, the individual efforts of teachers in 

reform implementation are the actualisation of reform, and good relationships and 

collaboration between teachers contribute to the implementation. 

Local factors are the social conditions surrounding the reform, including the 

organisational culture, and the planned and unplanned events and activities that 

influence change attempts (Fullan, 2007). Social conditions include the school 

districts’ history of reform attempts, and the communities’ and the school boards’ 

support for, and efforts in, educational change. Successful reform implementation can 

be partly attributed to positive experiences with previous reform implementation of 

the local administrators, school management, and teaching staff. Staff are more 

willing to implement new reform if they have experience of succeeding in realising 

reform. The collaboration between community and school boards with schools to 

implement reform contributes to the successful implementation of reform. 

External factors relate to the influence of official authorities at the state and 

national levels, and of other partners such as interest groups (Fullan, 2007). They are 

outside the local education systems, but influence the local implementation of 

educational changes. For example, the financial support of education departments 

facilitates reform implementation. Official accountability-based assessments and other 

partners’ requirements for better education can also put pressure on local reform 

implementers, in order to encourage teachers to conduct the practice required. Fullan 

(2007) argues that the government should focus on building the capability of local 

schools and teachers to implement reform, including supplying detailed guidelines, 

adequate resources, and teacher training. 
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Four categories of influencing factors are discussed by Fullan (2007), including 

the characteristics of policy, local implementers, factors of local education systems, 

and factors outside local education systems. As Fullan (2007) says, he does not intend 

to exhaust all influencing factors of educational changes, but aims to describe a 

picture of the influential factors in reform implementation, ranging from the local to 

the national and from the formulation of reform policy to the implementation. He also 

indicates that these factors might be interactive. For example, the support from 

principals and local governments includes resources that teachers can use to 

implement changes to educational practice, which also encourage teachers to commit 

to changes to their practice. 

Honig (2006), through a literature review, categorises influencing factors of 

education policy implementation into three categories: policies, people, and places: 

Three dimensions of policies—goals, targets, and tools—influence the 

implementation. Certain policy goals are more or less achievable depending on 

implementers’ capacity or present performance relative to those goals. “Policy 

designers’ choices of policy targets appear in implementation research as influences 

on implementation in their own right” (Honig, 2006, p. 15). Implementation may also 

be facilitated by policy tools, such as accountability schemes which are used to 

evaluate and encourage schools and teachers to improve their practice as advocated in 

policy. In terms of the people catetegory, implementers’ commitment and capability is 

seen as influencing factors. Places, referring to political and institutional contexts, and 

local and school traditions, are seen as having impact on policy implmentation process. 

For example, adequate resources and effective school administration are seen as 

facilitators. 

It is noted that the positions of Fullan (2007) and Honig (2006) are mainly based 

on compulsory education in North American contexts, so important influencing 

factors in other countries and vocational education may differ. Considering the 

difference between the American contexts and other countries, especially between 

developed countries and developing countries, the overarching factors in some 

developing countries are likely to be different from those outlined by Fullan and 

Honig. For example, in China, local governments and schools are required to follow 

the directives from the central government (Lai & Lo, 2006), and few interest groups 

such as non-government education organisations exist. The contexts of vocational 
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education sectors are also different from compulsory education. For example, industry 

is an important partner to vocational education providers (Billett & Seddon, 2004).  

2.7.2 Teaching Staff Commitment to Education Reform 

This section describes the importance of teaching staff commitment in education 

reform. First, the concept of commitment is explained, and this is followed by a 

discussion of different kinds of commitment and their importance in facilitating 

education reform. 

Teaching staff, as education practitioners, are seen as playing a key role in 

conducting educational practice and educating members of a society (Razak, 

Darmawan, & Keeves, 2009). Razak et al. (2009) argue that teacher commitment 

refers to the notion that teachers hold positive attitudes towards teaching work and 

education reform, and make efforts to implement education reform and to improve 

education quality. Razak et al. (2009) states: 

First, commitment was an internal force coming from within teachers themselves who 

had needs for greater responsibility, variety and challenge in their work as their level of 

participation in education had grown. Second, there were external forces directing both 

reform and development in education and seeking higher standards and greater 

accountability, that were dependent upon each teacher’s combined efforts, as well as the 

sustained efforts of the teachers within each school or institutional group. (p. 344) 

Reyes (1990) further elaborated on the importance of teacher commitment in 

enhancing performance and productivity in teaching. A committed teacher is likely to 

work harder, spend more time on teaching work, and try his/her best to address 

challenges, leading to improvements in teaching and students’ achievements, and the 

realisation of school goals. Conversely, Firestone and Pennell (1993) suggest that low 

teacher commitment has a negative effect on teaching and learning. Low teacher 

commitment means that teachers put less effort into improving their teaching and 

students’ learning. In this way, the quality of the teaching and students’ academic 

achievements were undermined. 

A study conducted by Firestone and Rosenblum (1988) confirms the importance 

of teacher commitment and identifies specific commitments. Through interviewing 

principals, counsellors, teachers, and students in two urban schools in the USA, 

Firestone and Rosenblum (1988) identify three kinds of teacher commitment: the first 
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is their commitment to students’ learning; the second is related to their profession, 

namely commitment to good teaching work; the third is that teachers, as members of a 

school, are committed to school goals. Furthermore, Firestone and Rosenblum (1988) 

argue that what teachers are committed to could make a difference. Commitment to 

students means that teachers offer students individual care and support for their 

learning. Commitment to teaching results in strong concern for the quality of their 

teaching work and an interest in student achievement. Commitment to school goals is 

associated with considerable loyalty to realising school goals through teaching work. 

These different behaviours were based on different kinds of commitment and teachers 

could have one or more of these kinds of commitment. However, while this study by 

Firestone and Rosenblum (1988) depicts teacher commitment and its importance in 

improving education in the context of daily educational practice, it does not contain a 

description of teacher commitment in the context of education reform (Firestone & 

Pennell, 1993).  

Many studies have suggested that commitment to education reform facilitates its 

implementation. Such commitment includes teachers’ recognition of a reform, and 

their willingness and efforts to realise it (Firestone & Pennell, 1993; Liu, 2016; Razak 

et al., 2009). Leithwood, Menzies, and Jantzi (1994) explain that teacher commitment 

to education reform: 

includes their identification with and desire to be involved in efforts to implement 

changes in school and classroom structures and processes. These changes may be 

considered engaging to teachers on either or both moral or pragmatic grounds. Teachers’ 

commitment will be evident through behaviours which may range from relatively 

passive to exceptionally active (p. 42). 

Liu (2016) explores the importance of teacher commitment to change in 

facilitating the implementation of curriculum reform. Through interviewing 23 

Chinese teachers in upper secondary schools in China, Liu found that teacher 

commitment to reform contributes to the success and effectiveness of curriculum 

reform. Their commitment originated from their recognition of the significance of the 

reform, and led to a variety of behaviours such as investing more time in curriculum 

preparation, engaging in change activities, collaborating with other staff, and making 

efforts to change their teaching methods, which benefited the realisation of the reform. 

A similar finding is found in the study conducted by Shao and Bruening (2005). 
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Through surveying 398 participants in 12 agricultural schools in China, teachers 

appeared to recognise the prospects of using competency-based curriculum and were 

willing to participate in the reform movement. This was seen as contributing to the 

implementation of the reform. 

A study conducted by Rekkor, Ümarik, and Loogma (2013) found that teachers 

might hold different attitudes towards curriculum reform which indicates either high 

commitment or low commitment. Their study used semi-structured interviews with 24 

vocational teachers from 12 VET institutions in Estonia, and revealed that teachers 

held very different attitudes to the reform, and accordingly, were committed to 

implementing new curriculum to different degrees. More specifically, some teachers 

appreciated the ideas and strategies of the reform to improve the quality of the VET 

curriculum, and they were committed to implementing the reform, and other teachers 

did not recognise the usefulness of the reform in improving education, so they still 

taught the traditional curriculum.  

The studies of Liu (2016), Shao and Bruening (2005), and Rekkor et al. (2013) 

describe teacher commitment originating in the recognition of education reform, and 

the importance of such commitment in facilitating reform. In addition to this 

commitment, there is another commitment concerning reform — namely commitment 

to education reform in order to win rewards (Firestone & Pennell, 1993). The 

literature review conducted by Firestone and Pennell (1993) indicates that in order to 

promote the adoption of education reform, the government usually enacts relevant 

incentive policies, such as rewards and recognition schemes. Teachers might be 

encouraged and become committed to implementing the reform in order to win 

rewards based on the performance of implementation.  

Research by King and Mathers (1997) provides evidence for teachers’ attempts 

to win official rewards and avoid sanctions. The findings in King and Mathers (1997) 

who interviewed principals and teachers in compulsory education in the USA, further 

indicated the importance of these two kinds of commitment, namely commitment 

originating in the recognition of the significance of education reform and commitment 

originating in aspiring to win official rewards and recognition and avoid sanctions 

through good performances of implementation. Commitment originating in the 

recognition of the significance of education reform was predominant among 

principals and teachers and appeared persistent. 
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In summary, the review of the literature on teacher commitment provides 

insights into the concept of teacher commitment and the extent to which it affects 

education improvements and reform initiatives. In the context of education reform, 

teacher commitment originating in recognising the need for reform and in winning 

official rewards, are two important kinds of commitment in facilitating reform 

initiatives. The major implication for the present study is the necessity to explore the 

nature of discipline heads’ commitment and the importance of that commitment in 

facilitating curriculum reform in Chinese HVE colleges. 

2.7.3 Social Partners’ Involvement 

Many studies have suggested the importance of the roles of social partners including 

governments, chambers of industry, trade unions, and employers in facilitating the 

implementation of vocational education programmes and reform (Billett & Seddon, 

2004). The following literature review will indicate how social partners support 

vocational education development and reform in an institutionalised system in many 

developed countries such as Germany and Australia, and how social partners support 

vocational education reform in other countries such as China without official 

regulation. 

Billett and Seddon (2004) suggest that the most important social partner for 

vocational education is industry. They found that the importance of involvement from 

business is that it makes vocational education consistent with industry needs. The 

authors further point out that in many developed countries, industry’s involvement is 

established in institutionalised and reciprocal relationships with government and 

vocational education institutions. In the German dual apprenticeship scheme and the 

Australian VET system, for example, the involvement of businesses is officially 

regulated and supported.  

Billett and Seddon (2004) comprehensively examine how social partners 

collaborate with vocational education institutions to conduct and improve vocational 

education and training, and how to effectively build relationships between them. 

Traditionally, social partners include government, chambers of industry, trade unions, 

and employers. They hold a shared purpose with vocational education institutions, 

namely fostering vocational education students’ skills and transition to workplaces. 

Normally, the government financially supports vocational education programmes. 
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Chambers of industry and trade unions work with the government to produce 

published requirements and guidelines for programmes and are involved in examining 

vocational education programmes. Employers are seen as implementers of workplace 

learning and apprenticeship programmes for students. Vocational education 

institutions collaborate with these partners to obtain support, in terms of funds, 

guidance for developing programmes, and the provision of workplace learning for 

students.  

The literature review conducted by Bosch (2009) indicates the importance of the 

roles of different social partners in implementing the dual system in Germany. The 

Federal Institute for Vocational Education and Training (BIBB) is an official 

education department, that works with trade unions and employers’ associations to 

establish training regulations. These social partners make an agreement on basic 

standards for occupational title, training duration, job description, and training 

programmes. According to the standards, the state government develops responding 

curriculum plans for vocational education institutions. The chambers of industry and 

commerce and the craft chambers are authorised by the government to supervise 

employers to conduct training programmes in workplaces. Employers are seen as 

implementers of workplace learning and apprenticeship programmes for students. The 

government and the employers financially support vocational education programmes. 

Similarly, employers, and employers’ associations play an important role in 

keeping VET consistent with industry needs in Australia (Knight & Mlotkowski, 

2009). Through reviewing research and official reports, Knight and Mlotkowski (2009) 

found that employers’ representatives are involved in the official process of 

developing competency standards for occupational skills and national training 

packages containing units of competency, skills and qualifications for guiding 

registered training organisations in designing and delivering credited VET 

programmes. Under relevant official regulations and financial support, many 

enterprises are credited as training organisations to run traineeship and apprenticeship 

programmes. 

According to Billett and Seddon (2004), Bosch (2009), and Knight and 

Mlotkowski (2009), in many developed countries, governments officially regulate and 

support industry’s involvement in education. In such an institutional system, 

enterprises and their associations play a key role in enacting official vocational 
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education programmes, which reflect industry needs and requirements for labour, for 

vocational education institutions to implement, and also in providing the opportunities 

for workplace training for students. 

The literature review by Billett and Seddon (2004) further summarises why 

social partners are committed to vocational education improvement and 

implementation. These partners have a high degree of congruence between the various 

interests. Employers’ associations and employers can obtain skilled workers through 

training students, and trade unions aim to secure for their members access to well paid 

jobs through workplace training. In addition, the government also financially supports 

their involvement and eases their financial burden.  

The argument above is also supported by Hughes and Hughes (2010) who said 

that enterprises’ willingness to participate in vocational education originates from 

their desire for skilled graduates. Furthermore, enterprises and their associations’ 

involvement in decision-making in vocational education curriculum design and 

implementation leads to a willingness to participate in training students (Hughes & 

Hughes, 2010). Enterprises and their associations’ involvement in decision-making 

could ensure curriculum meets their needs and lead to less disruptive on-the-job 

student training. Hughes and Hughes (2010) also suggested governments should 

cooperate with enterprise associations and other relevant bodies to communicate with 

local enterprises to help them understand that participation in vocational education 

could better foster students’ skills and meet their skill needs and contribute the local 

economic development. Moreover, relevant stakeholders including governments, 

associations, and enterprises could build a culture of partnership. This requires them 

to recognise training standards and the significance of enterprise participation in 

contributing to vocational education, skill development in an enterprise, and local 

economic development. Fossum (1996) suggested that the success of cooperation 

between vocational providers and enterprises in training students could further 

maintain and enhance their cooperation.  

In many developing countries, enterprises are also seen as the most important 

social partner to make vocational education curriculum consistent with industry needs, 

although there may be no official system to regulate and support enterprises’ 

involvement and collaboration with VET institutions, and commonly there is a lack of 
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official incentives to encourage this collaboration (Albashiry, Voogt, & Pieters, 2015b; 

Li & Sheldon, 2014; Yildirim & Simsek, 2001). 

The importance of enterprises in VET curriculum development and reform is 

supported by a study conducted by Yildirim and Simsek (2001), which interviewed 14 

VET principals, 14 school-industry coordinators, 68 teachers, 95 students, 12 industry 

managers, and 70 workers in Turkey. They found that enterprises’ provision of 

information concerning industry needs guided teachers in designing industry-required 

curriculum. This research finding is consistent with the findings in Albashiry et al. 

(2015b), who, through interviewing four curriculum design teams in vocational 

education institutions in Yemen, found that enterprises’ involvement in curriculum 

design facilitated the curriculum’s consistency with industry needs.  This involvement 

included professionals as informants to describe industry needs, professionals’ 

participation in designing curriculum content, and their evaluation of curriculum in 

terms of its consistency with industry needs.  

Similar findings are found in the study conducted by Li and Sheldon (2014) 

which explored the collaboration between industry and HVE institutions in Suzhou, 

China. The study, through interviewing HR managers and college managers and 

analysing documents, investigates three cases of the collaboration between three 

foreign companies and HVE institutions. The study further randomly sent 

questionnaires to 340 companies to explore their collaboration with VET institutions 

and 76 companies gave responses. All the investigated companies were electronics 

manufacturing companies, a booming industry in China. As with the studies of 

Yildirim and Simsek (2001) and Albashiry et al. (2015b), Li and Sheldon (2014) also 

found that enterprises’ involvement significantly contributed to curriculum reform, 

and enterprises’ involvement contained varied kinds of involvement, including the 

enterprises’ assistance in designing courses, similar to the situation mentioned in 

Albashiry et al. (2015b). In addition, the most common involvement is the provision 

of internship opportunities, which is followed by financial sponsorship, subsidising 

equipment, professional teaching, and the provision of in-service training for teachers. 

The enterprises in the study saw themselves as playing an important role in improving 

vocational education.  

In terms of building relationships with industry, the studies of Yildirim and 

Simsek (2001), Albashiry et al. (2015b), and Li and Sheldon (2014) indicate that even 
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without a government-level response to enterprises’ involvement, individual colleges 

and teachers can collaborate with enterprises and invite them to participate in 

curriculum development and reform. More specifically, Yildirim and Simsek (2001) 

found that some VET teachers visited enterprises and conducted needs assessments 

with professionals. Albashiry et al. (2015b) stated that teachers and curriculum leaders 

invited some professionals to visit their colleges and assist these teaching staff in 

curriculum development.   

However, fostering such involvement can be difficult. Yildirim and Simsek 

(2001) argue that it is still a challenge for VET teachers in Turkey to build a 

relationship with industry and communication with professionals. In the research by 

Albashiry et al. (2015b), many enterprises appeared to have little interest in vocational 

education curriculum reform and development in schools. They found that enterprises 

and professionals had little willingness to involve themselves in curriculum reform in 

schools, because they could not see any return on their investment from the 

involvement. A weak collaboration with industry and low willingness of enterprises to 

cooperate were seen as resulting in teachers failing to know industry needs and to 

make curriculum consistent with industry needs (Albashiry et al., 2015b; Yildirim & 

Simsek, 2001). 

In contrast to the situations described in the studies of Yildirim and Simsek 

(2001) and Albashiry et al. (2015b), nearly half the investigated enterprises in the 

study of Li and Sheldon (2014) expressed enthusiasm about building a collaboration 

with local enterprises and had collaborated with HVE colleges to some extent. It thus 

appears that the enterprises in the study of Li and Sheldon (2014) were more willing 

to cooperate with vocational education schools and colleges. Li and Sheldon (2014) 

suggest that this enthusiasm can be attributed to the local developed economic context. 

Electronic manufacturing was a flourishing industry in Suzhou, and the investigated 

enterprises were in this industry, which, through collaboration with vocational 

education institutions, aimed to reach their recruitment objectives and alleviate the 

skill shortages. In other words, a booming economy was seen as facilitating 

enterprises’ commitment to their involvement in vocational education. 

The study of Li and Sheldon (2014) further argues that compared with the VET 

system in Germany and Australia where employers’ involvement is supported and 

regulated under official regulations, there was “an absence of sufficient systemic 
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responses at central, provincial or municipal government levels [that] has stimulated 

these enterprises to initiate their own discretionary and ad hoc programmes to 

improve the local skill prospects of those enterprises and, at times, conditions within 

local labour markets” (pp. 323-324) . However, their research did not indicate how the 

lack of such a system negatively influenced vocational education in China. The 

literature appears to lack research into comparing the effectiveness of systemic 

response to industry involvement and collaboration in developed countries with that 

of industry involvement based on local providers’ efforts to build it in developing 

countries that do not have systemic responses to industry involvement.  

The literature review by Billett and Seddon (2004) suggests that social partners’ 

involvement did not just focus on how to make curriculum more consistent with 

industry needs. Another concern was how to get more local social partners involved 

and make vocational education meet the demands of local people. More specifically, 

with decentralisation, local communities can become involved in decision-making 

concerning what kinds of vocational education programmes are needed by the local 

people. Through such democratic and participatory dialogue, the processes of 

decision-making and civic capacity are enhanced. This means that vocational 

education programmes can accommodate the different interests of ethnic minorities 

and other stakeholders. For example, in one region of Australia:  

the indigenous communities in that region had a common language, common concerns 

about young people and had representative processes (i.e. community management 

committees and a women’s committee) in place to make decisions about educational 

provision (Billett & Seddon, 2004, p. 62). 

Although there are more emerging social partners and more purposes which include 

not only improving vocational education, but also accommodating more interests of 

different kinds of stakeholders, the basis of relationships between those social partners 

and vocational institutions should still be institutionalised and reciprocal.  

Overall, the literature review conducted above indicates that industry was the 

most important partner to collaborate with vocational education providers and 

teachers to make curriculum consistent with its needs. However, it is still challenging 

for providers and teachers to build a relationship with industry in the countries 

without official incentives for its involvement. The major implication for this research 
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is that it is important to explore the influence of industry involvement on discipline 

heads’ curriculum reform in Chinese HVE colleges. 

2.7.4 Industry Experience, Professional Development, and 

Recruitment 

This section reviews the literature on VET teachers’ industry experience and 

knowledge, which is considered key to vocational education development and reform. 

Professional development contributes to industry knowledge, as well as appropriate 

vocational education teacher recruitment referring to recruiting industry professionals 

as teaching staff. One research concern is based on an assumption that improvements 

in vocational education partly depend on promoting the quality of teachers through 

professional development and recruitment of competent teachers (Naylor, 1997). 

Industry experience and knowledge is seen as a key quality of VET teachers in 

vocational education development and reform (Chappell & Johnston, 2003; Fejes & 

Köpsén, 2014; Perry & Ball, 1998; Vähäsantanen, Saarinen, & Eteläpelto, 2009). 

Competent VET teachers should have prior industry knowledge, developed through 

their industry experience, and transfer the knowledge into the curriculum, so students 

are exposed to industry knowledge and its application, of which they need a good 

understanding in order to succeed in their future career (Fejes & Köpsén, 2014). Thus, 

VET teachers are required to possess occupational experience and knowledge so that 

they are able to deliver the knowledge to students and instruct them in training 

courses and in workplaces (Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; Vähäsantanen et al., 2009). 

However, many vocational teachers have worked in VET for long periods and some 

of their knowledge might have become outdated, which may result in a failure to link 

curriculum to industry needs (Andersson & Köpsén, 2015, 2018; Chappell & 

Johnston, 2003; Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; Harris et al., 2001; Perry & Ball, 1998; 

Vähäsantanen et al., 2009). 

Fejes and Köpsén’s (2014) research explored issues concerning higher 

vocational education teachers’ industry experience. Their research was based on 20 

semi-structured interviews with 20 HVE teachers from different vocational education 

disciplines in Sweden. The study indicated that, to be capable of developing 

vocational education curriculum in response to industry currency, teachers should 

possess up-to-date occupational experience and knowledge. In other words, a 
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competent vocational education teacher is seen as having two professional identities, 

not just as a teacher but also as a professional possessing up-to-date occupational 

knowledge and skills. 

In order to make curriculum respond to industry currency and be able to instruct 

students in workplaces, VET teachers are further required to maintain and update their 

industry knowledge (Chappell & Johnston, 2003; Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; Perry & Ball, 

1998; Vähäsantanen et al., 2009). Professional development “is vital for vocational 

education educators to maintain and update their skills and knowledge to tackle the 

continual changes in the world of work” (Williams, 2009, p. 1). There is a focus in 

research on the professional development of vocational education educators, such as 

discipline heads, teachers and trainers, on a worldwide basis (Williams, 2009). 

Practice in the workplace, referring to working and training in the industry, is seen as 

an effective way for VET teachers to maintain and update their industry knowledge 

(Fejes & Köpsén, 2014). Fejes and Köpsén (2014) found that because vocational 

education teachers work in the community of teaching, they lacked the opportunity to 

practise in industry. Without up-to-date industry knowledge, they could not make 

their curriculum respond to current industry requirements (Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; 

Fischer & Bauer, 2007).  

Practice in industry as an effective method of professional development is also 

supported and further explained by other studies, such as Lave and Wenger (1991) 

and Fuller and Unwin (2003). Only through practice in a relevant occupational 

community might a person obtain relevant industry knowledge, skills, and attitudes, 

and become a qualified worker (Fuller & Unwin, 2003; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Lave 

and Wenger (1991) outline what kind of practice in workplaces should be seen as 

effective and sufficient. They suggest that through participation in a variety of tasks in 

the workplace, and given enough training time, an apprentice gradually masters 

relevant knowledge and skills, and eventually becomes a master, namely a qualified 

member in that workplace. Similarly, Fuller and Unwin (2003), through investigating 

workplace training of three apprentices in the UK, found that opportunity for practice 

and sufficient training time during which an apprentice was trained to be a qualified 

worker, were two important criteria to recognise high quality workplace training. 

Based on the studies of Lave and Wenger (1991) and Fuller and Unwin (2003), 
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opportunity of practice and sufficient training time to be a qualified worker were seen 

as two criteria in effective practice in the workplace. 

The importance of practice in industry in professional development is also 

supported by the study conducted by Andersson and Köpsén (2018). In addition, they 

found that other activities of professional development are also useful in improving 

industry knowledge of VET teachers. Through their analysis of survey data from 886 

teachers in Swedish vocational education schools, the authors found that there were a 

variety of professional development activities, mainly about practice in industry, 

being coached by professionals in seminars and during curriculum development in 

colleges, and self-learning through reading educational materials. Being coached by 

professionals in seminars and during curriculum development in colleges, i.e., not in 

an occupational community, was still seen as improving teachers’ industry knowledge. 

This finding is supported by Broad (2013), who concluded that communicating with 

professionals and being coached by professionals in seminars, meetings of industry 

associations, and student associations contributed to the maintenance and updating of 

teachers’ industry knowledge. In addition, both studies, that is, Andersson and Köpsén 

(2018) and Broad (2013), indicated reading educational materials and textbooks 

appeared useful but less effective, because teachers could not learn enough practical 

knowledge and skills through reading. 

Across the activities of professional development mentioned above, there appear 

to be two main kinds of effective development, one being practice in the workplace, 

and the other being communicating with and being coached by professionals in non-

workplace environments such as seminars, workshops and collaboration in teaching 

(Andersson & Köpsén, 2018). Based on the studies of Fejes and Köpsén (2014), Lave 

and Wenger (1991), and Fuller and Unwin (2003), the most effective method appears 

to be practice in workplaces. In order to be competent VET teachers, teachers were 

required to keep their occupational identity as professionals, and the only way to keep 

such identity was practice in industry (Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Accordingly, Andersson and Köpsén (2018) suggested that further qualitative 

research is needed to more comprehensively explore the effectiveness of different 

kinds of professional development activities. 

Studies have indicated a lack of funding for teachers and enterprises to conduct 

teacher training, and the burden of teacher training on time is seen as hindering their 
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opportunities for training. Fejes and Köpsén (2014) found that there was neither a 

policy nor financial support for vocational teachers’ placement in industry in Sweden, 

which hindered their efforts in pursuing opportunities for workplace training. This is 

also supported by the research by Cort, Harkonen, and Volmari (2004). Based on their 

large study on in-service training for vocational education educators in six countries, 

Denmark, Finland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, and Portugal, they found that there 

are significant burdens on vocational educators’ time, and that “a lack of sufficient 

financial resources prevented teachers and trainers from receiving the continual 

training they require” (Cort et al., 2004, p. 37). In addition, another barrier was that 

teacher training programmes have a negative impact on their teaching time. “This 

tendency is strengthened when teachers feel management is not fully committed to 

programmes and when it does not provide enough time for teacher participation” 

(Cort et al., 2004, p. 37). Similarly, in the context of China, the government 

encourages HVE teachers to practise in industry to enhance their industry knowledge, 

but there is a lack of official guidelines and support for implementing workplace 

training for them (Yang, 2015). 

Many studies have indicated that the government in many countries and VET 

institutions know VET teachers should have industry experience and knowledge in 

order to be competent in delivering the knowledge which students need to master for 

their future career, so professionals are recruited as VET teachers (Andersson & 

Köpsén, 2015, 2018; Broad, 2013; Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; Perry & Ball, 1998; 

Vähäsantanen et al., 2009). There is a dearth of research into vocational education 

teacher recruitment in China. However, Jia (2014) argued that, currently, HVE 

colleges prefer to recruit postgraduates, including persons with doctorate degrees, to 

show the high quality of teachers. These persons usually had no industry experience 

and no capability of teaching curriculum in response to industry needs.  

Overall, industry experience and knowledge are a requirement for VET teachers, 

in order to develop and teach curriculum in response to industry needs. A variety of 

professional development activities have been found effective in maintaining and 

updating teachers’ industry knowledge. It is argued that the government and VET 

institutions in other countries recognise industry experience as an important quality of 

VET teachers, so they recruit professionals as teachers. However, the Chinese HVE 

recruitment system does not consider the industry experience of its teachers. 



63 

 

The literature review demonstrates that it is important to explore the facilitating 

influence of industry experience of discipline heads on curriculum reform in the 

current research, and the influence of professional development on industry 

experience. In addition, it is also necessary to explore the inhibiting influence of 

Chinese HVE recruitment on discipline heads’ industry experience and curriculum 

reform. 

2.7.5 Funds and Facilities 

In order to broaden the capability of local policy reform implementers, external funds 

and facilities should accompany the reform (Fullan, 2007). Increasing funding is 

important to implementation, and many empirical studies have explored the 

importance of this. 

Sufficient funding is regarded as contributing to vocational education 

development and reform. A study by Fossum (1996) investigated the process of policy 

implementation of ‘youth apprenticeship’ programs in three high schools in 

Minnesota, USA. Fossum (1996) found that securing grant funding was an impetus to 

the initiation of the programs in practice, and existing resources also contributed to 

the initiation. Official funds and incentives attract enterprises’ involvement in 

vocational education. Billett and Seddon (2004) suggest that official funds were 

useful in easing the financial burden of apprenticeships in enterprises and attracted 

enterprises to get involved. Similarly, in the literature review of  Muehlemann and 

Wolter (2014), they argue that funds, particularly subsidies for training programmes 

in some countries such as Switzerland and Denmark, had motivated enterprises to 

provide workplace learning for vocational education students to enhance their skills. 

The literature review conducted by Barnett and Ryan (2005) described the 

negative influence of a lack of funds on the implementation of VET in schools in 

Australia. The review found that there were differences in cost between VET in 

schools in Australia and that a lack of funds in many schools had a negative effect on 

VET, which led to: a shortage of adequately trained teachers; a lack of funds for 

training teachers; inadequate facilities for delivering VET; a lack of funds for 

purchasing student training services; and increased tuition fees charged to students, 

creating a barrier to participation in VET. In China, Bao (2012) has conducted an 

extensive study into higher vocational curriculum reform by investigating 100 HVE 
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vocational colleges. Bao concluded that the government had provided significant 

funds for HVE and supported colleges to purchase equipment and to reform their 

curriculum, but the funding still appeared insufficient and more funds were needed to 

improve facilities.    

According to the literature review mentioned above, funding has an extensive 

influence on vocational education and the implementation of reform. It may influence 

the recruitment and professional development of teachers, adequacy of facilities, the 

willingness of industry participation, students’ opportunities for workplace learning, 

and quality of tuition. Thus, the influence of funds and facilities on curriculum reform 

is a concern in the current research. It is important to investigate discipline heads’ 

perceptions concerning whether they have enough funds and facilities to support their 

curriculum reform. 

2.7.6 Rewards and Recognition Schemes  

This section reviews the influence of rewards and recognition schemes on education 

reform. Three positive effects of such schemes have been found in the literature, while 

drawbacks are also reported. 

The literature indicates that rewards and recognition schemes have been used to 

encourage local adoption of education reform through offering rewards to those 

education providers and educators who demonstrate good performance and practice in 

the reform (Harris‐Huemmert, 2008; Huggett et al., 2012). Funding in this kind of 

scheme supports the development of vocational education curriculum that was 

officially recognised as excellent (Bao, 2012), and as mentioned above, may provide a 

motivation for commitment from teachers. Such schemes can encourage local 

implementers to make efforts to realise reform, but teachers’ commitment originating 

in winning rewards through implementing a reform appear less important than their 

commitment originating in the recognition of the significance of the reform (Kelley, 

1999; King & Mathers, 1997).   

Third, the literature review conducted by Huggett et al. (2012) has concluded 

that one important consideration for a rewards and recognition scheme in higher 

education is designing effective criteria and evaluation that are congruent with the 

aims of the reform. Effective evaluation including the criteria not only facilitates the 

selection and reward of high quality curriculum, but also guides and encourages 
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teachers in developing high quality curriculum and teaching as specified in the criteria. 

However, it is noted that the literature indicates that it is usually challenging to design 

effective evaluation in vocational education. Indeed, evaluation in vocational 

education is commonly regarded as unreliable because of the failure of designing 

appropriate, effective and comprehensive evaluation criteria for assessing vocational 

education reform (Harris‐Huemmert, 2008; Van den Berghe, 1997). In that regard, 

McLean (2009) suggests that vocational education evaluation should involve more 

kinds of evaluators, such as evaluators with knowledge of curriculum reform and 

relevant expertise, professionals, teachers, and students, in order to evaluate programs 

more comprehensively. 

In terms of the drawbacks of  such schemes, inequality in funding has been 

mentioned in the research by King and Mathers (1997) who explored the 

performance-based rewards in compulsory schools in four states of the USA. They 

speculated that performance-based rewards undermined the equalities in education, 

saying that a “concern related to the amount of money devoted to performance-based 

accountability is with potential inequities” (King & Mathers, 1997, p. 170). This is 

empirically supported by the findings in Y. Zhao (2011); his survey of 45 teachers and 

200 students in a VET school in China found that a curriculum selected by the school 

to participate in skill competitions was provided with much more funding and 

facilities compared with others. 

In summary, the literature has identified three positive effects of rewards and 

recognition schemes on educational development and reform, funding, teachers’ 

commitment, and guiding teachers’ practice. However, funding based on performance 

results in funding inequality among curricula in a school and between schools. The 

major implication then, for this present study, is to examine the positive and negative 

influence of the Chinese rewards and recognition scheme on supporting curriculum 

reform implementation. 

2.7.7 Leadership 

Many studies have found that leadership behaviours of school management, usually 

referring to principals and deans, influence educational reform implementation 

(Hallinger, 2003). Two foremost types of leadership, as measured by a number of 

empirical studies, are transactional leadership and transformational leadership (Gasper, 
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1992). For teacher leaders, such as subject coordinators and discipline heads, before 

they conduct their leadership behaviours, it is important for school management to 

empower them to lead teachers and to make decisions on local educational practice 

(Muijs & Harris, 2003). 

As Bass (1985) noted, transactional leadership is a kind of contingent 

reinforcement, which is setting clear goals and standards and using rewards and 

sanctions to encourage followers’ compliance. The two characteristics of transactional 

leadership are contingent rewards and management-by-exception. Contingent rewards 

and punishment are used to encourage followers to reach agreed levels of 

performance. Management-by-exception indicates that leaders aim to improve 

followers’ performance and make interventions when standards are not met.  

Rather than using rewards and punishment, transformational leadership aims to 

motivate followers through sharing visions and inspiring them (Bass & Riggio, 2006). 

Four types of leadership behaviours are listed by Bass and Riggio (2006):  

(1) leaders serve as role models for subordinates to follow; 

(2) leaders motivate and inspire followers by setting meaningful and challenging 

tasks; 

(3) leaders encourage followers to innovate and creatively solve problems; and 

(4) leaders coach or mentor followers based on their needs and capability. 

A study by Kao and Hudson (2009) indicates that transactional leadership and 

transformational leadership are not contradictory and could both be effective 

leadership behaviours. Through interviewing and observing five “Grade A” junior 

high school principals in Taipei, the study found that all adopted both transactional 

leadership and transformational leadership behaviours, and saw the combination of 

both leadership behaviours as effective in motivating teachers to implement 

curriculum reform and achieve curriculum reform. 

The findings in the qualitative study by Kao and Hudson (2009) are supported by 

the quantitative research by Nguni, Sleegers, and Denessen (2006). Through 

surveying 560 teachers in 70 primary schools in Tanzania, the quantitative research 

found that transformational leadership behaviours of principals had strong to 

moderate positive impacts on commitment to teaching, organisational citizenship 
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behaviour, and job satisfaction. However, transactional leadership behaviours had 

strong positive effects only on commitment, and little effect on organisational 

citizenship behaviour or job satisfaction. The research further concluded that in order 

to improve school teaching and performance, school leaders need to combine both 

transactional and transformational leadership behaviours. The effectiveness of this 

combination is further explained; transactional contingent rewards and punishment 

build the foundation for the relationships between school leaders and teachers in terms 

of commitment to and improving teaching as expected by the leaders. 

Transformational leadership behaviours enhance the development of teachers, and 

motivate and inspire them to accomplish higher standards than expected.  

There is a dearth of research into teacher leaders’ leadership styles. The literature 

conducted by Muijs and Harris (2003) points out that many studies on school 

leadership focus on researching the leadership of principals and deans, “equating 

leadership with headship” (p. 437). In schools, there are still teacher leaders, such as 

subject coordinators and discipline heads, who have designated management and 

pedagogical tasks in a subject or discipline.  

To contribute to the leadership of teacher leaders, it is important for principals to 

empower these leaders (Barth, 2001; Blegen & Kennedy, 2000; Muijs & Harris, 2003, 

2006; Zhang & Henderson, 2018). Empowerment means that principals delegate to 

teacher leaders more power in encouraging teachers and decision-making (Blegen & 

Kennedy, 2000). Teacher leadership is seen as contributing to school improvement, 

and the spreading of good practice, and the implementation of educational changes in 

practice (Muijs & Harris, 2006). Muijs and Harris (2006), based on interviews with 

school staff in primary and secondary schools in the UK, indicate that the central 

control of school managers can undermine this empowerment and teacher leadership: 

The role of senior managers in some cases can be seen as a barrier particularly where 

not all senior managers are willing to relinquish control, where leadership from [teacher 

leaders] is seen as weak. (p. 971)  

In Chinese contexts, there are inconsistent findings between Lee and Yin (2011) 

and Zhang and Henderson (2018). Lee and Yin (2011) interviewed 22 informants, 

including teachers and deans, concerning curriculum reform in three compulsory 

schools in China. Their research found that China has a history of authoritarian 
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leadership in educational organisations and principals adopted to maintain teachers’ 

compliance to curriculum reform. On the other hand, Zhang and Henderson (2018), 

through interviews with 10 principals and 10 teachers in 10 compulsory education 

schools in China, indicated that “school principals in China were no longer the only 

decision-makers in schools; rather they are actively engaged in empowering teacher 

leaders to work alongside them to achieve goals” (p. 618). Accordingly, more 

research is needed to examine the empowerment in Chinese context; there was also a 

lack of research into this issue in the Chinese HVE context. 

In summary, relevant literature has shown that leadership behaviours of school 

management can influence teachers’ implementation of education reform. Both 

transactional leadership and transformational leadership are seen as contributing to 

implementation. There is a lack of research into exploring leadership behaviours of 

teacher leaders. For teacher leaders, such as discipline heads, effective leadership 

builds on the possession of certain powers decentralised by their managers. The major 

implication, then, for the current research suggests the importance of research into the 

influence of discipline heads’ leadership and power during curriculum reform. 

2.7.8 Collaboration between Colleagues 

Collaboration between teaching staff is an organisational factor that facilitates 

education change and improvements (Waldron & McLeskey, 2010). Through their 

literature review, Waldron and McLeskey (2010) concluded that a collaborative 

culture means that teachers, administrators, school counsellors, and other 

professionals in schools share their expertise to develop high-quality programs and 

improve teaching practice. Through collaboration, people may gain expertise from 

other professionals in schools. Collaboration also includes discussion and shared 

decision-making between administrators, teachers and other professionals in order to 

generate multiple solutions to existing problems and choose the most effective ones. 

Albashiry, Voogt, and Pieters (2015a), through surveying and interviewing 

administrators, teachers, students, and alumni at a post-secondary vocational 

education college in Yemen, found that collaboration was a facilitator of HVE 

curriculum development. More specifically, Albashiry et al. (2015a) listed three 

benefits: (1) through collaborative curriculum design, teachers’ teaching skills, 

knowledge of curriculum planning, and subject matter knowledge were enhanced; (2) 
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teachers formed a clearer and more holistic view of the curriculum in their disciplines 

and of the significance of their curriculum design tasks in terms of guaranteeing the 

quality of the curriculum; (3) the success of the collaboration further contributed to 

their future collaboration and their commitment to curriculum work.  

Neither the study by Waldron and McLeskey (2010) nor that by Albashiry et al. 

(2015a) gave suggestions on how to foster collaboration between teachers in 

education institutions. The literature review conducted by Vangrieken, Dochy, Raes, 

and Kyndt (2015) summarises the factors of collaboration. In terms of facilitators of 

teacher collaboration, they say, “In order to make teacher collaboration successful, a 

lot of actions can be undertaken to support the aspects of the collaborative process 

(e.g., realising task interdependence, developing clear roles for the members, a 

defined focus for collaboration).” (p. 36) 

In regard to hindrances to teacher collaboration, Vangrieken et al. (2015) 

suggests that most inhibiting factors have to do with the characteristics of teachers and 

their groups. Personal factors included low willingness to cooperate and lack of 

subject knowledge and teaming skills to cooperate, while some group characteristics, 

such as conflicts between teachers, poor communication, and a lack of common goals 

were also hindrances. 

The literature review of Vangrieken et al. (2015) is regarded as comprehensively 

examining the influence of a variety of factors on teacher collaboration. However, 

Kim and Nam (1998) argue that it might be more difficult for Asian people to 

collaborate in an organisation. A particular cultural characteristic may undermine their 

willingness to cooperate with each other. This cultural characteristic, the concept of 

‘face’, is seen as potentially undermining the collaboration between staff in an 

organisation. The concept of ‘face’, as explained in the literature review by Kim and 

Nam (1998), refers to a person’s perceptions concerning how other members perceive 

his/her social status in a community or organisation. An Asian, especially an East 

Asian, is seen as much more sensitive to whether other colleagues see him/her as a 

qualified worker than western people are. Thus, an Asian member might appear 

unwilling to cooperate with other staff in order to avoid revealing a potential lack of 

competence. 
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Overall, the literature has indicated that collaboration between school staff 

contributes to improving and reforming education, and a variety of factors have been 

identified which either facilitate or hinder collaboration. The major implication for the 

current research is that it is of value to explore the influence of collaboration between 

discipline heads and other teaching staff on Chinese HVE curriculum reform, and 

contextualised factors that have impacts on the collaboration.  

2.7.9 Student Factor 

Students are the beneficiaries of VET development and reform and can also influence 

the implementation of VET programmes and reform in practice. More specifically, 

their willingness to undertake VET, their learning attitudes, and the completion rate of 

their VET qualification were seen as important influencing factors, either facilitating 

or hindering the implementation. 

The decisions of many young people and adults in Australia to enrol in VET 

were based on three goals: to obtain a job, to realise a personal career preference, and 

to update skills for current employment (G. Maxwell, Cooper, & Biggs, 2000). 

Obtaining a well-paid and skilled job is seen as the most important reason for high 

school graduates, most of whom could not enter university, to further their study in 

VET. Similarly, Swift and Fisher (2012) found that many students in the UK with low 

academic achievements were enrolled in VET. They identified the overarching 

expectation of young people for VET: 

The perceptions of earning capacity were a key factor in shaping ideas about careers, 

and … students generally aspired to the courses that they believed would offer them the 

highest potential in terms of future earnings. (p. 218) 

Although many young people decide to enrol in VET, it is usually seen as the 

second choice in tertiary education, as university education is often seen as more 

valuable in promoting career development and therefore people often prefer to 

undertake it if their academic achievements enable them to enter university (Jørgensen, 

2015; G. Maxwell et al., 2000; Swift & Fisher, 2012; Xiong, 2011b). The place of 

VET, including HVE, as a good choice for low-achieving students, has been enhanced 

in recent years (Jørgensen, 2015; Xiong, 2011b). This trend has resulted in two 

challenges for the realisation of positive learning outcomes in VET, identified in 

Jørgensen’s (2015) study containing interviews with 106 students attending vocational 
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schools in Denmark. First, with an increasing academic drift of enrolled young people 

in VET, more and more VET students obtained a low achievement in VET, which 

meant that many students did not achieve sufficient skills for their future career. 

Second, an increasing number of students also had low learning attitudes, which 

meant that they were not committed to learning. Schaap, Baartman, and de Bruijn 

(2012) indicate that learning attitude is an important factor in facilitating learning 

outcomes in VET. More specifically, positive learning attitudes usually lead to 

positive effects on learning, while poor learning attitudes result in negative effects on 

learning. 

Low completion and high drop-out rates among students are also seen as having 

a negative effect on VET (Jørgensen, 2015; Tanggaard, 2013). As students drop out, 

public and private resources that were put into their VET study have been wasted. The 

reasons why VET students in Denmark drop out are examined by Tanggaard (2013), 

who finds that a lack of trainee places for students and insufficient educational 

resources were the main factors. From an individual perspective, many students also 

had a poor learning attitude and lacked commitment to complete their programmes. 

In summary, the literature reviewed above indicates that students’ willingness to 

undertake VET, learning attitudes, and completion rates influence vocational 

education development. Thus, the implication for this present study is that it is 

important to explore the influence of student factors on discipline heads’ 

implementation of Chinese HVE curriculum reform policy.  

2.8 Effects of Education Reform 

This section aims to review the literature on the effects of education reform, including 

the effects on education practice, the effects on the emotions, the effects on 

professional identity, and the effects of teaching staff’s response to curriculum reform. 

The government expects education reform to be implemented as reform policy 

directives, and to bring expected changes to educational practice in order to improve 

the quality of education (Fullan, 2007; Tiongson, 2005). Effective implementation 

usually precedes positive effects on educational practice (Tymko, 1980), so one 

research focus is to explore teachers’ perceptions of whether the reform has been 

implemented. 
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The literature by Honig (2006) stated that “the essential implementation question 

then becomes not simply ‘what’s implementable and works?’,  but ‘what is 

implementable and what works for whom, where, when, and why?’” (p. 2). Honig 

further concluded that inhibiting factors of education reform, such as a lack of funding 

and teachers’ lack of knowledge, hindered the full implementation of reform. Honig’s 

argument has been supported by many studies. In a review of literature regarding the 

dual training system in Germany, the study by Deissinger (2004) summarises the 

challenges for this system: the low interest of enterprises, insufficient training 

opportunities and difficulties in maintaining standards of training outcomes are 

barriers to the implementation of some dual apprenticeship training programmes. In 

Ghana, weak links between colleges and industry, poor teacher quality, and a lack of 

educational resources have led to the non-completion of internships in VET schools 

(Akomaning, Voogt, & Pieters, 2011).  

On the other hand, in reform-friendly environments, which include those which 

have the support of facilitators such as governments, colleges, and social partners, 

educational reform can be fully implemented (Bell & Stevenson, 2015; Fullan, 2007; 

Honig, 2006). Success in implementing reform can bring effects as positive as the 

reform policy expected, substantially improving educational practice and students’ 

learning. This is empirically supported by the study conducted by Fossum (1996). 

Fossum (1996) investigated the process of implementing ‘youth apprenticeship’ 

programmes in three high schools in Minnesota, US. The government designed the 

youth apprenticeship system drawing on the German dual apprenticeship. Common 

facilitators were identified across the three cases. First, securing grant funding was an 

impetus for the initiation of the programs in practice, and existing resources also 

contributed to the initiation of the program. Second, the most significant contributor 

to the success of the implementation of all the programs was building or reinforcing 

bridges between schools and business communities. Further, the infusion of both 

human and material resources from business to the apprenticeships promoted 

improvement in the programs. Under the influence of these facilitators, the 

relationships between industry and schools were built. Students had opportunities to 

receive training in workplaces, which enhanced their skills and facilitated their 

transition from schools to work. 
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Although Chinese HVE curriculum reform has been enacted by the government 

for many years, research into the status of the implementation is still lacking (Bao, 

2012). Bao (2012) conducted an extensive study, using interviews and document 

analysis, into HVE curriculum reform by investigating 100 higher vocational colleges. 

Her research focused on what strategies colleges and teachers adopted to implement 

the reform. Bao indicated that for many disciplines there was still a big gap between 

the intended curriculum and the conducted curriculum.  

The studies on the effects of education reform mentioned above focus on the 

status of the implementation and the accompanying effects on education practice 

specified in the policy. However, there are other effects on teachers themselves, in 

terms of emotions, professional identity, and response to the status of implementation 

(Kay, 2007; Van Veen, Sleegers, & Van de Ven, 2005; Wright, 2017). 

A study conducted by Kay (2007), through interviews, observation and 

document analysis, investigated the experience of education reform of ten elementary 

school teachers in the USA. The teachers felt stressed when they perceived that the 

implementation of reform was challenging for them. Kay’s research found the reform 

required teachers to improve students’ academic performance, but the teachers felt 

stressed by the responsibility for improving student performance to reach the official 

standards. Further, when some of the ten teachers thought that they could not realise 

the reform goals due to the inhibiting influence of other factors, they felt a sense of 

frustration: 

No matter what efforts were made, they would not be good enough to meet the demands 

nor did the teachers have any control over the factors that were being put in place to 

judge and sanction their performance in the classroom. (Kay, 2007, p. 182) 

On the other hand, many teachers made significant achievements in improving 

students’ academic performance. This success in the reform led to teachers’ positive 

emotions, namely a sense of self-realisation.  

A finding similar to Kay’s (2007) was found by Wright (2017). The study by 

Wright (2017) interviewed a compulsory education teacher’s experience of education 

reform in the USA. The research showed the teacher perceived that it was hard for 

them to cope with difficulties in the environment as well as implementing the reform, 

so the teacher felt a sense of stress. Furthermore, the failure of the reform made the 
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teacher frustrated. The stress and frustration further led to the teacher’s job 

dissatisfaction. The teacher was dissatisfied with the working environment because it 

applied pressure to implement the reform but the school management offered little 

support. 

The two studies by Kay (2007) and Wright (2017) confirm that education reform 

can provoke both positive and negative emotions among teachers. Wright (2017) 

stated that stress and frustration can lead to job dissatisfaction. A study by Van Veen 

et al. (2005) further analysed the negative emotions of a teacher towards curriculum 

reform and pointed out that the emotions indicated that curriculum reform had 

impacts on professional identity. Before introducing this study, the concept of 

professional identity is elaborated on. 

A lack of a single concept of professional identity in the literature is apparent, 

and many studies indicate different definitions in the contexts of these studies 

(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Beauchamp and Thomas (2009), after reviewing 

many studies, noted that professional identity has two aspects, professional and 

personal (p. 179). The professional dimension refers to completing teaching work, 

“providing a framework for teachers to construct their own ideas of ‘how to be’, ‘how 

to act’ and ‘how to understand’ their work” (Sachs, 2005, p. 15). The personal 

dimension, according to Wenger (1998) includes perceptions of being a qualified 

member of a profession who possesses knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs in the 

community of the workplace. In other words, teachers see themselves as competent 

teachers if they regard themselves as possessing sufficient knowledge and skills to 

teach.  

Education reform usually brings new practice, may affect teachers’ emotions, 

and may further reshape the status of teachers’ professional identity. This finding is 

also reflected in the research conducted by Van Veen et al. (2005). The research 

explored a teacher’s emotions that emerged during a reform of the curriculum, and 

discovered the many ways in which his professional identity had been negatively 

affected. The study explored a case of curriculum reform, which referred to a 

secondary school teacher of Dutch language and literature in the Netherlands. The 

data for the study was collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with the 

teacher. The analysis of the data showed that the teacher recognised the need for 

curriculum reform and decided to apply the new educational practice raised in it. 
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However, the teacher reported that he had a sense of anxiety because he found that 

many factors hindered the implementation, such as a lack of time and resources. 

Accordingly, the teacher saw himself as failing to fully implement the new 

educational practice. Further, he attributed the failure partly to the insufficient time 

that he invested in the reform, so he felt ashamed and saw himself as a poor teacher. 

Van Veen et al. (2005) concluded that the failure of the reform had a negative impact 

on his professional identity.  

The research by Van Veen et al. (2005) found that the inhibiting influence of 

certain factors on curriculum reform and the accompanying failure of the reform can 

have negative impacts on professional identity. However, few studies have 

investigated whether the success of education reform can positively affect 

professional identity.  

A review of the literature has found that in terms of teachers’ responses to the 

negative influence of certain factors on curriculum reform and the accompanying 

failure, inconsistent results appear to be found by different studies. In the research by 

Van Veen et al. (2005), the interviewed teacher openly expressed a sense of resistance 

to the reform when he discovered the negative influences of certain factors on his 

curriculum reform and that he could not finish the reform without the support of his 

school. He spoke to his managers about the lack of sufficient time and resources, and 

he further told them that he could not fully implement the reform. He explicitly 

reported he had little commitment to the reform after obtaining insufficient support 

from his managers. Lee and Yin (2011) interviewed 22 school staff, including 

teachers and deans concerning curriculum reform in three compulsory schools in 

China. Their research found that, under the circumstances where curriculum reform 

was negatively influenced by certain factors, Chinese teachers usually decided to 

superficially perform well but never follow through, instead of openly expressing 

their dissatisfaction. As Lee and Yin (2011) explained, China has an authoritarian 

leadership in educational organisations, so teachers showed a sense of compliance and 

respect for authority in schools. 

The literature review of Fullan (1994) found that teachers’ superficial 

implementation was attributable to pressure from the government. Some state 

governments in the USA adopted a centralised strategy to encourage the adoption of 

education reform, which might lead to teachers’ compliance and superficial 
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implementation. Fullan (1994) argued that a centralised education strategy contains 

official pressure, incentives, and sanctions, which encouraged schools and teachers to 

implement reform. He further argued that a centralised policy implementation strategy 

was seen as ineffective; if local implementers did not have the capability to implement 

a reform, they were seen as conducting superficial implementation in order to respond 

to official requirements.  

In summary, the literature review provides insights into the effects of curriculum 

reform: effects on education practice, and effects on teachers. The review indicates 

that there is a lack of research into the effects of HVE curriculum reform in China. 

There is also an absence of research that further explores whether the success of 

curriculum reform will affect teachers’ professional identity. Last, the literature shows 

an inconsistency in the findings of different studies concerning teachers’ responses to 

the failure of curriculum reform. The major implication for this study is that it is 

valuable to explore effects of Chinese HVE discipline heads’ curriculum reform, 

especially the effects on their professional identity and practice. 

2.9 Recommendations for Enhancing Education Reform 

Recommendations for enhancing education reform refers to suggestions about 

systemic changes, stakeholders’ support, and strategies for the full implementation of 

reform (Fullan, 1994, 2014; Honig, 2006; Sabatier, 1986). Considering that many 

recommendations for enhancing education reform are contextualised, the introduction 

of recommendations will focus on VET, especially HVE reform and development in 

China. 

Bao (2012) recommends more involvement from business to support curriculum 

reform. Through investigating 100 HVE colleges in China, using methods such as 

surveying and interviewing staff and analysing documents, Bao suggests that 

enhancing the cooperation between colleges and enterprises is important in 

curriculum reform. Through industry participation in curriculum reform, curriculum 

can become more consistent with industry needs, and workplace training provided by 

enterprises can facilitate students’ skills. Bao’s study did not propose a systemic 

response to the collaboration between industry and HVE.  

On the other hand, some studies proposed a systemic response to the 

involvement of enterprise. Through investigating VET of 20 countries in the OECD 
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(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development), it was found that a 

systemic body involving different social partners including enterprise associations, 

trade unions, and education providers in decision-making in VET, can facilitate the 

development of vocational programmes (OECD, 2014). In terms of Chinese VET 

including HVE, a similar recommendation is provided by the OECD (2010b), to 

“develop mechanisms to engage employers at regional and sectoral levels to plan 

provision, agree curricula and support workplace training” (p. 179). In order to 

enhance local cooperation with HVE colleges, Chinese government should establish 

incentives and regulations to guarantee the involvement of enterprises (Barabasch, 

Huang, & Lawson, 2009). 

Recommendations for enhancing education reform also refer to requests for more 

official support. In order to promote the implementation of reform in education 

systems, the government needs to not only encourage the adoption of reform but also 

build the capability of local implementers. Governments usually use incentives and 

sanctions to encourage local implementers (Ball et al., 2012; Fullan, 1994). A 

decentralised strategy for governments to promote reform is suggested by other 

studies (Fullan, 1994; Louis & Miles, 1990). Rather than only focussing on promoting 

schools’ and teachers’ commitment to reform, governments also need to contribute to 

local implementers’ capability to implement the reform. Based on research into VET 

in 20 countries of the OECD, more funds are needed to support VET development, 

especially funds for arranging workplace training and purchasing facilities in HVE 

(OECD, 2014).  

In order to be competent in imparting up-to-date knowledge, VET teachers in 

China should have the opportunity to practise in workplaces (Barnaart, 2007; Barnett 

& Ryan, 2005; Cai, Yang, Lyytinen, & Hölttä, 2015). Governments should enact 

policy and provide financial support to facilitate teachers’ movement into the 

community of industry, which means they will have opportunities to practise and 

enhance their occupational knowledge and skills (Barnaart, 2007; Barnett & Ryan, 

2005; Cai et al., 2015). Fejes and Köpsén (2014) suggested, based on their research in 

Sweden, for the purpose of facilitating this, there should be a policy or official 

incentive for enterprises and VET teachers to implement the practice.  
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In terms of decentralisation to better facilitate VET development in China, 

Barabasch et al. (2009) proposed establishing regional VET systems rather than using 

a unique and centralised system: 

It will evolve into a system granting more autonomy to different regions allowing them 

to enact different VET policies catering to the demands of local markets. This system 

would resolve the difficulties in implementing consistent policy all over the country. In 

addition, it would allow different regions to choose the model that is most suitable to 

their specific situation. Market demands and economic environments in metropolitan 

cities such as Beijing and Shanghai are very different from the basic needs in Western 

China that require training in farming technologies. (p.16) 

This recommendation is seen as considering the uneven development of VET and the 

differences in social and economic development in different regions of China. 

Another recommendation for Chinese VET is to further develop vocational 

qualifications. With the increase in workplace training conducted by enterprises for 

students, it is important to establish standards for guiding and assessing the training 

(OECD, 2010b). Thus, national vocational qualifications should be developed with 

employers’ recognition and applied in practice (Barnaart, 2007). Apprenticeship 

training conducted by enterprises can be recognised as formal education learning 

experience in HVE colleges (Cai et al., 2015). 

As well as the importance of governments in supporting local implementers, 

namely schools and teachers, in an educational organisation, the management should 

play the key role in facilitating teachers’ reform implementation (Fullan, 2007). 

School leaders should set a reasonable timeline for teachers to implement the reform. 

They should also encourage and support teachers to implement reform, such as by 

providing resources and promoting their professional development. However, there is 

a lack of research into how managers in HVE colleges support discipline heads and 

teachers’ curriculum reform in China. 

Recommendations for enhancing HVE education reform in the literature mainly 

include relevant stakeholders’ support for the implementation of discipline heads and 

teachers. The support includes involvement from enterprises, the government’s 

establishment of appropriate systems and sufficient support for building the capability 

of schools and teachers to implement reform, and school managers’ support. Thus, 
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research into recommendations concerning how other stakeholders should support 

discipline heads’ curriculum reform is one research concern in the current research. 

2.10 Implications for the Study 

According to the above review of the literature, it can be argued that it is important for 

this study to investigate discipline heads’ lived experience of Chinese HVE 

curriculum reform, in order to better understand the implementation and provide 

suggestions for improving it. The current research focus takes an approach that aligns 

with Fullan’s (2007) argument that implementation is the subjective reality of change, 

namely, the daily subjective reality of teachers’ experience concerning the change. 

The implications from the literature review for this study suggest the great 

value of exploring the implementation of HVE curriculum reform in China. 

According to the literature review, curriculum reform in the HVE sectors of China, 

as well as vocational education sectors in other countries, plays a key role in 

improving curriculum in response to industry needs, in order to enhance skill 

development, increase employability, and serve local economies. Such positive 

effects of curriculum reform are brought about by effective implementation. 

However, the reform implementation process was usually moulded by local 

contexts and deviated from the reform directives. Thus, the current research is 

concerned with implementing curriculum reform in practice in China. 

The literature review demonstrated the importance of studying the 

implementation of HVE curriculum reform at the college level in China. 

Curriculum reform explored in this research can be seen as reform at the micro 

level, which focuses on changes to educational practice in HVE colleges. More 

specifically, the curriculum reform policy advocated by the MOE is important in 

directing HVE colleges concerning what kind of curriculum they should develop 

(Mi & Wu, 2009). The reform aims to improve the performance of HVE colleges in 

developing highly skilled labour, through re-developing their curriculum to make 

them more responsive to the needs of industry. Through designing and delivering 

curriculum in response to industry needs, HVE colleges can better foster students’ 

skills. This indicates that any examination of the status of curriculum 

implementation suggests a need to consider what has changed in educational 
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practice in colleges. Thus, the current research is concerned with implementing 

curriculum reform in practice in HVE colleges in China. 

The literature review suggested that Chinese HVE discipline heads are the key 

personnel in implementing curriculum reform, and experience the process of 

curriculum reform implementation in a discipline. HVE colleges in China are the 

ground level bureaucracies charged with implementing the reform. According to 

many studies from different countries, college personnel, such as principals, 

academic deans, department deans, discipline heads and teachers are all engaged in 

reforming curriculum in practice to varying degrees. In particular, college 

management, principals and deans usually play a role in communicating policy to 

teaching staff and supporting its implementation. The key managers of curriculum 

reform in HVE in China are the discipline heads, since they take charge of 

curriculum development and reform in a discipline. Thus, they are the key 

practitioners who experience the curriculum reform implementation in practice in 

their disciplines. 

The literature review suggests the great value of investigating discipline heads’ 

lived experience of curriculum reform, in order to understand the considerations 

and processes of the implementation of Chinese HVE curriculum reform policy. 

According to the literature review, from an experiential perspective, the subjective 

process of teaching staff’s curriculum reform implementation is revealed as being 

different from the objective curriculum reform implementation process based on 

the fidelity and adaptive perspectives. Research into the experiences of key 

personnel proposes an alternative view of reform implementation grounded in their 

experiences. A research project from the experiential perspective could reveal an 

individual and contextualised process of curriculum reform implementation and 

provide suggestions for improving implementation by teaching staff. Such research, 

which aims to investigate discipline heads’ lived experiences of implementing 

curriculum reform in HVE colleges in China, can contribute to understanding the 

subjective implementation of Chinese HVE curriculum reform based on discipline 

heads’ experiences. 

The implications for this study are that the lived experience of discipline heads 

of implementing the HVE curriculum reform might best be articulated through four 

categories of experience: their understanding of the curriculum reform policy; their 
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experiences and perceptions of factors influencing implementation; their perceptions 

of the effects of curriculum reform; and their recommendations for enhancing the 

implementation of reform. 

The first major implication of the literature review for this study, then, is the 

need for research into the processes of discipline heads developing their 

understanding of how to implement Chinese HVE curriculum reform policy. An 

important category of discipline heads’ lived experience is their development of 

understanding of the curriculum reform policy. This relates to the ways policy 

interpretation facilitates their understandings of how to implement reform mentioned 

in the policy. However, there is a lack of research into the interpretation of VET 

curriculum reform policy, and further research is needed to explore how teaching staff 

develop their understandings of how to implement curriculum reform. 

The second major finding from the literature review is the need for this research 

to explore discipline heads’ experience of influencing factors either facilitating or 

inhibiting their reform. The literature review suggested that the process of 

implementing curriculum reform at discipline heads’ level might be influenced by 

eight inter-entwined influencing factors: their commitment to the reform, social 

partners’ involvement, industry experience along with professional development and 

recruitment, funds and facilities, the Chinese rewards and recognition scheme, their 

leadership, collaboration with colleagues, and the attitudes of the students themselves. 

Discipline heads’ commitment to the reform means their willingness and efforts to 

implement it, which is considering as contributing to the realisation of the reform. 

Industry involvement in vocational education is seen as benefiting the reform, while a 

lack of enterprises’ involvement is regarded as undermining the reform. The industry 

experience of discipline heads is considered as a facilitator of their curriculum reform, 

while a lack of industry experience is seen as a hindrance. Professional development 

is considered an effective way to enhance discipline heads’ industry knowledge. 

Chinese HVE recruits graduates with higher degrees, leading to a lack of industry 

experience and knowledge among teaching staff. Sufficient funding and facilities can 

promote implementation. The influence of the Chinese rewards and recognition 

scheme on curriculum reform will also be a focus of this study. The leadership 

behaviours of discipline heads are considered a means to encourage teachers to be 

committed to curriculum reform. Collaboration between discipline heads and teachers, 
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and the willingness of students to cooperate are also seen as important in curriculum 

reform.   

One major implication for this study is that it is valuable to explore the effects of 

Chinese HVE discipline heads’ curriculum reform. Curriculum reform is considered 

as having effects on both educational practice and discipline heads themselves. 

The literature review suggested the importance of discipline heads’ 

recommendations for enhancing curriculum reform. It also indicated that the 

promotion of vocational education reform needs support from relevant stakeholders, 

including the government, industry, and colleges.  

2.11 Conceptual Framework and Research Questions 

From the implications arising from the literature review, a conceptual framework 

was developed in order to provide a way of translating the research purpose into the 

researchable questions. This research purpose was to investigate discipline heads’ 

lived experience of implementing HVE curriculum reform in China. The 

conceptual framework is structured by four components responding to the four key 

categories of discipline heads’ lived experience of curriculum reform: 

understanding of the policy, experience of influencing factors of the 

implementation, perceived effects of curriculum reform, and recommendations for 

enhancing the reform. 

The first component is understanding of the policy. The development of the 

understanding of the policy is seen as a key element of discipline heads’ lived 

experience of curriculum reform. Discipline heads are seen as developing their 

policy understanding of how to implement the reform during the reform process. 

The second component is discipline heads’ experiences of influencing factors 

of the implementation. The action of reforming the curriculum is not a simple 

process of changing curriculum by following policy directives. Instead, it is a 

process involving local factors that shape discipline heads’ implementation. Eight 

factors might influence their implementation of curriculum reform. These factors 

include: discipline heads’ commitment to the reform; social partners’ involvement; 

industry experience, professional development and recruitment; funds and facilities, 

and rewards and recognition schemes; discipline heads’ leadership; collaboration 
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with teachers; and student factors. These factors influence either by facilitating or 

hindering, discipline heads’ implementation.  

The third component is discipline heads’ perceptions of the effects of 

curriculum reform. The perceived effects may include changes to educational 

practice, and effects on themselves.  

Lastly, recommendations for enhancing the reform refers to discipline heads’ 

recommendations for enhancing curriculum reform. In particular, discipline heads 

may request more support from relevant stakeholders, in order to facilitate their 

implementation and address hindrances of their implementation. 

Based on the conceptual framework, four research questions can be generated in 

response to investigating the four key categories of the experiences of discipline heads. 

The purpose of this research is to explore discipline heads’ lived experience of the 

implementation of curriculum reform. Their experiences of curriculum reform are 

explored through four aspects: understanding of the policy, experience of influencing 

factors, perceived effects of curriculum reform, and recommendations for enhancing 

the reform. Therefore, discipline heads are considered as developing their 

understanding of the policy in order to put the policy into practice. The first research 

question in this research project is: How do discipline heads see themselves as 

developing their understandings of HVE curriculum reform policy? During 

operationalising the curriculum, discipline heads were faced with factors that 

influenced their implementation. Thus, the second question is: What are the 

influencing factors experienced and perceived by discipline heads, as either 

facilitating or hindering their attempts to actualise curriculum reform? With the 

implementation, discipline heads might also be aware of the impacts of their 

implementation. The third question is: What are the impacts of curriculum reform as 

seen by discipline heads? In order to further enhance the curriculum reform 

implementation, the fourth question is: What do discipline heads think might best be 

done to enhance curriculum reform? 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This section is to explain and justify the methodology through which the investigation 

of discipline heads’ lived experience was addressed. It does so firstly by explaining 

and justifying the research paradigm and approach used in this research project. The 

next section outlines the research paradigm in this research, interpretivism, which 

investigates the nature of the realities of discipline heads’ lived experience and how to 

access those realities. In interpretivism, phenomenology is seen as the approach to 

investigating lived experience, and it is this approach that was adopted in this research. 

Then, Van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenological framework is discussed, as this 

was used to guide the data collection and analysis. After this discussion, the site 

selection, participant selection and data collection are presented in detail. There is 

then a discussion of the thematic analysis that was used to analyse the collected data 

of discipline heads’ lived experiences. Finally, it is explained how the issues of 

research integrity and ethics raised by this research were addressed. 

3.2 The Research Paradigm 

3.2.1 Interpretivism  

The research paradigm in this research is interpretivism, which investigates the nature 

of the realities of discipline heads’ lived experience and how to access their realities. 

This section explains what is meant by a research paradigm and the nature of the 

interpretivist research paradigm that was used, with justification for its use.  

As Guba and Lincoln (1994) point out, “paradigms are basic belief systems 

which guide researchers, not only in choices of methods but also in ontologically and 

epistemologically fundamental ways” (p. 105). These patterns of beliefs and practices 

can regulate and inform inquiry by clarifying the nature of knowledge, and the 

theoretical, methodological, specific and technical approaches to research (Weaver & 

Olson, 2006). Paradigms may also indicate guidelines for research report stages and 

quality criteria. The choice of paradigms is based on research purposes, and a chosen 

paradigm is that which is most appropriate to be used to investigate the phenomena in 
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the research (Creswell, Hanson, Clark, & Morales, 2007). Thus, in order to inform 

this study, the interpretivist research paradigm is nominated, justified and adopted. 

The interpretivist research paradigm is underpinned by the following beliefs: the 

investigative object is the world of lived experience, and realities are constructed by 

persons in contexts (Schwandt, 1994). Schwandt further argues that interpretivist 

traditions share the goal of understanding the complex world of lived experience from 

the point of view of those who live it. Thus, discipline heads’ lived experiences can be 

the object of interpretivist research where discipline heads give voice to their 

experiences of curriculum reform. O'Donoghue (2007) added that people create their 

everyday life and can give meaning to it. The exploration of the meaning of lived 

experience interpreted by people is not ‘nomothetic’ (with claims to ‘general laws’), 

but subjective and carried out in particular contexts (J. A. Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 

2009). Thus, the interpretivist paradigm is used in this research to explore discipline 

heads’ own contextualised experiences of implementing curriculum reform. 

Interpretivists insist that they research the realities of people’s lived experiences, 

which are socially constructed in contexts, rather than directly accessing the existence 

of an external and physical truth (Willis, 2007). Lived experience is regarded as 

individual, situated and immediate actions and encounters in people’s everyday 

experiences captured by themselves (Boylorn, 2008; Chandler & Munday, 2011). 

People can capture how they experience the world, because they have consciousness 

of, and can reflect on, their lived experiences in the world (Van Manen, 1990). Van 

Manen (1990) further argued that “Whatever falls outside of consciousness … falls 

outside the bounds of our possible lived experience” (p. 9). Thus, people are aware of 

their lived experiences of something while they are experiencing it, and the realities of 

their lived experiences can be constructed and reflected on by them. In other words, 

discipline heads can be aware of their lived experience. Further, the realities of their 

experience can be accessed through their narratives, a technique which is justified 

below. 

From the epistemological perspective, the realities of people’s lived experiences 

can be accessed and known through their own descriptions, and the role of researchers 

is to interpret the descriptions. Rather than directly accessing the consciousness of the 

realities of people’s lived experience, researchers can only investigate the symbolic 

representations of people’s consciousness and reflection of their lived experiences 
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(Denzin, 2001). These representations may be contained in language, texts, 

behaviours, artefacts and other things which can reflect and describe human beings’ 

lived experiences. People’s narratives are seen as enabling the descriptions of their 

lived experiences in detail (Clandinin, 2006). From the narrations of life stories within 

contexts, rich descriptions of lived experience can be obtained. By obtaining and 

interpreting the representations, researchers make sense of and share the meaning of 

lived experience (Walsham, 2006). Schwandt (1994) states that: 

To understand this world of meaning…The inquirer must elucidate the process of 

meaning construction and clarify what and how meanings are embodied in the language 

and actions of social actors. (p.118) 

However, both people’s descriptions of the lived experiences and researchers’ 

interpretations of the descriptions are influenced by “particular social, economic, and 

political systems and structures of a society” (Banks, 1993, p. 5) and their 

presuppositions (Tuohy, Cooney, Dowling, Murphy, & Sixsmith, 2013). 

There are three movements underpinning the interpretivist research paradigm: 

verstehen, hermeneutics, and phenomenology (Willis, 2007). Verstehen emphasises 

that the knowledge of the realities constructed by people from their experiences is 

situated, rather than being universal. Hermeneutics indicates that both people’s 

descriptions and researchers’ interpretations of lived experiences are in cultural and 

historical contexts. Phenomenology is regarded as the approach to investigating 

people’s lived experiences. 

Verstehen, viz. “understanding in German, expresses the idea that understanding 

the particulars of a situation is an honourable purpose in human science research” 

(Willis, 2007, p. 8). Within this idea, Willis further states that the legitimate topic of 

interpretivist research is lived experience. As Schwandt (1994) argues: 

Proponents … share the goal of understanding the complex world of lived experience 

from the point of view of those who live it … The world of lived reality and situation-

specific meanings … constitute the general object of investigation. (p.118) 

The goal of interpretivist research is to gain an understanding of people’s lived 

experience in a particular situation, which contributes to situated knowledge. This 

research makes sense of discipline heads’ lived experience concerning curriculum 

reform in particular contexts, in order to enhance our understanding of situated 
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educational practice in response to the curriculum reform requirements. The other two 

elements, hermeneutics and phenomenology, provide general guidance for 

interpretivist research. 

Hermeneutics is a theory of textual interpretation in which “the interpretation of 

the meanings of texts aims at reconstructing the author’s intended meanings” (Van 

Manen, 1997, p. 180). For interpretation, interpretivists need to consider how to 

understand an author as well as the author does, or perhaps even better, in addition to 

understanding their role in the interpretation. More specifically, interpretivists need to 

realise the importance and limitations of language in understanding texts, and the 

cultural and historical contexts of human actions in texts  (J. A. Smith, 1989). Van 

Manen (1997) argues that interpretivists should attentively balance the interpretation 

of the parts and the interpretation of the whole of texts, and the two sorts of 

interpretation resonate and confine each other. Gadamer (1975) emphasises that 

interpretivists cannot separate themselves from the meaning of texts. “To interpret a 

text is to come to understand the possibilities of being revealed by texts” (Van Manen, 

1997, p. 180). In relation to the verification of interpretation, Taylor (1971) contends 

that “there is no verification procedure which we can fall back on. We can only 

continue to offer interpretations; we are in an interpretative circle” (p. 66). 

The third element that supports the interpretivist paradigm is phenomenology. 

Phenomenology aims to obtain a deep understanding of the nature or meaning of 

people’s lived experience that is oriented to a certain social phenomenon (Van Manen, 

1997). Phenomenology “uses specially practiced modes of questioning, reflecting, 

focusing, and intuiting” (Van Manen, 1997, p.11) to study individual lived experience. 

It is seen as an approach to interpretivist research, which not only explains the 

connotation of interpretivist research but also provides methodological frameworks. 

“There are a number of schools of phenomenology, and even though they all have 

some commonalities, they also have distinct features” (Mackey, 2005, p. 131). In the 

following section, the two main phenomenological traditions are reviewed and the 

phenomenological research framework used to guide this research is then elucidated. 

3.2.2 Phenomenological Research 

Phenomenology is the study of a phenomenon as meaningfully experienced as it is 

lived by individuals. There are two major phenomenological traditions, Husserl’s 



88 

 

descriptive phenomenology and Heidegger’s interpretive (hermeneutic) 

phenomenology (McConnell-Henry, Chapman, & Francis, 2009). Husserl’s 

phenomenology is seen as a rigorous approach to exposing the essence of people’s 

lived experience (Husserl, 2012). In order to find the essence, phenomenologists 

interpret the descriptions of lived experience regardless of contexts and put aside any 

preconceived ideas (Beyer, 2013). On the other hand, Heidegger insists on multiple 

realities, and that every experience of a person is unique to that person (McConnell-

Henry et al., 2009). Also, phenomenologists hermeneutically interpret realities within 

contexts, and contend that preconceived ideas cannot be bracketed. As Heidegger 

(1971) states, “[W]e do not, and cannot, understand anything from a purely objective 

position; we always understand from within the context of our disposition and 

involvement in the world” (p.19). Van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenology is 

regarded as a combination of Husserl’s descriptive and Heidegger’s interpretive 

phenomenology (Dowling, 2007). Van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenology is: 

The study of the lifeworld — the world as we immediately experience it pre-reflectively 

rather than as we conceptualise, categorise, or reflect on it … Phenomenology aims at 

gaining a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our everyday experiences. 

(Van Manen, 1990, p. 9) 

Van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenology inherits parts of Husserl’s descriptive 

and Heidegger’s interpretive phenomenology. Consciousness is regarded as the only 

way to access the world of lived experience of human beings. Van Manen (1990) 

argues that phenomenological research is the explication of phenomena as they 

present themselves to consciousness. Van Manen’s phenomenology, like that of 

Husserl, aims to describe the essence of the consciousness of lived experience 

concerning a social phenomenon, as “[w]e are less interested in the factual status of 

particular instances” (Van Manen, 1990, p.10), which is also emphasised in Husserl’s 

phenomenology. Van Manen argues that the elucidation of lived experience is at two 

levels. The first level is a direct description of people’s lived experience in their 

consciousness, which is closely allied to Husserl’s description of lived experience. 

The second level is the researchers’ interpretation of the description of lived 

experience in people’s consciousness, which involves Heidegger’s interpretation 

(Gadamer, 1975). Van Manen directly cites Gadamer’s words in stating that, “when 

we interpret the meaning of something we actually interpret an interpretation” (Van 
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Manen, 1984, p. 68). Accordingly, in this approach, people’s descriptions ultimately 

are regarded as interpretations and it considers that people’s descriptions or 

researchers’ interpretations are in historical and local contexts. Van Manen’s 

interpretive phenomenology is usually called hermeneutic phenomenology, while 

hermeneutical interpretations of lived experiences are also highlighted in Heidegger’s 

phenomenology (1971). Further, Van Manen offers methodological explications of 

hermeneutic phenomenology to inquire into the everyday lived experience of human 

beings in professional fields, especially in education. 

Accordingly, Van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenology provides an appropriate 

framework for this research. Firstly, the goal of Van Manen’s phenomenology is to 

grasp the essence of lived experience, which fits the research aim, namely making 

sense of discipline heads’ lived experience. Second, hermeneutic phenomenology 

considers the role of hermeneutics in the interpretation of lived experience, which 

indicates that both discipline heads’ descriptions of their lived experience and the 

researcher’s interpretations of their descriptions are in historical, cultural and social 

contexts. Third, as Van Manen (1990) argued, his phenomenology was initially 

developed for the investigation of teachers’ lived experiences and practice. Most 

importantly, the phenomenological framework developed by Van Manen provides 

guidelines for phenomenological research, which translates the interpretivist paradigm 

into research methods. 

3.2.3 Van Manen’s Hermeneutic Phenomenological Framework 

Van Manen’s phenomenology provides an appropriate framework to gain the essence 

and meaning structure of people’s lived experience in practice. The phenomenological 

framework initially proposed by Van Manen’s (1984) Practicing Phenomenological 

Writing was used in this research. Van Manen (1990) further enriched and elucidated 

the framework in Researching Lived Experience. Initially providing guidance for 

phenomenological research (McConnell-Henry et al., 2009), the framework explains 

the connotations of key notions in phenomenology: lived experience, methodological 

issues, data analysis methods and phenomenological writing. Accordingly, the 

framework contains four research activities: “Turning to the nature of lived 

experience; investigating experience as we live it; phenomenological reflection; 

phenomenological writing” (Van Manen, 1990, pp. 39-68). Each of these is outlined 
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in the coming sections. Under each, the relevant argument by Van Manen is presented 

and it is explained how the approach guided this research. 

Turning to the nature of lived experience 

People’s lived experience is the focus of phenomenological research. The aim of 

phenomenological research “is always to question the way we experience the world, 

to want to know the world in which we live as human beings” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 

5). Lived experience comprises our situated and immediate activities and encounters 

in everyday experiences that we capture. We are aware of our experience of 

something while we are experiencing it. As Dilthey (1985) says: 

A lived experience does not confront me as something perceived or represented; it is not 

given to me, but the reality of lived experience is there-for-me because I have a reflexive 

awareness of it, because I possess it immediately as belonging to me in some sense. 

Only in thought does it become objective. (p. 223) 

In particular, discipline heads in the current research became aware of their lived 

experience of curriculum reform when implementing the reform in practice. Thus, 

they captured and could reflect their lived experiences from their consciousness.  

Phenomenological research is oriented to a particular phenomenon which is an 

event or a lived experience as it can appear in our consciousness (Van Manen, 2014). 

Van Manen (1990) argued that “a phenomenological concern always has this twofold 

character: a preoccupation with both the concreteness as well as the essential nature of 

a lived experience” (p. 39-40). Rather than studying the concreteness (phenomenon) 

and lived experience separately, phenomenologists care about how people experience 

something. Van Manen (1990) says, “All human activity is always oriented activity, 

directed by that which orients it. In this way, we discover a person’s world or 

landscape” (p.181). In this study, the object is discipline heads’ lived experience. The 

lived experience was oriented to curriculum reform. Thus, this research is aimed at 

investigating how discipline heads experienced curriculum reform. 

While the nature of discipline heads’ lived experience of implementing 

curriculum reform can be explored from the viewpoint of phenomenology, 

traditionally, researchers have approached curriculum implementation in an empirical 

or positivist way (Fullan, 2007). Accordingly, curriculum has been seen as composed 

of certain elements, and curriculum implementation has been regarded as an objective 
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process. The descriptions of the process are seen as objective and universal, distant 

from teachers’ experiences and reflection. However, Aoki (1985) proposed that the 

situational interpretative (phenomenological) perspective can be useful in relation to 

curriculum inquiry. From this perspective, curriculum policy implementation points to 

what teachers actually do or enact while involved in the implementation (Magrini, 

2015).  

This section has introduced the nature of the object of investigation in 

phenomenology, namely lived experience. Lived experience is people’s past 

phenomenon-oriented thoughts, feelings and actions in their consciousness. The 

section specifically explains the nature of discipline heads’ lived experiences of 

curriculum reform. Discipline heads in the current research are aware of their lived 

experience of curriculum reform, and are appropriate informants for the investigation 

of their own lived experience. 

Investigating experience as we live it 

People reflect on lived experience in their consciousness, and phenomenologists seek 

to find the ways to investigate the reflection and descriptions of people’s lived 

experience in oral or written discourse (Van Manen, 1990). Phenomenological 

investigation seeks to: 

‘[B]orrow’ other people’s experiences and their reflections on their experiences 

in order to better be able to come to an understanding of the deeper meaning or 

significance of an aspect of human experience, in the context of the whole 

human experience. (Van Manen, 1990, p. 62) 

People’s narratives are seen as the best way to express their individual and social 

lived experience. As Clandinin (2006) argues: 

People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 

interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal 

through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the 

world is interpreted and made personally meaningful. (p. 479) 

In the current research, discipline heads through narratives can describe their lived 

experience of curriculum reform in their consciousness. Their narratives are seen as 

depicting rich, nuanced, and individual stories concerning their curriculum reform. 
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Interviews are seen as the most effective method for “exploring and gathering 

experiential narrative material that may serve as a resource for developing a richer and 

deeper understanding of a human phenomenon” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 66). Through 

narrative interviews, the description of lived experience can be very concrete, 

involving a specific instance, situation, person, time period or event. The interview 

may be also used as “a vehicle to develop a conversational relation with a partner” 

(Van Manen, 1990, p. 66). As Van Manen (1990) says: 

We have described the phenomenological orientation as a kind of conversational 

relation that the researcher develops with the notion he or she wishes to explore 

and understand … The conversation has a hermeneutic thrust: it is oriented to 

sense-making and interpreting of the notion that drives or stimulates the 

conversation. (pp. 97-98) 

In this research, in-depth interviews were conducted with discipline heads to 

investigate their lived experiences concerning curriculum reform. These interviews 

were conducted in order to obtain the rich descriptions of their lived experience in the 

form of stories.  

Phenomenological Reflection 

In phenomenological research, the aim of researchers’ reflections is to obtain the 

essential meaning of lived experience. As Van Manen argues, researchers: 

[T]ransform lived experience into a textual expression of its essence—in such a 

way that the effect of the text is at once a reflexive re-living and a reflective 

appropriation of something meaningful: a notion by which a reader is powerfully 

animated in his or her own lived experience. (1990, p. 36) 

Grasping the meaning structures or essence of the text of lived experience is seen 

as analysing thematic aspects of lived experience (J. A. Smith et al., 2009). This 

theme analysis is not simply the process of categorising and inductively generating 

the text, but refers to the process of discovering the themes as the structures of lived 

experience (J. A. Maxwell, 2012; Van Manen, 1984). Further, Van Manen states that: 

Phenomenological themes are not objects or generalizations; metaphorically 

speaking they are more like knots in the webs of our experiences, around which 

certain lived experiences are spun and thus lived through as meaningful wholes. 
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Themes are the stars that make up the universes of meaning we live through. 

(1990, p.90) 

Researchers can unearth people’s descriptions of lived experience and discover the 

themes which point to the meaning of their lived experience.  

Van Manen (1990) provides guidance for the complex, reiterative and 

hermeneutic process of researchers reflecting on and transforming lived experience 

into a textual expression of its meaning structure. In this research, after obtaining 

descriptions of discipline heads’ lived experience of curriculum reform, the essence 

and meaning of their lived experiences was located by the reflection and interpretation 

of the researcher. Through examining and reflecting on interview transcripts by the 

researcher, themes were grasped, in order to develop the essential meaning of 

discipline heads’ lived experience concerning higher vocational education curriculum 

reform. 

Phenomenological writing 

After interpreting lived experience and grasping its themes, researchers begin the 

procedure of presenting their research in writing, especially reporting research results. 

Van Manen (1984) proposes some guidelines for the practice of writing research 

results. Based on the themes of lived experience, researchers can connect essential 

themes of lived experience across different persons, which leads to several meaning 

units of lived experience (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). The lived experience of a 

phenomenon may have different aspects, each of which corresponds to a lived 

experience unit. As Dilthey (1976) said: 

Whatever presents itself as a unit in the flow of time because it has a unitary 

meaning, is the smallest unit which can be called an experience. Any more 

comprehensive unit which is made up of parts of a life, linked by a common 

meaning, is also called an experience, even when the parts are separated by 

interrupting events. (p. 210) 

Van Manen (1990) suggested that the phenomenological writing of the particular 

lived experience units is in the form of an anecdote or story. He further listed the 

advantages of anecdotal narrative in phenomenological writing: 
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A story recruits our willing attention ... a story tends to invite us to reflective 

search for significance … one tends to search actively for the story teller’s 

meaning via one’s own … we may be touched, shaken, moved by story; it 

teaches us … one’s response to a story is a measure of one’s deepened ability to 

make interpretive sense. (Van Manen, 1990, p. 121)  

Further, Van Manen (1984) stated that “varying the examples is the way in 

which we address phenomenological themes” (p.65). In each lived experience unit 

across persons, researchers are advised to present the anecdotes of different 

individuals’ relevant lived experiences, which contribute to the different 

manifestations of a lived experience unit in different contexts (J. A. Smith et al., 

2009).  

Accordingly, in this research, the presentation of research results is divided into 

lived experience units of discipline heads based on the connection of different themes. 

In each unit section, some relevant lived experiences from different discipline heads 

are presented. 

3.3 Qualitative Research 

In this section, it is argued that the interpretivist paradigm and phenomenological 

approach determine that the nature of this research is qualitative and also justify the 

adoption of qualitative methods in this research. First, in interpretivist 

phenomenological research, the realities of lived experience described by people are 

multiple and subjective (Heidegger, Macquarrie, & Robinson, 1962), rather than 

objective and universal truths or laws such as those proposed by quantitative research. 

The reflections on and descriptions of people’s lived experience are situated and 

embedded in local contexts (Creswell, 2014). In this research, the multiple and 

subjective realities of discipline heads’ lived experience were situated. Qualitative 

instruments were appropriate to collect individual lived experience of discipline heads 

in contexts. To understand and interpret discipline heads’ experiences in depth, the 

researcher interacted intensively with them. As suggested by Van Manen, narrative 

and conversational interviews with discipline heads were conducted to obtain very 

concrete descriptions of their lived experience (1990). Qualitative data provided a rich 

insight into human experiences in natural environments (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  
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The inquiry in this study encompasses not only value-laden information from 

discipline heads’ lived experience, but also the researcher’s own presuppositions (B. 

Johnson & Christensen, 2008). The descriptions of discipline heads’ lived experience 

are seen as containing their values and beliefs (Creswell, 2014). The interpretation of 

the descriptions of lived experience is inevitably influenced by the presuppositions of 

the researcher (Van Manen, 1990).   

By interpreting discipline heads’ lived experience, certain themes with thick 

descriptions have been grasped and presented. In this way, discipline heads’ lived 

experiences concerning the policy implementation in vocational education colleges 

were explored. 

In summary, the multiple realities, values and biases, context-bound nature, the 

researcher’s involvement, and thick descriptions in this research meet the 

characteristics of qualitative research. The following section introduces the detailed 

research procedure in this qualitative inquiry. 

3.4 Data Collection 

3.4.1 Site Selection 

A purposeful selection approach was used in this qualitative research project, and sites 

that could best inform the current study were selected (Yin, 2009). Research sites for 

this study were two HVE colleges selected by the researcher in a city in the Yangtze 

River delta, China. This city is seen as standing at the leading edge of socio-economic 

development in China, due to its developed manufacturing and commerce sectors 

(MOE, 2012). Technicians and HVE graduates are in high demand in the local labour 

market, and there are ten HVE colleges. In order to meet the demands of the local 

labour market, which has more fiscal revenue than many other regions, the provincial 

and city governments provide more financial support to HVE colleges in the selected 

city than most other cities in China provide to their HVE colleges (MOE, 2012). In 

that city, HVE is well-developed (MOE, 2012). This selection therefore serves as a 

strong example of what might be experienced in the development of the policy 

initiative being studied. More experiences concerning success in curriculum reform 

and addressing challenges may be found in this site. 
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It was assumed that discipline heads in the HVE colleges of that city have a good 

understanding of the process of curriculum reform and could provide insight into 

curriculum reform in Chinese HVE. Marshall (1996) argues that “qualitative 

researchers recognise that some informants are 'richer' than others and that these 

people are more likely to provide insight and understanding for the researcher” (p. 

523). Thus, qualitative researchers need to find and select informants with richer 

relevant experience. They are more likely to show insight and deep understanding of a 

relevant phenomenon. In the current research, because of the high demands of the 

local labour market and more fiscal revenue than other regions, it is reasonable to 

think that colleges in the selected city may experience strong implementation of 

curriculum reform. It was thus assumed that the discipline heads in those colleges had 

implemented curriculum reform well, and developed a richer experience of 

curriculum reform and a deeper understanding of the process of curriculum reform. 

Thus, they could provide more insight into successful curriculum reform than 

discipline heads in colleges of other cities. 

It was expected that choosing two colleges as research sites would be 

manageable within the parameters of the current study. Fullan (2007) argues that local 

contexts, such as school backgrounds, also shape teachers’ experience of policy 

implementation. Thus, it was assumed that there existed distinctions in discipline 

heads’ lived experiences in different contexts. Accordingly, it was important to select 

more than one college, and the participating discipline heads were from different 

disciplines. College One was selected on the basis of its being a strongly performing 

college. This college is one of the 100 “China Exemplary” HVE colleges, as rated by 

the MOE. The rating is mainly based on claimed high standards of management and 

quality of education, as well as the effectiveness of curriculum reform implementation 

(MOE, 2006b). College Two is an averagely performing HVE college, with education 

standards meeting the requirements of the MOE (2004b).  

The procedure for selecting the two colleges is introduced here. After ethical 

clearance for this research was obtained from Griffith University, the researcher 

began to look for two appropriate colleges in the selected city. The researcher 

browsed online to choose one public college that presented average performance. This 

college offers a diversity of disciplines, from business to engineering, which could be 

chosen for this research. From the website of this college, the contact details of the 



97 

 

chair were obtained. Then, the project description of this research (see Appendices 1 

and 2) was emailed to him to obtain permission to enter the college. He duly 

permitted entry to his college to conduct research. In this research, this college is 

named College Two. The chair then referred the researcher to the Academic Dean of 

another college in the city, this one officially rated as ‘excellent’ and ‘exemplary’. 

The college also offers a diversity of disciplines, from business to engineering. After 

visiting the dean and providing him with the project description, permission was 

granted to enter the college to conduct research. In this research, this college is named 

College One. 

College One has operated for nearly 60 years, and is rated as an ‘exemplary’ 

public college by the MOE. The total enrolment is approximately 10,000 students 

with about 800 staff. College Two is a relatively young public HVE college 

established in the 2000s, and its enrolment is approximately 6,000 students with about 

600 staff.  

3.4.2 Participant Selection 

A total of fifteen discipline heads were selected from the two colleges in the chosen 

city — seven from College One and eight from College Two. This section will discuss 

the decisions made on sample size, and the procedure of selecting fifteen participants. 

After that, the backgrounds of the participants will be introduced. 

It is noted that “an appropriate sample size for a qualitative study is one that 

adequately answers the research question” (Marshall, 1996, p. 523), and there seems 

to be no right answer to the question of what sample size is appropriate (J. A. Smith et 

al., 2009). Considering that the aim of many qualitative studies is to collect and 

analyse and report rich experiences of people, a small sample size may be appropriate. 

With a small sample, researchers have an opportunity to focus on exploring a small 

number of cases, and to obtain an in-depth account of the phenomenon under study.  

According to J. A. Smith et al. (2009), phenomenological research involves the 

in-depth investigation of lived experience, so one author suggests that the number of 

participants may vary from three to six. However, Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) argue 

that, for a large research project, researchers can select approximately a dozen cases 

for obtaining rich data. It was envisaged that about eight discipline heads would be 

selected from both colleges, so the total number of discipline heads from the two 
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chosen colleges would be approximately sixteen. The possibility was also envisaged 

that the selected participants might refuse to participate at the beginning of data 

collection or even withdraw during the research. Thus, the envisaged sample size was 

set at sixteen, more than the twelve suggested by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014). 

The criteria for selecting participants are introduced here. It was determined that 

participants should be the heads of each selected discipline and have more than one 

year of experience at their current positions. It was assumed that with more than one 

year of experience, discipline heads would have sufficient experience to implement 

curriculum reform. In order to obtain lived experience of curriculum reform in 

different disciplinary fields, it was also assumed that participants should be selected 

from a diversity of departments in both colleges, from engineering to business. It was 

also envisaged that eight selected disciplines in each college would encompass the 

different departments of their colleges. This spread aimed to ensure appropriate depth 

of experience in implementing the curriculum reform and to ensure disciplinary 

diversity and comparability across the two colleges.  

The selection of discipline heads in the two colleges was conducted by their 

academic deans, based on a set of selection criteria. The criteria, which are mentioned 

above, were provided by the researcher to the two deans. It was envisaged that the 

selection conducted by the administrators would facilitate discipline heads’ 

understanding that their participation was permitted by their colleges, and so might 

encourage their participation. The selection conducted by the deans could also be seen 

to consider the convenience of the colleges, allowing them to select the discipline 

heads who did not have a current heavy workload and so had time to participate in 

this research.  

As a result, fifteen discipline heads were selected and they agreed to participate 

in the research: seven discipline heads from College One and eight from College Two. 

All the discipline heads had more than one year of experience as discipline heads. The 

disciplines of the participants from College One were similar to those from College 

Two, encompassing six departments: mechanics, mechatronics, electronics, IT, design, 

and business. The deans gave the participants’ contact details to the researcher.  

It is worth briefly introducing the backgrounds of the participants in the current 

research. Fifteen discipline heads from the two selected colleges were engaged as 
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participants. Each of the participants is briefly introduced here, by noting their 

educational backgrounds, industry experiences before teaching, and teaching 

experience. To protect the anonymity of the participants, each has been assigned a 

pseudonym, which is used to identify any narrative extracts and vignettes presented 

subsequently in explaining the emergent themes, thus allowing the participants’ 

contributions to be profiled by readers and the illustrative material to be 

contextualised within its contributor’s other comments. The participants from the two 

colleges are named Cong, Dui, Fang, Gong, Heng, Hui, Ruo, Sei, Sun, Wen, Xiao, 

Xing, Yan, Zhong, Zhuo. Gong, Ruo, Sun and Xing are female, and the others are 

male. An introduction of each participant is presented here in the alphabetical order of 

the pseudonyms given to them. 

Cong 

Cong is the Discipline Head of Mechanics at College One. He graduated with a 

bachelor’s degree in Mechanics in the mid-1990s. He then worked as an engineer in a 

mechanical engineering factory until he resigned and entered College One in 2003. At 

the beginning of his employment there, he was a teacher in the Discipline of 

Mechanics, and he became the Discipline Head in 2007. 

Dui 

Dui is the Discipline Head of Animation at College Two. Dui’s bachelor’s degree in 

Industrial Design is not highly relevant to his current discipline of Animation, and he 

has no relevant industry experience. After graduation, Dui worked in a higher 

vocational education college for a few years as the Discipline Head of Animation, and 

moved to College Two in 2007 where he was appointed the Discipline Head of 

Animation. 

Fang 

Fang is the Discipline Head of Display Technology at College Two. After obtaining 

his bachelor’s and master’s degrees relevant to Display Technology, rather than 

entering industry, he chose to pursue a teaching job and was eventually employed by 

College Two in 2007. After being employed as a teacher for a few years, he became 

the Discipline Head of Display Technology in 2009. 
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Gong 

Gong is the Discipline Head of New Manufacturing Equipment at College One. After 

obtaining her bachelor’s degree in Electrical Engineering, she worked in a university. 

In the early 2000s, she resigned and pursued her master’s degree in Electrical 

Engineering, after which she began to teach at College One. In 2012, she became a 

discipline head in the new Discipline of New Manufacturing Equipment. 

Heng 

Heng is the Discipline Head of Accounting at College One. After his graduation from 

his Master of Accounting in 2004, he chose not to be a professional accountant, but 

was directly employed by College One. He has more than eight years of experience as 

the Discipline Head of Accounting. 

Hui 

Hui is the Discipline Head of Electronics at College One. He obtained some industry 

experience through undertaking his industry-based Master of Electronics. After his 

graduation, he directly entered College One in 2006 and became a Discipline Head in 

2008.  

Ruo 

Ruo is the Discipline Head of Electro Mechanics at College Two. She graduated in 

1982, and has extensive industry experience, since she was in charge of design and 

manufacturing in several electro mechanical factories for 25 years. In 2007, her 

employment in College Two began as a discipline head. 

Sei 

Sei is the Discipline Head of Electromechanics at College One. After his graduation, 

he researched electromechanics in a research institution, and worked in foreign 

enterprises from the late 1990s. He entered College One in 2005 and was appointed as 

the Discipline Head of Electromechanics in 2010.  

Sun   

Sun is the Discipline Head of Electrical Appliance at College One. After obtaining her 

bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Electric Appliance, she worked in industry for just 

one year, but the work was not related to her expertise, so she sees herself as having 
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no industry experience relevant to her current discipline. She was then employed by 

College One as a teacher in the current discipline in 2005, before being appointed as 

the discipline head in 2009. 

Wen 

Wen is the Discipline Head of Business English at College Two. He has a bachelor’s 

degree in English, and no industry experiences. He taught English in several 

universities for more than 15 years. In 2007, he entered College Two, and became the 

discipline head. 

Xiao 

Xiao is the Discipline Head of Solar Technology at College Two. He has a bachelor’s 

degree in Electronics that is not related to Solar Technology, and he has no industry 

experience. He has worked as a teacher since the discipline was established in 2008. 

He was appointed as the Discipline Head in 2013. 

Xing 

Xing is the Discipline Head of Accounting in College Two. She obtained a bachelor’s 

degree in Accounting in the early 2000s, and had no industry experience before she 

became a vocational education teacher. She entered a higher vocational education 

college, and moved to College Two in 2007.  She has been Discipline Head since she 

entered the college. 

Yan 

Yan was the Discipline Head of IT and is now the Discipline Head of IoT (Internet of 

Things) in College Two. He undertook his industry-based Master of IT in the mid-

2000s and obtained some industry experience before entering College Two in 2005. 

Three years later, he became the Discipline Head of IT, and in 2012, he became the 

Discipline Head of IoT. 

Zhong 

Zhong is the Discipline Head of Automation at College One. After obtaining his 

Bachelor of Automation from a university in the late 1990s, he directly embarked on a 

teaching job in College One. He has more than 15 years of teaching experience 

including experience as the Discipline Head since 2007.  
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Zhuo 

Zhuo is Discipline Head of Mechanics at College Two. He obtained his Bachelor of 

Engineering in the mid 1990s. After this, he worked as a product manager in a factory 

for more than 10 years. In 2006, he resigned and was employed by College Two. 

Three years later, he was appointed as the Discipline Head. 

Table One gives a summary of the profile of each of the participants. The 

columns indicate their pseudonym, gender, college, discipline, degree, and industry 

experience. The table shows that 11 of the participants are male, and four participants 

are female. They cover a variety of disciplines from engineering to business in the two 

colleges. Eight participants reported they had a bachelor’s degree before becoming a 

teacher, while seven participants reported that they had a master’s degree. In terms of 

prior industry experience, nine participants reported that they had no industry 

experience before they were employed by their colleges. Only six participants 

reported that they had prior industry experience.  
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Table One: The Backgrounds of the 15 Participants 

Name Gender College Discipline Degree Industry 
experience 

Cong Male College 
One 

Mechanics Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Yes 

Dui Male College 
Two 

Animation Bachelor’s 
Degree 

No 

Fang Male College 
Two 

Display 
Technology 

Master’s 
Degree 

No 

Gong Female College 
One 

Manufacturing 
Equipment 

Master’s 
Degree 

No 

Heng Male College 
One 

Accounting Master’s 
Degree 

No 

Hui Male College 
One 

Electronics Master’s 
Degree 

Yes 

Ruo Female College 
Two 

Electro- 
mechanics 

Master’s 
Degree 

Yes 

Sei Male College 
One 

Electro- 
mechanics 

Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Yes 

Sun Female College 
One 

Electrical 
Appliance 

Master’s 
Degree 

No 

Wen Male College 
Two 

Business 
English 

Bachelor’s 
Degree 

No 

Xiao Male College 
Two 

Solar 
Technology 

Bachelor’s 
Degree 

No 

Xing Female College 
Two 

Accounting Bachelor’s 
Degree 

No 

Yan Male College 
Two 

Internet of 
Things 

Master’s 
Degree 

Yes 

Zhong Male College 
One 

Automation Bachelor’s 
Degree 

No 

Zhuo Male College 
Two 

Mechanics Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Yes 

 

3.4.3 Interviews 

Interviews were used as the method to collect the 15 discipline heads’ narratives 

concerning their curriculum reform. This section will posit that the interview is the 

appropriate method to collect research data. The interviews were semi-structured, 

which contributed to obtaining a rich description of the participants’ lived experience 

of curriculum reform (Creswell, 2012). Lastly, the procedure of the interviews is 

introduced. 
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The interview format was adopted for this project to obtain the rich description 

of the 15 participants’ lived experience of curriculum reform in the current research. 

As mentioned in Van Manen’s phenomenological framework, an interview instrument 

provides an appropriate way to access the accounts of lived experience (Van Manen, 

1990). In-depth interviews are usually one-to-one, which is time-consuming (Creswell, 

2012), but participants are given an opportunity to tell their stories, express their 

perceptions and reflect their experiences of a certain phenomenon in a study (J. A. 

Smith et al., 2009). Also, through such interviews, researchers can develop a rapport 

with participants, so they may become more open and inclined to speak and 

comfortably share ideas.  

The interviews were semi-structured interviews. Depending on the degree to 

which interviews are structured, they can be classified into three types: structured 

interviews, semi-structured interviews, and unstructured interviews (Merriam, 2009). 

Structured interviews can be also called standardised interviews, because all the 

interview questions are predetermined and closed-ended (Burns, 2000). Such 

interviews are usually used in a survey to get specific responses from interviewees, 

such as demographic data. However, this kind of interview does not allow researchers 

to access interviewees’ perspectives and experiences of a social phenomenon. 

Unstructured interviews usually have no predetermined questions and are exploratory. 

Through free-flowing conversations, researchers can access interviewees’ experiences 

and insights. However, researchers may be exposed to and get lost in divergent 

viewpoints and apparently unconnected pieces of information (Merriam, 2009).  

For semi-structured interviews, researchers develop an interview protocol where 

some interview questions are flexibly worded. During interviews, researchers do not 

follow an ordering of interview questions. Rather, they use an interview protocol to 

direct interviewees’ responses towards a specified phenomenon. “They also give 

enough space and flexibility for original and unexpected issues to arise, which the 

researcher may investigate in more detail with further questions” (Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014, p. 10). In the current research, semi-structured interviews allowed the 

researcher and the selected discipline heads to engage in a dialogue concerning the 

research topic in real time. The researcher obtained a rich description of the 

participants’ lived experience of curriculum reform. 
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In order to conduct the interviews, an interview protocol (Appendix 3 (English 

version) and Appendix 4 (Chinese version)) was produced. J. A. Smith et al. (2009) 

state: 

The process of developing a schedule requires us to think explicitly about what 

we expect the interview to cover. More specifically, it enables us to plan for any 

difficulties that might be encountered ... So by constructing a schedule, the 

researcher is thinking of virtual maps for the interview. (pp. 74-75) 

Ayres (2008) suggested that interview protocols need to contain some flexibly 

worded interview questions. These questions are “based on research questions and the 

tentative conceptual model of the phenomenon that underlies the research” (Ayres, 

2008). Accordingly, in the current research, semi-structured interview questions were 

designed based on the research questions. The wording of these questions was 

descriptive, narrative and exploratory. This made the participants in the current 

research easily understand what they were expected to talk about. 

The details of the interview procedure are disclosed below. Each participant was 

contacted first by the researcher in order to present and explain the project description 

and to highlight that participation was voluntary. Then, the appointment time and 

place were negotiated with each participant. The interview locations were mainly 

outside the selected colleges, in tea bars and coffee shops. It was assumed that such an 

environment away from participants’ colleges might encourage them to speak more 

openly about their lived experience. To initiate each interview, verbal consent was 

obtained from participants (Appendix 5 (English version) and Appendix 6 (Chinese 

version)). All the interviews (and verbal consent) were recorded by the researcher. 

At the outset of interviews, the researcher briefly introduced the research, and 

participants were invited to introduce themselves and their disciplines in order to 

record their backgrounds. This was also a warm-up, which helped participants enter 

into the interviews and to tell their lived stories of implementing curriculum reform. 

During the interviews, questions were raised based on the interview protocol, and 

participants were encouraged to narrate in a lengthy manner (J. A. Smith et al., 2009). 

The interview questions in the interview protocol were used in a flexible way, and 

new questions emerged to explore important issues relevant to the research topic. As 

Smith et al, say, “This process should be seen as iterative: you may find that your 
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ideas develop and change during the process” (J. A. Smith et al., 2009). Thus, the 

order of the interview questions sometimes changed, and new questions relating to the 

research topic were raised according to interviewees’ responses. According to the 

interpretation of their narratives, open-ended, creative, active and conversational 

interview questions were further raised, in order to supplement and extend the existing 

narratives and explore new matters relevant to the research topic. These narrative and 

conversational interviews were in-depth discussions that aimed at elucidating lived 

stories and interacting with interviewees in order to follow up emerging matters 

(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). 

Fourteen of the 15 participants each participated in two audio-recorded 

interviews, each interview lasting for between two and three hours, while one 

participant was interviewed only once for two hours. Both interviews explored the 

participants’ relevant lived experience, while the second was also used to clarify and 

expand on any points arising from the initial analysis of the first interview. The 

collected interview recordings were stored in the researcher’s personal password-

protected computer and USB drive as back-up. Every interview recording was 

transcribed verbatim by the researcher as soon as the interviews were completed.  

3.4.4 Pilot Interview 

A pilot interview was conducted with one participant before interviewing the other 

participants. Before deciding on interview questions, Creswell (2013) suggests 

piloting the questions in order to revise the potential for unclear expression. This aims 

to make sure that potential participants can understand interview questions, and 

researchers can use these questions to direct participants to give rich description in 

response to research purposes. In addition, a trial interview can also help researchers 

to identity potential problems during interviews that might hinder data collection 

(Glense, 2006). 

A participant from College One was the first interviewee among the total 15 

participants. This was the pilot interview to check the clarity of the research questions 

and whether they would obtain rich data in response to the research topic.  At the 

beginning of the interview, the researcher introduced the research, and highlighted 

interviewees’ rights and their freedom to participate or not participate. Then, the 

researcher used the interview protocol to interview the participant. During the 
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interview, the researcher found that this participant understood the interview questions 

and talked at length. The order of the questions encouraged him to tell his stories of 

curriculum reform. In addition, during the interview through the interpretation of his 

perceptions and experiences of curriculum reform, the researcher raised some open-

ended, creative, and active questions, in order to supplement and extend the existing 

narratives and explore new matters relevant to the research topic. After the interview, 

that participant expressed that he understood my research topic and my interview 

questions, and that the interview time of between 2 and 3 hours was appropriate. 

After the interview, the researcher immediately analysed the data from the 

participant in the pilot interview in order to check whether rich data had been obtained 

in response to the research topic, namely discipline heads’ lived experience of 

curriculum reform. The audio-recorded interview was transcribed verbatim by the 

researcher. Through data analysis, rich data was obtained, which included the 

participant’s lived experience of accessing and understanding curriculum reform 

policy, of influencing factors, of the impacts of curriculum reform, and his 

suggestions for enhancing the reform. This was seen as responding to the research 

topic and the research questions. Thus, the interview protocol was appropriate and no 

interview questions needed to be revised. However, one issue did emerge from the 

pilot study. During the interview, the researcher sometimes raised new questions to 

extend and explore apparently interesting and meaningful matters relevant to the 

research topic. Some of these were phrased as closed questions rather than the 

preferred open style of question. For example, one question was: “At that time, you 

must feel stressed, right?” Instead, the researcher should have raised an open question, 

such as “How did you feel at that time?” J. A. Smith et al. (2009) suggest that novice 

researchers sometimes make this mistake of asking closed questions to explore people’ 

experiences, which discourages participants to speak at length. Accordingly, the 

researcher reminded himself to pose open interview questions in future interviews. 

According to the pilot, the interview protocol was appropriate and did not need 

to be revised. That participant’s response was seen as rich and relevant to the research 

topic, so his data was included in the study. The lesson learnt through the pilot 

interview was to raise open interview questions and avoid closed questions.  
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3.5 Data Analysis 

Data analysis followed Van Manen’s (1984) phenomenological framework, which 

indicates thematic analysis in which researchers reflect on the descriptions of lived 

experience and grasp several themes that are seen as the essence of the meaning of a 

lived experience. This thematic analysis is a sense-making process, rather than an 

inductive process. Inductive analysis usually involves coding and categorising data 

into several summative themes or general descriptions as truths (Vaismoradi, Turunen, 

& Bondas, 2013) whereas phenomenological themes are interconnected to construct a 

meaning unit of lived experience (Van Manen, 1990). Smith’s (2009) interpretive 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) provides detailed guidelines for thematic analysis in 

hermeneutic phenomenology. 

Each interview recording was transcribed verbatim by the researcher as soon as 

the interview was completed. This was helpful when recording non-verbal 

communications, during transcription. The first step was therefore to transcribe 

interviews word for word, and at the same time to note significant non-verbal 

communications, including vocalisations and response tokens. These communications 

might convey information, such as interviewees’ emotions or hesitation, which could 

contribute to deep understanding of the verbal content of interviews (Oliver, Serovich, 

& Mason, 2005). The second step was immersion in the transcripts — for example, 

reading the entirety of a particular transcript to understand it as a whole. This process 

allowed the researcher to obtain a general idea of the whole transcript, which 

facilitated interpreting its parts.  

The second step was to conduct initial notation. Initial notation aims to: 

divide the text into meaning units and assign a comment to each unit … produce a 

comprehensive and detailed set of notes and comments on the data … through initial 

notes, there is likely to be a descriptive core of comments, which have a clear 

phenomenological focus, and stay close to the participant’s explicit meaning. (J. A. 

Smith et al., 2009, p. 103) 

Accordingly, the transcript was divided into meaning units, and each unit was 

initially noted, and interpreted by one or more comments. The third step involved 

developing themes based on these initial notes. The main task here was to turn notes 

into themes, which “involves an attempt to produce a concise and pithy statement of 
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what was important in the various comments attached to a piece of transcript” (J. A. 

Smith et al., 2009, p. 112).  

While interpreting a text through initial notation and theming, “the parts of a text 

are interpreted in relation to the whole of the text, and the whole is interpreted in 

relation to the parts” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p. 12). Researchers are involved in 

the hermeneutic circle in which the parts and whole move back and forth, which 

increases the depth of the understanding of a text in a dialectic manner (Van Manen, 

1990). More specifically in this research, the interpretation of parts of a transcript was 

influenced by the interpretation of the whole transcript, while the already created 

annotations of parts contributed to the interpretation of the whole transcript. Through 

alternately interpreting the parts of a transcript and interpreting the transcript as a 

whole, as well as comparing and coordinating the two interpretations, a better 

understanding of the parts and the meaning of the whole transcript was obtained. 

According to Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014), “the next stage involves looking for 

connections between emerging themes, grouping them together according to 

conceptual similarities, and providing each cluster with a descriptive label” (p.12). In 

this stage, patterns between some emergent themes were identified, and a sense of 

what could be called ‘super-ordinate’ themes was developed (J. A. Smith et al., 2009). 

The other transcripts follow the same steps, from transcribing verbatim to meaning 

units (J. A. Smith et al., 2009). 

After analysing the themes of each discipline head, the last step was to look for 

patterns across cases. This stage leads to reconfiguring, and relabelling of themes and 

group themes nested within several super-ordinate themes (J. A. Smith et al., 2009). 

Then, themes and super-ordinate themes were connected to construct a meaning unit 

of an experience. Across the discipline heads, a number of identified units were seen 

as “the invariant aspects of the phenomenon” or “the essence of lived experience” 

(Van Manen, 1990, p. 122) in this research. 

To report research findings in phenomenological research, both the descriptions 

of experiential meaning units across individuals, and in each unit, some anecdotes or 

stories of individuals should be presented (Van Manen, 1990). However, the focus of 

the research is to describe meaning units rather than particular instances, because 

phenomenological research aims to reveal the essence of lived experiences (Van 
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Manen, 1990). Especially in a large sample, J. A. Smith et al. (2009) argue, research 

should focus on the descriptions of common meaning units of lived experiences, 

although short extracts can be derived from individual stories to enrich the 

presentations of meaning units. Research does not focus on the presentations of 

individual stories because many participants in a research sample may have similar 

experiences in each unit and “there is no point in employing a number of short 

repetitive extracts that all say the same thing” (J. A. Smith et al., 2009, p. 140). 

At the beginning of the research findings section, a summative presentation of 

the different meaning units of discipline heads’ lived experience is given. In each 

meaning unit, the themes that constructed it are explained. After this, each meaning 

unit is described in detail using relevant short extracts derived from individual stories, 

in order to be connected to the description. For example, when one or several 

statements described a shared experience, some relevant extracts from individual 

participants were quoted to show how the experience appeared in different contexts.  

3.6 Research Integrity 

During the stages of designing and conducting research, researchers need to ensure 

and measure the quality of their work (O'Leary, 2014), meaning that they must deal 

with the issue of the integrity of their research findings. The integrity of a qualitative 

study relies on the trustworthiness of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) conceptualise trustworthiness as how an inquirer can persuade people 

that research findings are worth taking seriously. Accordingly, they propose four 

criteria to measure the trustworthiness of a study: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability (Guba, 1981; Lincoln, 1995). 

3.6.1 Credibility 

Credibility refers to the extent to which researchers’ interpretations of the realities are 

trusted by others. Qualitative research is underpinned by a constructivist or 

interpretivist paradigm; realities constructed by people are multiple rather than single. 

“These multiple and constructed realities cannot be studied in pieces (as variables, for 

example), but only holistically” (Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007, p. 17). Compared 

with validating findings in quantitative research, there is no ultimate benchmark for 

justification in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba 
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recommended using the credibility criterion, which refers to the extent to which the 

realities represented by researchers match the realities constructed by participants 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Silverman, 2013).  

Through thick description of the phenomenon under scrutiny, triangulation, and 

frequent debriefing sessions, credibility can be achieved (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004; 

Tracy, 2010). Thick description of the phenomenon means that researchers illustrate 

their research data’s complexity and circumstantiality, and show how the data 

supports relevant findings (Tracy, 2010). For this research, thick description means 

explaining the complex circumstantiality of discipline heads’ experiences, and 

providing the rich and deep descriptions of their lived experiences in the report, in 

order to show the credibility of the findings. The description of the circumstantiality 

includes information concerning the selected city, and colleges and disciplines, as 

well as the policy directives from the MOE and curriculum implementation at the 

college level. Through the selected discipline heads’ narratives, rich descriptions of 

their lived experiences were obtained and presented. Through interpreting the detailed 

descriptions of the contexts and discipline heads’ lived experience, readers might 

obtain the same research findings as the researcher.  

Triangulation means that a study uses different research methods and participants, 

and findings based on the analysis of the data from these different methods and 

participants support each other, which enhances the credibility of the findings 

(Shenton, 2004). This research involves a number of interviewees (15 discipline heads) 

from different disciplines in two colleges. The descriptions of their lived experiences 

echoed one another, which enhanced the triangulation of this research. Their 

statements were also seen as demonstrating different aspects of the same phenomena. 

Frequent debriefing sessions between a researcher and his/her superiors in a 

research project are seen as contributing to the credibility of the findings, because:  

[T]he meetings also provide a sounding board for the investigator to test his or her 

developing ideas and interpretations, and probing from others may help the researcher to 

recognise his or her own biases and preferences (Shenton, 2004, p. 67). 

In the current research, frequent meetings were held between the researcher and his 

supervisors. They provided feedbacks on the researcher’s interpretations of data 

throughout the writing process. This feedback involved the assessment of the 
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appropriateness of the interpretations, and the provisions of new perspectives to 

analyse the data, which contributed to data analysis and the credibility of the research 

findings. 

3.6.2 Transferability 

In qualitative research, findings are contextualised, so the transferability of findings 

depends on “the similarity between the sending and receiving contexts” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, p. 297). This is dissimilar to quantitative research. Through random 

sampling, quantitative research findings can be generalised to target people mentioned 

in the context of the research. Due to a smaller number of participants in qualitative 

research, and the subjective and contextualised nature of qualitative research findings, 

they cannot be generalised. However, qualitative findings could be applied to similar 

contexts.  

In order to check whether the findings of a study can be transferred to other 

contexts, a thick description of the research contexts, which includes contextual 

information about the field sites and participants’ backgrounds, is needed. Through a 

thick description of the research contexts, readers can make judgements about the 

possible transferability of findings to other similar contexts (Schwandt et al., 2007). In 

accordance with the principles of thick description, the complex contexts of discipline 

heads’ experiences were collected and reported, including details concerning the 

selected city, colleges and disciplines, the policy directives, and curriculum 

implementation at the college level. By examining the contexts, “the audience can 

make decisions regarding transferability” (Creswell, 2013, p. 380), i.e., whether the 

findings in the current research could be transferred to other contexts (Silverman, 

2013). 

3.6.3 Dependability 

Dependability refers to the stability of data (Guba, 1981). In quantitative research, a 

relevant criterion is reliability. To have reliable quantitative research findings means 

that a study could be repeated, and with the same context, methods and participants, 

similar findings would be obtained (Shenton, 2004). Unlike quantitative research, 

contextualised realities in qualitative research are not seen as tangible and unchanging, 

so qualitative research cannot investigate the same thing twice (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). However, research similar to previous qualitative studies could be carried out 
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to better understand the previous findings and compare the differences between the 

current findings and the previous ones. 

To establish the dependability of a study, its research procedure should be 

reported in detail, which enables other researchers to repeat the work (Shenton, 2004). 

Through doing a similar study, the same results may not be obtained, but the 

researchers would better understand the findings and interpretation of the data in the 

previous study (Guba, 1981). To establish the dependability of the current research, 

the research procedure has been disclosed in detail. The design, data collection, and 

data analysis of this research have been explained explicitly and in detail. Based on 

this detailed description, future similar research may be undertaken to assess the 

stability of the findings. 

3.6.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability, which is the fourth criterion evaluating the trustworthiness of a study, 

refers to the objectivity of qualitative investigators’ interpretations of the experiences 

and perceptions reported by participants (Schwandt et al., 2007). This criterion aims 

to assess the extent to which, rather than reflecting the biases of researchers 

(Schwandt et al., 2007): 

[T]he researcher's interpretations of participants’ constructions are rooted in the 

participants’ constructions and also … [to what extent] data analysis and the resulting 

findings and conclusions can be verified as reflective of and grounded in the participants’ 

perceptions. (Jensen, 2008, p. 112) 

Two ways of demonstrating the confirmability of a study are through detailed 

methodological description and an audit trail (Jensen, 2008; Shenton, 2004). In terms 

of the detailed methodological description, the current research has described the 

research procedure, the strategies used in data analysis, and participants’ narratives in 

detail. This “enables the reader to determine how far the data and constructs emerging 

from it may be accepted” (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). An audit trail may sometimes be 

needed to allow others to check that the interpretation of data was based on available 

data in the research.  

The aim of an independent audit is not to produce a single report which claims to 

represent ‘the truth’, nor necessarily to reach a consensus. Instead the independent audit 

allows for the possibility of a number of legitimate accounts and the concern therefore is 
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with how systematically and transparently this particular account has been produced. (J. 

A. Smith et al., 2009, p. 222) 

The detailed methodological description, interview protocols, the stored raw data, and 

presented findings in the current research provide for the possibility of an audit.  

3.7 Issues Concerning Ethics 

Respecting participants’ dignity, privacy, and autonomy, as well as protecting them 

from harms and risks and maximising benefits, are all ethical issues that researchers 

must consider (Resnik, 2015). Researchers should address the ethical issues 

associated with their research, and the guidelines and reviews of relevant research 

ethics bodies can help researchers to identify and address ethical issues (Lindorff, 

2010). 

This research was reviewed and approved by Griffith University's Research 

Ethics and Integrity Committee. The research was conducted in accordance with all 

the conditions specified by the committee. The ethical principles of Griffith 

University are based on the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research 2007 (NS) developed by the National Health and Medical Research Council 

(NHMRC), Australian Research Council (ARC), and the Australian Vice-Chancellors' 

Committee (AVCC) (2013), and the suggestions in the Australian Code for the 

Responsible Conduct of Research (AC) published by the National Health and Medical 

Research Council (NHMRC), Australian Research Council (ARC), and Universities 

Australia (UA) (2007). This research was conducted in China, where there is no ethics 

approval process, so it followed only the ethical principles and guidelines of research 

ethics at Griffith University, the NS, and the AC. Bearing in mind that every stage of 

research may raise ethical issues (Creswell, 2013), each stage of this research was 

based on the ethical principles and guidelines of Griffith University, the NS, and the 

AC. 

The core principle of addressing ethical issues in human research is “respect for 

human beings, research merit and integrity, justice, and beneficence” (NHMRC et al., 

2013, p. 9). With regard to respecting human beings, potential participants should 

make their own decisions and participate voluntarily in research (Creswell, 2012). In 

this research, the management of the two selected colleges was contacted to permit 

the researcher’s entry and to assist the researcher in selecting participants. Because of 
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this, discipline heads might have considered participation in this research as a duty, 

due to their “deference to my perceived position of power” (NHMRC et al., 2013, p. 

17). This may have limited the freedom of those heads in choosing whether to 

participate (Walker, 2007). To ensure the heads’ voluntary participation, the 

Academic Deans in two colleges were asked to highlight the voluntary nature of 

participation, and participants could withdraw from participation at any stage of the 

research, as clearly stated on the consent forms. Further, the Academic Deans in the 

selected colleges were asked to provide the contact details of the participants, and the 

participants were contacted before the interviews took place, in order to further check 

the voluntary nature of their decisions (NHMRC et al., 2013). The consent forms 

outlined the voluntary participation, and the ability to withdraw at any stage of the 

research, and the forms also disclosed information regarding this research project. The 

forms’ information was read by the researcher over the phone before the interviews 

and face-to-face at the beginning of the interviews. 

A priority of ethics in research is to protect participants from harm or discomfort  

(Lawrence, 2007). More precisely, researchers need to identify and minimise risks to 

participants. In this research, the selected discipline heads were interviewed to share 

their lived experience concerning curriculum policy implementation, which was seen 

as not an especially sensitive topic (Walford, 1994). However, it was possible the 

heads might feel slight discomfort when presenting some of their lived experiences of 

failing to implement the reform effectively. To put them at ease and encourage them 

to feel they could talk openly, the researcher introduced the purpose of the research as 

being to help teaching staff to improve their implementation in China. Also, the 

interview locations were external to their workplaces, which was seen as encouraging 

them to speak more openly. In the consent forms and before interviews, participants 

were assured that anonymity would be maintained throughout this research. How their 

privacy, anonymity and the confidentiality of data were maintained, is explained in 

the following paragraph. 

In relation to data management, the issues of the usage, storage and retention of 

the data, and appropriate access to them, need to be addressed (NHMRC et al., 2007). 

The collected data were used in this research and some publications based on this 

research. The primary materials and data were stored in the password-protected USB 

drive of the researcher (Griffith University, 2015). All the data were confidentialised, 
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and original materials and data were deleted. Thus, all direct identifiers such as names 

and addresses were changed (Olesen, 2014). Each participant was assigned a 

pseudonym, and the names of the selected colleges and city were removed, and the 

original name of the province was changed to the name of the region. The information 

regarding the selected city in terms of its economic and social characteristics was 

retained, but there are several similar cities in that region, so it would be difficult to 

identify the selected city. Thus, third parties would not be able to link the de-

identified data to the individuals or the selected colleges. The de-identified data were 

kept for five years after the completion of this research, according to the AC 

(NHMRC et al., 2007). To address the matters of privacy and confidentiality, the de-

identified data were not made available for use by other researchers. 

The report and publication of research results also involves the issue of 

anonymity. Through the analysis of de-identified data, individual participants should 

not be identifiable by third parties. However, this research aimed to obtain and present 

rich descriptions of discipline heads’ lived experiences. Thus, there was a risk of 

internal confidentiality, in that a participant might be identified by his/her colleagues 

at the same college by reading the research results. To further disguise the participants, 

only brief narrative extracts were used to limit the possibility of identification by 

participants’ colleagues. The fact that all narrative extracts were translated into 

English by the researcher, and were not published in the Chinese language would 

severely reduce the possibility of participants’ identification, because original 

narrative extracts were not presented and only their translation was presented, and 

most vocational education teachers would not be competent in reading and 

understanding English. Similar disciplines were selected for the two selected colleges, 

the colleagues of those discipline heads might find it hard to identify the heads, 

although the interpretation of their lived experiences might contain information about 

their colleges, which was seen as essential in this research. Although anonymity could 

not be completely guaranteed, it would still be quite difficult for discipline heads’ 

colleagues to identify them.  

In the ethical review of this research, it is also necessary to consider risks and 

benefits to justify the risks (Griffith University, 2014). The risk of identifying 

participants from the reports of this research was extremely low, so there were no 

significant risks. On the other hand, some benefits could be anticipated from this 
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research. In regard to the research significance, this research could contribute to the 

knowledge of the meaning of discipline heads’ lived experiences of implementing 

curriculum reform and how to improve the implementation in China. The researcher 

and each participant could also build a community to share the experiences of 

conducting educational research.  
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Chapter Four: Development of the Understanding of 

the Policy 

4.1 Introduction 

The focus of the enquiry in this chapter is on How did discipline heads see themselves 

as developing their understandings of the HVE curriculum reform policy? The 

experiences of the participants developing their understanding of the policy have six 

aspects: the importance of policy understanding, the value of college-based policy 

communication, the value of external experts’ policy interpretation, the value of well-

informed interpreters, the need for individual policy research, and the value of prior 

industry knowledge. It appears that policy understanding facilitates curriculum reform, 

and policy understanding is influenced by policy interpretation. 

The importance of policy understanding begins this section, because it is the 

concept that the explanation of other concepts builds on. Policy understanding refers 

to the understanding of implementation approaches and guidelines on how to 

implement the reform. Policy understanding is therefore important in guiding 

participants in curriculum reform. Second, college-based policy communication 

means the college management’s presentation of the policy, and the management’s 

policy interpretation referring to the explanation of implementation approaches and 

guidelines on how to put the policy into practice. The value of college-based policy 

communication refers to its importance in facilitating policy understanding. The third 

aspect is the value of external experts’ policy interpretation, which refers to the 

importance of external educational experts’ explanation of approaches to curriculum 

reform in facilitating policy understanding. The fourth aspect is the value of well-

informed interpreters in providing useful and clear policy interpretation. This is 

followed by the fifth aspect, the need for individual policy research. Participants 

needed to search for and review policy interpretations within other educators’ 

teaching materials to further their understanding of the policy. The sixth and final 

aspect is the value of prior industry knowledge in facilitating policy understanding. 
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4.2 The Importance of Policy Understanding 

The importance of policy understanding, meaning the understanding of 

implementation approaches and guidelines on how to implement the reform, was 

recognised by all the participants. It appeared that participants’ understanding of the 

policy could guide them in reforming the curriculum, while a lack of understanding of 

the policy appeared to cause a participant fail to implement the reform.  

One vital aspect identified by all the participants in their experience of 

curriculum reform was therefore the understanding of the policy, i.e., an 

understanding of particular approaches and guidelines through which a curriculum, or 

part of it, can be designed and delivered to be a curriculum in response to industry 

needs, as the curriculum reform policy required: 

In my policy understanding, there is a work-process-oriented curriculum [an 

approach to reforming curriculum]. The approach requires teachers to design 

projects in the curriculum, instead of focusing on delivering theoretical 

knowledge. (Cong) 

I gradually came to know the approach to implementing practical teaching. (Hui) 

In fact, we [I and teachers] all know that … in a course, we need to design 

modules that correspond to manufacturing tasks. (Xiao) 

The other aspect identified by all the participants in their experience of 

curriculum reform was the actions taken in reforming curriculum, such as discipline 

heads’ actual activities of designing and changing curriculum plans: 

Based on the idea of work-process-oriented curriculum … I designed new 

teaching projects … When designing a project, I needed to consider whether it 

met the industry standards. (Cong) 

I wanted students to do more experiments, and let them practise. As such, I 

needed to redesign and to prepare for the course. (Gong)  

According to needs assessment, I added a new course … I also deleted some 

course content which was not needed in labour markets. (Sun) 

Curriculum reform was also regarded by all the participants as including the 

delivery of reformed curriculum. As such, actions for curriculum reform also refer to 
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their experience of delivering the curriculum, as well as their perceptions of students’ 

learning experience: 

I designed some teaching projects … I explained a project in the class, and then 

students practised that project. (Cong) 

In a typical reformed course, I firstly set a task. Then, I delivered relevant 

knowledge and supervised students to practise. Lastly, I let students finish the 

task independently. (Fang) 

I train them … Let them practise … Then, I give feedback. (Heng) 

All but one participant reported that their policy understanding guided their 

actions for curriculum reform and thus facilitated the reform. The understanding of 

implementation approaches and guidelines was regarded by these participants as 

facilitating curriculum reform because such understanding could guide their actions 

for reforming curriculum, namely designing and delivering curriculum in response to 

industry needs in their own disciplines: 

The best [approach] to conducting apprenticeships in my discipline was running 

a studio … That was what I thought at that time … The implementation of 

running a studio exceeded my expectations. (Dui)  

Oh, I felt that this approach was suitable. I was not sure whether it was suitable 

for another curriculum, but I was sure that it was very suitable in my curriculum. 

By using this method, my course content could be divided based on the 

manufacturing process. (Fang) 

The approach helped integrate different knowledge into projects. (Yan)  

A lack of policy understanding was regarded by Sun as resulting in the failure of 

her curriculum reform. Sun reported that she did not acquire an adequate policy 

understanding, and after reforming her course, she felt that she had failed to 

implement the reform: 

I did not know how to reform a course … but still did it … I doubted what I had 

done. 
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4.3 The Value of College-Based Policy Communication 

The value of college-based policy communication in facilitating policy understanding 

varies according to the perspectives of the participants. College-based policy 

communication refers to the college management’s presentation of the curriculum 

reform policy, and the management’s policy interpretations that are the explanations 

of implementation approaches and guidelines. More specifically, the college 

management was seen as merely presenting the general policy requirements without 

further policy interpretation, leaving participants struggling to grasp how to reform 

their curriculum. Only two participating discipline heads said their deans gave advice 

which facilitated their understanding of how to reform their curriculum.  

All 15 participants acknowledged that the management, including principals and 

deans, informed them of the policy. The management was seen as presenting the 

policy requirements on official documents to them and to teachers so that they would 

learn about the policy. Zhong, for example, recalled that just after the policy was 

enacted by the government, his college communicated it to him and other teaching 

staff in several college meetings: 

Between 2006 and 2009, the Ministry of Education’s policy requirements were 

communicated by the college to us in several meetings … I knew the reform. 

Heng stated that his principal communicated the policy content to deans, discipline 

heads, and teachers in formal college meetings. In this way, he found out about the 

policy: 

There is a college-based channel for us to learn about the policy. Our leader, 

more precisely our Vice Principal, sometimes held meetings either for our 

department or for the college … His presentation might include some [policy] 

content, for example, what the policy requirements were in some policy 

documents. (Heng) 

Sei said the dean of his department also presented the policy in department meetings: 

The government conveyed policy documents to our college … In several 

regulatory department meetings, our department dean informed us of the policy 

requirements listed in those documents. (Sei) 
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Policy understanding was seen by 13 participants as being constrained by a lack 

of policy interpretation as to how to implement the reform in the management’s 

presentation of the policy. This is explained in the following. 

At the beginning of the government’s enactment of the curriculum reform policy, 

management was seen as just presenting the related abstract policy requirements in 

official documents to them. The 13 participants identified a lack of policy 

interpretation: 

From 2008, my college hurriedly promoted project-based curriculum. It was just 

a concept, however, without detailed interpretation about how to do it. (Dui) 

There was an official document, a document listing a series of [policy 

requirements] … However, the dean did not provide interpretation about how to 

implement it. (Sei) 

Our college communicated the policy documents to departments, and our 

department communicated them to us … You had to interpret them by yourself. 

(Zhuo)  

It was further noted by the 13 participants that the lack of assistance in 

explaining approaches to and strategies for curriculum reform led them to fail to grasp 

how to reform their curriculum. For example, Dui said that it was difficult to 

implement the curriculum reform as communicated by the college because there were 

no guidelines at the beginning of initiating the policy. 

Actually, the requirements [communicated by the management] were very 

general … How to deal with them in practice was not mentioned, so I did not 

know it either. (Fang) 

No one explicitly explained this thing [how to implement the curriculum reform] 

to me. (Hui) 

The government and the college raised that curriculum should respond to 

industry needs. That was a concept. We [I and teachers] did not know how to 

realise it. (Wen) 

However, two participants reported that their deans provided adequate advice 

and guidelines on how to reform the curriculum in their disciplines. The two 
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participants saw their deans’ policy interpretation as facilitating their understanding of 

how to reform their curriculum: 

Our leader [dean] had some ideas to share with us … I understand how to 

conduct curriculum reform mainly from him/her*. My dean has a deep 

understanding of the policy … and is also a professor in my discipline … He/she 

always has strategic ideas on how to further my curriculum … Generally, he/she 

proposed a new idea, and I and my colleagues realised it. (Xing) 

I admired my dean, because he/she really had a good understanding of the 

policy … When we [teachers] got stuck concerning how to proceed with our 

curriculum reform, he/she pointed out how to do it. (Yan) 

4.4 The Value of External Education Experts’ Policy 

Interpretation 

The value of external education experts’ policy interpretation in facilitating policy 

understanding also varied according to the perspectives of the participants. It was 

reported that policy understanding was seen by most participants as being constrained 

by the experts’ vague explanations concerning how to reform curriculum and their 

impracticable approaches that could not be applied to participants’ disciplinary fields. 

However, two participants’ policy understanding was seen as being facilitated by 

experts’ interpretation. 

Eleven of the fifteen participants reported that, besides the management’s policy 

communication, the colleges furthered their and teachers’ understanding by arranging 

external vocational education experts’ involvement. With their colleges’ support, 

discipline heads and teachers had opportunities to attend vocational education experts’ 

seminars on policy interpretation inside or outside their colleges. Wen’s case offers an 

example. For the purpose of deepening the understanding of the policy after 

management’s initial communication, he said: 

Experts from the Ministry of Education and a university were invited [by my 

college] to interpret the policy in the college. 

                                                 
* In the Chinese language spoken in these interviews, ‘he’ and ‘she’ are the same word. 



124 

 

In Xing’s case, for a better understanding of the policy, her college invited a 

vocational education expert to provide policy interpretation for all the staff:  

Our college once invited a vocational education expert who interpreted project-

based reform for us, for a better understanding of the policy. 

Heng pointed out that he, as a discipline head, had more opportunities provided by his 

college than teachers to attend seminars on policy interpretation and to learn from 

vocational education experts outside the college: 

We [discipline heads] were sent by our college to attend some curriculum 

development meetings and participate in the provincial teacher professional 

development, which included vocational education experts’ seminars on the 

curriculum reform. (Heng) 

However, six of these eleven participants saw vocational education experts as 

failing to clearly explain how to reform the curriculum required by the policy. This 

constrained development of policy understanding: 

They [the experts] introduced some approaches … which confused me … One of 

the experts seemed comical. (Cong) 

Their [the experts’] explanations were theoretical not operational. (Wen) 

I felt his explanation was vague. (Yan) 

Two participants saw themselves as failing to understand how to reform their 

curriculum based on the experts’ policy interpretation, because the approaches were 

seen as impracticable to their disciplinary fields: 

It was very hard [to apply this approach] in my discipline [accounting]. It might 

be feasible in engineering disciplines … Some teachers who adopted this 

approach in my discipline complained it did not work. (Heng) 

Some experts were invited by the college to interpret how to implement the 

curriculum reform … based on engineering disciplines … However, these ideas 

seemed unsuitable for my disciplinary field [accounting]. (Xing) 

Only two participants saw themselves as mastering implementation approaches 

through vocational education experts’ interpretation. Those approaches were seen as 
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appropriate to their curriculum reform. Heng said that an expert explained 

implementation strategies, and he thought them appropriate: 

In an external seminar, a professor from a finance college explained how to 

apply the concept ‘Learning Area’ to Accounting. This included how they 

succeeded in designing courses and developing curriculum outlines … This 

updated my ideas concerning how to reform my curriculum. (Heng) 

Zhuo reported that experts provided suggestions on his curriculum reform and 

supervised their curriculum, so he knew how to reform his curriculum. More 

specifically, he said his department collaborated with German Chambers of Industry 

and Commerce in China. Zhuo and other teachers followed German experts’ 

interpretation of implementation approaches: 

The German experts played a key role in our curriculum reform … They 

provided advice on how to reform our curriculum and supervised our 

implementation. 

4.5 The Value of Well-Informed Policy Interpreters 

The value of well-informed policy interpreters was seen as providing useful and clear 

policy interpretation. Conversely, interpreters’ lack of knowledge of how to 

implement the reform led to the failure of useful and clear policy interpretation.  

Three participants commented on the importance of the quality of policy 

interpreters, referring to the college management’s and experts’ ability to interpret the 

policy. Their understandings were facilitated by well-informed policy interpreters 

who had knowledge of the policy, including sharing their experience of succeeding in 

implementation, and demonstrating knowledge of relevant disciplinary fields. With 

that kind of knowledge, they proposed implementation strategies appropriate to the 

three participants’ disciplines. 

In an external seminar, a professor from a finance college explained how to 

apply the concept ‘learning area’ to Accounting. This included how they 

succeeded in designing courses and developing curriculum outlines … This 

updated my ideas concerning how to reform my curriculum. (Heng) 

My dean has a deep understanding of the policy, … and is also a professor in my 

discipline…. He/she always has strategic ideas. (Xing) 
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I admired my dean, because he/she really had a good understanding of the 

policy…. When we [I and other teachers] got stuck concerning how to proceed 

with our curriculum reform, he/she pointed out how to do it. (Yan) 

Conversely, policy interpretation was regarded as being constrained by policy 

interpreters’ lack of knowledge of how to implement the policy. In other words, 

interpreters were seen as giving vague policy interpretation due to their own lack of 

knowledge, hindering policy understanding. This problem was identified by Cong, 

Fang and Wen. Fang said that the experts could not clearly explain how to implement 

the reform: 

A vocational education expert visited our college, and introduced vocational 

education theories. I inquired of him/her about how to reform my course … In 

terms of value, his/her interpretation was less than what I read online. (Fang) 

Wen said he reformed his curriculum under the guidance of experts from an education 

university. However, the experts were seen as unable to interpret how to implement 

the reform: 

Their [the experts’] explanations were theoretical, not operational … They could 

not tell me how to reform the curriculum. 

4.6 The Need for Individual Policy Research  

Policy understanding was seen as being facilitated by policy interpretation researched 

by participants. A lack of clear policy interpretation in college-based communications 

and experts’ interpretation promoted participants to undertake their own policy 

research.  

Seven participants reported that after college-based and experts’ policy 

communication they still did not have adequate understanding of how to conduct 

curriculum reform, so they made their own efforts to learn about implementation 

approaches through drawing on the implementation approaches in other external 

educators’ educational materials. For example, after hearing the vocational education 

experts’ policy interpretation, Fang said that he still did not have appropriate 

implementation guidance, so he tried to discover more from other materials: 

After the seminars, I surfed online, through reviewing others’ educational 

materials, to find out their ideas. 
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After the experts’ explanation, I still did not understand how to conduct 

curriculum reform ... I reviewed a textbook, and they [the authors] developed a 

so-called task-based teaching method. (Wen) 

The management only informs us of the curriculum reform … I reviewed some 

curriculum outlines and understood their ways of developing curriculum. (Ruo) 

These seven participants saw the interpretations given in educational materials as 

being useful, because they showed approaches that had been used in similar 

disciplinary fields, and the participants saw themselves as being able to directly apply 

the approaches to their own disciplines: 

I reviewed some curriculum material online ... Its corresponding industry was 

quite similar to mine, and I was deeply inspired [by its implementation 

approach]. (Fang) 

I reviewed a textbook, and they [the authors] developed a so-called task-based 

teaching method…. That book was also concerning English [similar to mine] … 

I found I could use it. (Wen) 

A curriculum outline of Electromechanics … When I reviewed their materials, I 

found that I really understood their education model … since those materials 

showed how to deal with the knowledge in my disciplinary field. (Ruo) 

4.7 The Value of Prior Industry Knowledge 

Prior industry knowledge was seen as valuable in facilitating policy understanding. 

Understanding of the policy was seen by six participants as being facilitated by their 

reflections on prior knowledge of industry. For example, Dui said that the approaches 

provided by experts were not sufficiently practicable, so he developed his own 

through reflecting on his knowledge of the creative arts industry: 

The best [approach] to conducting apprenticeship was running a studio … The 

concept of the studio was not invented by me. Most persons working in the 

creative arts industry know studios, such as photography studios. 

Yan also said that he did not gain understanding of any useful approach from the 

policy communication by the management at the beginning, so he developed one 

through reflecting on his knowledge of industry: 
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I knew the manufacturing process relevant to my discipline … and then I thought 

I should design courses based on that process.  

Zhuo obtained some understandings of applicable approaches from experts and he 

further developed more through reflecting on his prior industry experience: 

I came from enterprise, so I knew what an enterprise needed … I thought out 

how I should teach based on enterprise needs … to enhance students’ analytical 

competence … which was not mentioned in the approach I had obtained [from 

the experts] before. 

4.8 Summary 

To summarise, there were six aspects to the experiences of the 15 participants in 

developing their policy understanding: the importance of policy understanding, the 

value of college-based policy communication, the value of external experts’ policy 

interpretation, the value of well-informed interpreters, the need for individual policy 

research, and the value of prior industry knowledge. First, policy understanding, 

referring to mastering implementation approaches to curriculum reform, was seen as 

important in guiding participants in curriculum reform. Second, the value of college-

based policy communication in facilitating policy understanding varies from the 

perspectives of the participants. Most participants’ policy understanding was seen as 

being hindered by the management’s communication with a lack of policy 

interpretation. Third, most participants’ policy understanding was seen as being 

hindered by experts’ vague and impracticable policy interpretations. However, a few 

participants’ policy understandings were regarded as benefitting from policy 

interpretation by the management and experts. Fourth, well-informed policy 

interpreters were seen as valuable in providing useful and clear policy interpretation 

to develop policy understanding. On the other hand, interpreters’ lack of knowledge 

of the policy was seen as resulting in vague policy interpretation. Fifth, policy 

understanding was regarded as being facilitated by searching for and reading policy 

interpretation from other educators’ teaching and educational materials. Sixth, the 

value of prior industry knowledge was regarded by participants as facilitating their 

policy understanding. The understanding of the policy was also seen as being 

improved by discipline heads’ own policy interpretation, namely developing 

implementation approaches through reflection on their prior knowledge of industry. 
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Chapter Five: Influencing Factors 

5.1 Introduction 

The focus of the enquiry in this chapter is on: What were the influencing factors 

experienced and perceived by participants, as either facilitating or hindering their 

attempts to actualise curriculum reform? Twelve influencing factors were identified 

by the participants, which are presented in the following order: commitment to 

curriculum reform, industry involvement in curriculum reform, building a relationship 

with industry, feedback from enterprise, industry experience and knowledge, 

professional development, recruitment, funding and facilities, the rewards and 

recognition scheme, teachers’ responses to curriculum reform tasks, collaboration 

with teachers, and students’ learning attitudes. The order of the presentation of these 

factors approximately follows the decreasing number of participants who reported 

them.  

Commitment to curriculum reform was regarded as an important facilitative 

factor of curriculum reform, which led to participants’ engagement in initiating and 

furthering the reform. 

Industry involvement in curriculum reform, referring to enterprises’ provision of 

the information concerning their needs for manpower and their participation in 

curriculum redesign and delivery, was seen as facilitating curriculum reform. 

However, some participants criticised the effectiveness of industry involvement in 

facilitating the reform. 

Building a relationship with industry refers to participants and colleges’ efforts 

to build collaboration with enterprises to implement curriculum reform. It was seen by 

many as facilitating industry involvement in curriculum reform. However, many 

enterprises showed unwillingness to cooperate, which appeared to hinder the reform. 

Feedback from enterprise, i.e., feedback from the appropriate industry on 

students’ skill acquisition in workplaces and career development of graduates, was 

seen as guiding participants in curriculum reform. 

A lack of industry experience and knowledge of participants and their teachers 

were seen as undermining curriculum reform; a few discipline heads and their 

teachers had industry experience, which appeared to contribute to the reform. 
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Professional development was seen as the way to correct deficiency in 

participants’ industry knowledge. However, insufficient professional development 

appeared to constrain the development of industry knowledge. 

Recruitment refers to hiring teaching staff with higher degrees, which often 

occurred without considering their industry experience, apparently resulting in 

inappropriate recruitment and a lack of industry experience in general among 

discipline heads and teachers, inhibiting curriculum reform. 

Although the government and colleges had financially supported curriculum 

reform, a lack of funds and facilities was reported in most disciplines, which appeared 

to constrain curriculum reform. 

The rewards and recognition scheme, as a significant official approach to 

encouraging the adoption of curriculum reform, consisted of curriculum and student 

skill competitions where discipline heads and teachers won rewards and recognition. 

This scheme was seen as facilitating many discipline heads’ commitment and 

supporting their reform. However, some negative effects on curriculum reform were 

seen as being caused by its drawbacks, such as funding inequality, inaccurate 

guidelines, and ineffective evaluation. 

Some teachers appeared unwilling to undertake the tasks assigned by participants. 

This was seen as leading to the curriculum reform not being completed.  

Curriculum reform was seen as being facilitated by discipline heads’ 

collaboration with teachers, but a few participants appeared resistant to collaboration. 

Last, curriculum reform was regarded as being undermined by students’ poor 

learning attitudes and low commitment to learning, which constrained their learning 

outcomes. 

5.2 Commitment to Curriculum Reform 

Commitment to curriculum reform was seen as contributing to the initiating and 

furthering of curriculum reform. More specifically, commitment to curriculum reform 

refers to positive attitudes towards the reform and efforts in realising it. Curriculum 

reform was seen as being facilitated by three kinds of commitment: commitment 

originating in the recognition of the reform in improving curriculum; commitment 
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originating in aspiring to win official rewards and recognition; and commitment 

originating in complying with government and college requirements. 

Eight participants saw their initiatives in taking actions on curriculum reform as 

being facilitated by commitment originating in the recognition of the worth of the 

reform. They reported that they believed that the realisation of the reform would 

contribute to improvements in their curriculum and that the reformed curriculum 

could better foster development of skilled students for industry, so they were 

committed to realising curriculum reform: 

It was the first time that I found out a curriculum can be reformed … I began to 

plan how to reform my curriculum. [I thought that] my old curriculum at that 

time was inappropriate … and my curriculum should be reformed to link to 

industry needs. (Fang) 

When I reviewed vocational education experts’ curriculum standards … which 

realised the integration of theory and practice … I had a strong sense of 

recognition … Accordingly, I, along with some teachers, began to reform our 

curriculum. (Ruo) 

Xing noted that she knew the importance of the reform in curriculum development. 

She said that if she and her colleagues did not develop curriculum as required by the 

policy, graduates’ skills would not meet labour market needs. She further said: 

Although the curriculum reform was hard work, I always tried to implement the 

reform after finding out the policy. 

Curriculum reform was also facilitated by commitment originating in aspiring to 

win official rewards and recognition. Eight participants, including four from the eight 

participants above, saw curriculum reform as being encouraged by the rewards and 

recognition. These rewards and recognition could be obtained through further 

reforming their curriculum or courses, and participating in and winning curriculum 

reform and students’ skills competitions held by the colleges and governments: 

It was a big honour to win in curriculum competitions. (Heng) 

I had applied to participate in one of the college-based curriculum competitions 

before. If I did not apply, I would have no opportunity to obtain funds for my 

curriculum development. (Sun) 



132 

 

Zhong also noted that discipline heads and teachers’ curriculum reform was being 

driven by the potential rewards and recognition, which could contribute to their title 

promotion in the HVE college: 

Let me tell you a secret. … All teachers fight for title promotion [from Lecturer 

to Professor]. If you had no achievement in curriculum reform, your college 

would not upgrade your title. 

Two participants’ initiatives in taking action on curriculum reform were also 

regarded by them as being facilitated by their commitment originating in complying 

with the requirements from their colleges and the government. Hui said that it was an 

explicit requirement to implement the reform, so he developed courses based on its 

requirements: 

There is an official evaluation which requires the college to implement the 

reform … Our principal said we must reform our curriculum. (Hui) 

These are national requirements, market-orientation, and employment-

orientation … Based on these, we need to implement them … Whether you liked 

it or not, it was a task from the management. (Wen) 

5.3 Industry Involvement in Curriculum Reform 

Industry involvement in curriculum reform was seen as contributing to the reform, but 

the effectiveness of the current involvement was doubted by some discipline heads. 

Based on participants’ narratives, curriculum reform is facilitated by industry’s 

provision of information concerning labour market needs because participants can 

adjust curriculum based on that information and thus make curriculum more 

responsive to industry needs. Curriculum reform is facilitated by the engagement of 

enterprise in curriculum design and delivery. However, according to participants’ 

comments, current industry involvement was not especially effective in improving the 

reform. This is because participants’ efforts to discover industry needs were time-

consuming and obtained limited information, and an enterprise’s involvement in 

curriculum reform was also seen as limiting curriculum content to the enterprise’s 

needs, rather than being based on the requirements of a relevant industry and the 

labour market as a whole. 
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Curriculum reform was regarded by 13 participants as being facilitated by the 

information provided by enterprises concerning the needs for labour, because such 

information was useful to guide discipline heads in adjusting curriculum and making 

it more responsive to industry needs: 

Curriculum adjustment should be based on the development of the industry … 

Through chatting with professionals, I can obtain some useful information. (Dui)  

Enterprises can tell you what positions were in their workplaces, and 

accordingly we can design corresponding courses. For example, a new course 

was established as a core course in my discipline after needs assessment. (Heng) 

Based on the information from enterprises, few companies did a specific task, 

and the corresponding course content was reduced. (Sun) 

Curriculum reform was seen by five participants, four of whom were mentioned 

above, as being facilitated by the direct involvement of enterprise. According to these 

participants, such involvement could take the form of businesses and professionals 

designing new courses, delivering workplace learning, and teaching in class. Through 

this involvement, students were seen as having the opportunity of exposure to 

industrial projects and practice, which enhanced their skills. In addition, enterprises 

and professionals were seen as compensating for a lack of industry experience and of 

knowledge of discipline heads and teachers. For example, Dui said that at the 

beginning of the development of his new curriculum, because he and other teachers 

lacked industry experience and relevant knowledge, they had to invite industry 

professionals to take some responsibility for developing and teaching courses: 

There were some courses that we could not teach in the new discipline, and the 

courses contained some new techniques [that we did not know]. We invited some 

professionals who were instructors in the enterprise. They could deliver those 

courses, and I with other teachers learnt in class … It [professionals’ 

participation in curriculum reform] was a shortcut to implement curriculum 

reform and development. 

It was not possible for us to teach students after short-term training in 

workplaces. Our way to address this problem was to invite experienced 

professionals to teach students, such as how to weld. (Xiao) 



134 

 

Ruo explained that the alternation of workplace learning and college-based learning 

was implemented, which meant students learnt knowledge in the college for several 

weeks and then practised in workplaces for several weeks: 

Our students’ workplace learning was conducted in German companies. 

Compared with other students who did not undertake the learning, our students 

were more skilled, competent, and adaptable to industry culture. (Ruo) 

On the other hand, three participants criticised the effectiveness of current 

collaboration between enterprises, colleges and teaching staff.  

One participant, Zhuo, criticised the effectiveness of the current way of gathering 

information on industry needs through discipline heads’ and teachers’ individual 

efforts. It appeared that discipline heads and teachers could only visit limited 

enterprises and collect limited information because of insufficient time to 

communicate with professionals. Industry needs information thus tended to be limited 

and unrepresentative and even misleading to teaching staff: 

The needs assessment through visiting enterprises was not so effective. Just to 

think how many enterprises you could visit, and the information from a limited 

number of enterprises lacked representativeness … As for the conversation with 

professionals, all they thought about was about how to produce a good product. 

It was hard for them to think about what kind of graduates they needed …. Based 

on such limited and unrepresentative information, curriculum development might 

deviate from the main industry needs. 

Hui held a viewpoint similar to Zhuo’s, and he further reported that needs 

assessment resulting in limited information concerning industry needs would 

undermine the quality of curriculum, while conducting needs assessment itself was 

time-consuming: 

One of the challenges in curriculum reform is setting curriculum plans which 

indicated what skills and main content was included … As an individual, I was 

not sure about what should be included in the plan of the course … At each time 

of needs assessment, limited information of industry needs was collected … I 

spent a few years on improving my courses.  
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Curriculum reform was regarded by Dui as being constrained by the nature of the 

participation by enterprises. Dui recalled that at the beginning of the cooperation with 

an enterprise, the professionals from it took charge of curriculum development. He 

pointed out the disadvantages of inviting professionals to conduct curriculum reform 

and development; an enterprise cooperating with him focused on the cultivation of 

skills that it had use for, while other skills relevant to his discipline were not 

developed. Thus, the range of students’ skills was limited: 

The enterprise focused on the cultivation of some skills which it usually used. 

Those skills were too specific. For college education, students should master a 

variety of skills in their disciplines rather than some specific skills used in one 

enterprise. Is it possible for all my students to enter that enterprise after their 

graduation?  

5.4 Building a Relationship with Industry 

According to participants’ narratives, the collaboration with industry can be directly 

built by the participating discipline heads, their colleges, and enterprises, to support 

curriculum reform and to provide professional development for teachers. However, 

the collaboration still appeared insufficient. Curriculum reform was constrained by a 

lack of willingness from enterprises to cooperate. 

Industry support for curriculum reform was seen by 12 participants as being 

facilitated by their efforts to build a private relationship with industry professionals. 

Through such a relationship, they obtained information and materials from industry: 

Usually, I asked my friends to introduce me to some professionals. Without the 

introduction, it would not be possible for me to visit enterprises and conduct 

needs assessment. (Sei) 

That professional provided some real cases concerning industrial products … on 

the condition that I wrote academic papers for him. (Cong) 

My postgraduate classmates work in industry. I can inquire with them about the 

industry needs. (Fang) 

Five discipline heads from the 12 participants considered above saw enterprises’ 

involvement in curriculum reform as being facilitated by their efforts to build a 

reciprocal relationship with the enterprises. These efforts brought benefits to the 
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enterprises, mainly purchasing equipment from the enterprises and providing labour, 

including teachers and students. In return, involvement in the reform by enterprise 

was obtained, which meant that enterprises were involved in curriculum design and 

delivery, as well as providing professional development for teachers:  

I usually bought materials from the company … so it was no problem for me to 

view them manufacturing their product. (Cong) 

Students and I worked for enterprises in our colleges, and the enterprises saved 

the costs of facilities and labour. (Dui)  

There were no salaries for me and students. We just wanted an opportunity for 

students to engage in workplace learning. (Xing) 

Curriculum reform was also regarded by eight participants as being facilitated by 

their deans’ efforts to build industry cooperation for them. Through such cooperation, 

enterprises undertook training for participants, provided workplace learning 

opportunities for students, participated in curriculum reform, and provided 

information concerning industry needs: 

The dean, through his/her personal relationship, took me and some teachers to 

visit some enterprises, conducting needs assessment. (Dui) 

The dean built cooperation with enterprises, so I could take students to enter the 

enterprises [for workplace learning]. (Hui) 

Xiao recalled that the dean arranged workplace training for himself and teachers to 

improve their skills related to the new curriculum development. Industry professionals 

were invited by his dean to the college to teach some training courses. 

Four participants reported that some enterprises were willing to cooperate with 

their colleges in curriculum reform, because the enterprises wanted to train highly 

skilled students which they needed and to have the priority in selecting them: 

We [the dean and I] invited two enterprises to participate in our curriculum 

reform. It was expected that the graduates of the new discipline would enter this 

enterprise. (Dui) 

Many German companies in China think it is compulsory that they should get 

involved in curriculum development in order to develop students’ skills as they 

need. (Ruo) 
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It was a new industry and needed responding labour. (Xiao) 

However, two participants reported that many enterprises gradually became less 

willing, and terminated the existing cooperation arrangement because of limited 

returns. The participants further said many graduates trained by these enterprises did 

not go to them, but wanted to work for other enterprises. For example, Dui reported 

that he and the cooperating enterprise found that most graduates did not want to go to 

work there. Ruo said: 

Many enterprises have invested a lot in training students, but many students went 

to other enterprises for higher salaries. It is a big challenge in collaboration 

with industry… Enterprises became unwilling to participate in curriculum 

reform. 

Curriculum reform was regarded by seven participants as being constrained due 

to a lack of enterprises’ willingness to consider cooperation: 

I visited some enterprises for needs assessments in order to reform my course, 

but they gave me the cold shoulder. So I gave up updating curriculum through 

needs assessment. (Cong) 

There is a lack of cooperation with industry to improve my reform. As an 

enterprise, it has no interest in providing suggestions on curriculum development. 

(Zhong) 

Wen recalled that he invited professionals to have a meeting for needs assessment, but 

they did not attend due to being too busy with their work. Instead, the middle 

management of those professionals’ enterprises attended, but they had little 

knowledge of manufacturing and could not provide much useful information for his 

curriculum development. 

5.5 Enterprises’ Feedback 

The feedback from enterprises which focused on particular deficiencies in skills of 

students and graduates, was seen as guiding the discipline heads in designing 

curriculum. It appeared that there was a regulation in College One that required the 

discipline heads and teachers to collect feedback from enterprises, in terms of skills of 

students on placement and career development of graduates. This was seen as helping 

participants to gauge students’ skill level against labour market needs, so they could 
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respond by adjusting curriculum. This was identified by five participants in College 

One: 

Every year, many students go to enterprises for practice … They need to return a 

form that the enterprises complete concerning students’ skills level, strengths 

and weaknesses in skills … That information is really useful for us to adjust 

curriculum plans. (Heng) 

A professional said students seemed unfamiliar with several specific skills. The 

feedback was used in the improvements of some courses in my discipline. (Sun) 

When visiting and communicating with enterprises … we investigated how many 

graduates worked there, and whether they were competent … Accordingly, we 

knew how to revise curriculum. (Sei)  

5.6 Industry Experience and Knowledge 

Curriculum reform appeared to be influenced by the extent of the discipline heads’ 

industry experience and that of the teachers in their disciplines. Curriculum reform is 

undermined by a lack of industry experience, while curriculum reform is facilitated by 

industry experience. Discipline heads and teachers without industry experience failed 

to fully implement the reform. Conversely, some participating discipline heads and 

teachers with prior industry experience used their knowledge and skills to design and 

deliver the curriculum in response to industry needs. 

Eight participants saw their curriculum reform efforts as being undermined by a 

lack of relevant industry experience and knowledge. They reported that without 

industry relevant experience, they were unable to reform their curriculum: 

I lacked industry experience. If I had had it, I would have done a better job of 

implementing the curriculum reform. (Sun) 

An enterprise described an important position, that of quality control. It wished 

us to develop a course based on the position. How could we make it? Yes, the 

course should be added to our curriculum, but it was not possible … From our 

perspective, we did not understand what the position was … We [the teachers 

and I] were university graduates without industry experience. From my 

perspective, we are not competent in being vocational teachers. (Xiao) 
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I have never been a cashier… so I do not know how a cashier works with 

banks … As such, the course content relevant to this position was incomplete. 

(Xing) 

Ten participating discipline heads reported that their teachers lacked industry 

experience and this hampered reform efforts: 

Many teachers in my discipline did not have industry experience, so you could 

not make them … develop teaching projects with industry standards. (Dui) 

Fang commented that there were no teachers in his discipline with industry experience 

and they therefore could not develop new courses based on industry needs. Fang 

added: 

In terms of curriculum reform, the biggest disadvantage that I had was a lack of 

teachers with industry experience. 

Xiao described how, when new curriculum was needed in response to the needs of an 

emerging industry, his existing teachers did not have relevant practical knowledge and 

industry experience. They had to ‘muddle through’, which meant they developed 

theory-based curriculum by reading textbooks. The development of work-related 

curriculum was seen as requiring teachers to draw upon relevant industry experience 

that they often did not possess. 

Conversely, prior industry experience relevant to the disciplinary fields was 

regarded as being an important factor facilitating curriculum reform by Cong, Ruo, 

Yan and Zhuo. They saw themselves as introducing industrial knowledge and the 

skills developed from prior industry experience into their curriculum, and as using 

these knowledges and skills to develop curriculum content in response to industry 

needs: 

Since 1997, I had been using this software in my enterprise … and I am quite 

familiar with it … As a result, I knew how to organise the content in this course. 

For example, before a student learns some piece of knowledge, what knowledge 

should he acquire as the foundation for that … When designing projects [in the 

course], I also made projects meet industrial standards. (Cong) 

I worked in industry from 1982 to 2002 … It was not difficult for me to redesign 

the curriculum … perhaps because I have relevant experience in enterprise. I 
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was quite familiar with this field … Based on the manufacturing process, I 

designed different courses … Those courses contained different tasks in the 

industry. For example, the last project of the curriculum contained all the main 

tasks in the industry, such as processing, electric connections, installation … In 

teaching, I demonstrated how to make electric connections. (Ruo) 

I worked in a technology company before … I cooperated with some teachers to 

design a circuit board, and the computer programs were also written by us … I 

developed a course … After that, I also designed some more tasks [in the course] 

with more technology. (Yan) 

Industry experience was also seen by Ruo and Sun as making teachers capable of 

reforming their courses: 

I invited the teachers with industry experience to participate in the curriculum 

reform … For example, one teacher was a very experienced engineer before, and 

he/she designed some practical course content and could meet my requirements. 

(Ruo) 

Sun said that one teacher had very rich industry experience, so the teacher established 

a new course corresponding to an industry position that he/she was familiar with. 

5.7 Professional Development 

Professional development appears to be able to correct participants’ deficiencies in 

industry knowledge. Through engaging in industry work, participants were seen as 

accumulating their industry experience and knowledge. Participants saw their industry 

knowledge as being accumulated through collaboration with professionals involved in 

reforming curriculum in the college. However, many participants fail to accumulate 

their industry experience because enterprises’ training opportunities were limited. In 

addition, many participants said they had limited opportunity to practise, and had to 

choose self-directed learning through reading, which appeared ineffective in 

improving their industry knowledge. 

Undertaking work in a relevant industry was seen by Dui, Xing and Zhuo as an 

effective way to increase discipline heads’ and teachers’ industry experience and 

knowledge. Through working for enterprises and finishing industrial tasks, they 

accumulated their industry experience and knowledge. Through reflecting on their 
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industry experience newly obtained through working in the workplace, they could 

introduce new industrial knowledge and skills into their disciplines: 

They [professionals] did industrial projects and worked with us … some of the 

teachers and I learnt many skills from professionals … while doing projects 

together … Then I introduced the projects that we had done into my curriculum. 

(Dui) 

In 2011, I was sent by my college to an accounting company to work for more 

than a half year … Through the more than six-month auditing secondment, I got 

familiar with the accounting of different kinds of companies. They used different 

accounting processes … I could do a job as a professional … When returning to 

teaching, I redesigned a course relevant to my work, and introduced those 

accounting processes into the course. (Xing) 

I had ten years of industry experience … and came to the college in 2006 … 

some teachers and I also worked part-time for an enterprise for more than two 

years to develop new products. Through the work, I became familiar with its 

products and manufacturing process … Due to this experience, I developed some 

specialised courses and fostered some students for the enterprise. (Zhuo) 

As part of collaboration with industry, professionals were also invited to 

participate in curriculum design and delivery in the college. Thus, Dui and Xiao saw 

themselves and teachers as having an opportunity to learn new knowledge through 

professionals: 

Professionals could deliver those courses, and I with other teachers learnt in 

class. (Dui) 

When professionals delivered training courses, we [teachers and I] could also 

learn with students. (Xiao) 

However, many participants’ development of industry knowledge was 

constrained by insufficient training and a lack of opportunity to practise in the 

workplace.  

Five participants without relevant industry experience aimed to accumulate their 

industry experience and knowledge through workplace training and placement. 

However, they complained of inadequate opportunities to practise and of limited 
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training time provided by enterprises. The time, supervision and practice in the 

training provided by enterprises was seen as inadequate to master the new knowledge 

and skills. For example, Fang reported that his dean collaborated with a 

manufacturing factory and sent him and some teachers to practise in that factory. 

However, in reality they had limited opportunity to practise, and no professionals took 

them to see the assembly lines and show them how to operate the machines. The 

majority of their activities involved sitting in the office and reviewing manufacturing 

handbooks. Fang said after that ‘practice’, he did not have an adequate understanding 

of how to manufacture relevant products. This is similar to Cong’s experience: 

There was an innovative technique in the industry, namely 3D printing … I 

wanted to find out what it was … I undertook one week of training provided by 

the equipment provider. It was not difficult to master basic 3D printing skills … 

However, many skills were not contained in the training. 

The management ordered us [two teachers and me] to establish a new discipline 

[not relevant to our expertise] … the teachers and I were sent to a factory for 

half a year. The plan was to let us work there, but in fact we just obtained a 

general understanding of the manufacturing process, because the factory did not 

treat us as workers, so there was a lack of opportunity for practice. (Xiao) 

Self-guided learning to enhance industrial knowledge was rejected by seven 

participants as a way to overcome lack of industry knowledge. Seven participants 

learnt industrial knowledge through reviewing textbooks and manufacturing 

documents. However, they saw such learning as failing to equip them with enough 

knowledge, because they required practical knowledge and skills: 

A teacher resigned, and there was no teacher specialised in his/her field. I had to 

learn about it by myself … I studied it through some materials and online videos. 

However, it was not a successful learning experience. I spent a long time on it 

but I found many tacit skills which could not be acquired by self-learning. (Dui) 

Fang said he had no industry experience, so he aimed to introduce industrial 

knowledge and skills by reviewing manufacturing handbooks and documents from his 

friends in industry. It was difficult for him to interpret the information from those 

materials. However, he still introduced some into his course, but the learning 

outcomes were not good: 
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It was difficult for students to link the theories and the information from the 

industry. 

He admitted that even he could not link the theoretical knowledge to the practice. 

Heng recalled that, according to the enterprises’ needs assessment, a new course 

needed to be developed. Due to his and other teachers’ lack of industry experience 

and knowledge, they prepared the course content through learning from a textbook: 

I was a novice. I usually got stuck and did not know how to run the programme 

in this course, when preparing it … I even got stuck during the teaching … 

Heng admitted that reviewing the textbooks had made only limited contributions to 

his skills and the course reform. 

Four of the seven participants added that they chose to enhance their industrial 

knowledge through self-guided learning because they had no opportunities to learn in 

workplaces or the training offered was insufficient: 

A teacher resigned, and there was no teacher specialised in his/her field. I had to 

learn about it by myself … There was no opportunity to learn from professionals. 

(Dui) 

I attended training for using the software, but that was not enough … I learnt 

how to use it from a textbook. (Heng) 

There was a lack of opportunity for practices … Anyhow, the training was better 

than none. However, I had to find textbooks to learn in order to develop courses. 

(Xiao) 

5.8 Inappropriate Recruitment 

A lack of industry experience among discipline heads and teachers was seen as being 

caused by inappropriate recruitment. The colleges employed graduates with higher 

degrees and with higher research degrees instead of industry professionals, and these 

people had little or no industry experience and were thus not capable of curriculum 

reform. 

Seven participants reflected on this issue. The recruitment system attracted and 

employed higher education graduates and postgraduates and did not prioritise 

selection of industry professionals. As a result, many newly recruited teaching staff 
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had higher degrees and lacked industry experience. As mentioned in the section 

Industry Experience, without industry experience, discipline heads and teachers 

struggled to reform their curriculum: 

In terms of teacher recruitment, I asked my college to recruit new teachers, ones 

with many years of industry experience. However, that kind of teacher could not 

be awarded tenured teaching positions, and only the people with doctorates 

could, regardless of their industry experiences. The recruited PhDs who usually 

have no industry experience are incapable of teaching higher vocational 

education students. (Ruo) 

In China, the career pathway of vocational teachers is that higher education 

students directly enter vocational colleges after their graduation. In higher 

vocational education, if a teacher lacks industry experience and knows nothing 

about a manufacturing process, how can they teach students to manufacture a 

product? It is no way to make that kind of teacher capable. (Dui) 

There is a lack of priority given to recruiting professionals. (Zhuo) 

Ruo added that inappropriate recruitment originated from official requirements: 

The management knows that, but one evaluation criteria established by the 

government to evaluate a college is how many PhDs and professors the college 

has. We all know that is not right, but we have no power to change it!  

5.9 Funding and Facilities 

Curriculum reform was seen as being influenced by the availability of adequate 

funding and facilities for curriculum reform. Curriculum reform was seen as being 

constrained by a lack of funding and facilities, although the government and colleges 

did provide some funding and facilities to support the reform. 

Curriculum reform was seen by 12 participants as being constrained by a lack of 

funds and facilities. For example, Cong said that it was difficult for him to teach a 

training course because students had few opportunities to practise due to insufficient 

equipment: 

The difficulty was that we did not have enough equipment … For effective 

teaching, more equipment was needed. 
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I had to give up a training step where students practise a skill with the kind of 

equipment that we have, because the cost of running that equipment was too high. 

(Fang) 

Zhuo said that due to a lack of equipment, he had to give up the delivery of some new 

courses that were needed in the industry: 

I could not realise my plan because there was no equipment and training 

places … There were some courses which needed relevant equipment … Because 

there was no such equipment, the courses could not be added to the curriculum 

agenda. 

Eight of the twelve discipline heads mentioned above saw their efforts at the 

reform of some part of curriculum, as being facilitated by the government and college 

support. Such support was seen as involving both funding and facilities.  

I noticed an innovative technique [in an exhibition]. I had a discussion with my 

principal, and he/she was also interested in it. He/she said that it was fine to 

purchase the equipment … With it, I supervised students in making some new 

products in a course. (Cong) 

In terms of facilitators, I really appreciated the support from the management. 

Without their support, I could not have developed this course. The equipment 

cost a large amount of money. (Fang)  

Benefiting from the support from central and local governments, a very large 

amount of funding had been invested by them in facilities. With newly established 

training rooms, I and other teachers could demonstrate the application of the 

knowledge. (Hui) 

5.10 The Rewards and Recognition Scheme 

The analysis of participants’ narratives revealed their perceptions of the influence of 

the rewards and recognition scheme on their curriculum reform efforts. These 

perceptions have been aggregated through the analysis into emergent themes. The first 

theme is participants’ perceptions of the positive effects of the rewards and 

recognition scheme. The other three themes are the drawbacks of the scheme: funding 

inequality, inaccurate guidelines, and inappropriate evaluation. 
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5.10.1 Positive Effects on Commitment and Financial Support 

According to the MOE (2006b), the scheme is based on the idea that offering rewards 

and recognition will encourage colleges and teachers to better implement curriculum 

reform. Furthermore, both the curriculum reform competitions and the student skill 

competitions amount to an official rewards and recognition scheme. These 

competitions were opportunities whereby teachers can win financial support for their 

curriculum development efforts and official recognition of the quality of their 

curriculum reform. The effects on fostering participants’ commitment to curriculum 

reform and supporting the reform were seen as important. 

The effect on commitment was demonstrated in that 8 of the 15 participants saw 

themselves as having been attracted by the external incentives in the scheme to further 

their curriculum reform. According to the findings presented in the section named 

Commitment, of the participants holding positive perceptions of their commitment to 

curriculum reform, eight of them saw their commitment or part of it as attributable to 

the rewards and recognition scheme. 

Curriculum reform was seen as directly benefiting from the scheme. Monetary 

rewards from curriculum competitions were seen by four participants as supporting 

their curriculum reform and development endeavours: 

Our discipline won the official recognition and financial support. (Ruo) 

To be honest, besides regulatory financial funds [to cover discipline expenses], 

most of the other funds for curriculum reform were from those competitions. … 

Only after our course was rated as an Excellent Course in our province was an 

amount of funding given to us and used for our further curriculum development ... 

In fact, the further development of our curriculum depended on the funds. 

(Zhong) 

Cong recalled that he used funds from a national competition to invite some 

experienced educators in other colleges to assist him in furthering curriculum reform. 

5.10.2 Funding Inequality 

One drawback of the scheme was seen as resulting in funding inequality between 

disciplines and colleges. Funding inequality in this context means that, compared with 

the curriculum recognised by the government and colleges, other reformed curricula 
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obtained fewer funds, while it was more difficult for the curriculum of the college 

with a shorter history and fewer achievements to be rewarded. A lack of funding 

undermined their reform efforts, as seen in the findings in the section Funding and 

Facilities. 

Funding inequality meant that only a small amount of curriculum reform was 

supported because only a small portion of curriculum could be selected and rewarded. 

The reform of much of the curriculum was regarded by Fang, Sei, Sun, and Xing as 

not benefiting from funding through the rewards and recognition scheme, because 

only a small number of curricula could be rated as excellent and rewarded in each 

competition: 

It was the first time that I participated in Excellent Course Competitions in the 

city … and only three courses were recommended by my college … One was 

mine … The teachers of the other two courses were rewarded. … My course was 

not chosen [by the government]. (Fang) 

My college recommended two disciplines in a provincial curriculum 

competition … It was very competitive … My curriculum was not good enough. 

(Xing) 

In a national level curriculum competition, our college was only allowed by the 

central government to recommend two courses. (Sei) 

Funding inequality was seen as being further exacerbated by the colleges 

themselves, because they tended to support curricula regarded as more likely to be 

rewarded. 

Five participants noted that the curriculum reform of discipline heads and 

teachers who were seen by their colleges as having more opportunity to win 

curriculum and skill competitions, was regarded as being more likely to be supported 

by their colleges in preparation for the competitions: 

The only way you can get support from the college is to win rewards. (Dui) 

To allow me to participate in a relevant national skills competition, the college 

had to buy it [equipment]. … The college supported me to participate … because 

I had won several prizes in curriculum and skills competitions before. … 
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Practice with the equipment with the new technique was introduced into my 

curriculum. (Sei) 

Xiao reported that the college management thought his discipline was likely to be 

rewarded. In order to increase his competitiveness, the college invested a large 

amount of funding in building a college-based workshop. Practice in the workshop 

was seen as enhancing students’ practical skills.  

Dui, Xiao, and Zhong explained that management had the greatest enthusiasm 

for financially supporting the reform of curriculum which had more potential to be 

rewarded. This was because the rewards contributed to the official recognition of the 

colleges, and even to the promotion of the management. Dui explained that in the 

Chinese education system, discipline heads were expected to obtain rewards for their 

college. Obtaining rewards could bring official recognition to their curriculum and 

their college. Xiao explained why the management had devoted much funds and time 

to his discipline: 

Obtaining rewards contributed to the reputation of the college … and my 

leader’s promotion. 

Correspondingly, three participants reported their colleges had seen them as 

having less opportunity to win, so they had much less college support for curriculum 

reform: 

Compared with disciplines that usually won rewards, the dean paid less attention 

to my discipline and I had much less funding. (Sun) 

Dui said that, at the beginning of his curriculum reform, he did not have dedicated 

training rooms for his students, but that: 

After my students won all the prizes in a skills competition in the city, my college 

began to recognise me, and provided me with a training room, which was 

previously not offered to me. 

Zhong recalled that, before he and his teachers won a curriculum competition, his 

discipline was undervalued by his dean and not well supported to further the reform. 

Dui, Sun, and Zhong reported that only a small number of curriculum reform 

initiatives were recognised by the government and rewarded through the rewards and 

recognition scheme, and that the colleges tended to support discipline heads whose 
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curriculum was regarded as more likely to win. The reform of other curricula that 

were not recognised by the government and the colleges as excellent was not well 

supported: 

Through lack of support, the quality of my curriculum suffered, because of a lack 

of equipment. (Sun) 

Zhong noted that the rewards from the government and relevant support from colleges 

all focused on supporting excellent curriculum, which could then be further developed. 

On the other hand, less developed curricula had fewer opportunities to be supported, 

so it was difficult for progress to be made. The gap between the quality of recognised 

curriculum and less developed curriculum thus became larger. 

Xiao and Yan reported that their college (College Two), which was newly 

established, had less success in winning funding. Curriculum reform of many 

disciplines in Xiao and Yan’s college was seen as being constrained by less funding. 

There appeared a gap in funds between Xiao and Yan’s college and other colleges 

with a long history and more achievements in curriculum development. This enlarged 

the gap in quality between their college and other colleges:  

Many traditional disciplines could not compete with those in other colleges with 

a long history. They might have more resources, graduates, and networks with 

industry than the disciplines in my college … Many disciplines in my college 

could not compete and have less official support. (Xiao) 

The value of all the equipment in my discipline was 3 million Yuan. … I heard 

that the same discipline in another college won 20 million Yuan from the central 

government. We certainly are not its competitors. (Yan) 

5.10.3 Inaccurate Guidelines 

The foremost requirement of Chinese HVE curriculum reform has been to develop 

curriculum based on industry needs. To promote the implementation of this policy, 

the Government identified and advocated some ‘emerging industries’, with 

curriculum relevant to those industries being more likely to be recognised in official 

curriculum competitions (MOE, 2007). Guidelines on responding to emerging 

industry refer to additional funding for curriculum development for those industries. 
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However, it appears that guidelines addressing emerging industry were not 

always accurate, undermining the relevance of curriculum developed in response to 

industry needs. Also, the guidelines may attract too many colleges to develop the 

same disciplines responding to that industry.  

Official guidelines on emerging industries were seen by Xiao as inaccurate and 

leading to the oversupply of graduates in relevant disciplines. It appeared that 

following the government’s guidelines resulted in curriculum development that failed 

to meet labour market needs. Graduates from his discipline were reported to be 

underemployed: 

My discipline was developed for an industry that was regarded as emerging by 

the country … but at that time the industry had declined. … Many graduates 

could not expect to be employed by the enterprises in that sector. 

Dui reported that he had experience of taking charge of, and participating in, 

establishing new disciplines in response to the government’s guidance on an industry. 

Dui believed the government is capable of identifying emerging industries. However, 

in response to the government’s identification of an emerging industry, many colleges 

developed new curriculum in the same disciplinary area at the same time, resulting in 

an oversupply of graduates: 

The government said that animation was an emerging industry … According to 

my investigation, nearly all colleges in this area, including mine, developed this 

discipline. Just imagine how the labour market could accommodate all the future 

graduates. Not unexpectedly, many graduates could not find relevant jobs. (Dui) 

5.10.4 Inappropriate Evaluation 

Evaluation appeared inappropriate under the scheme, resulting in poorly reformed 

curriculum being rewarded. This was seen as undermining the purpose of the scheme, 

namely selecting and showcasing excellent curriculum. The inappropriateness of the 

assessment criteria to evaluate curriculum reform and the lack of assessment skills on 

the part of the assessors were seen as being the main problems. 

Through evaluating curriculum, the rewards and recognition scheme sought to 

reward those colleges and teachers developing curriculum judged to be excellent. 

However, the curriculum competitions were regarded by participants in this study as 
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just as likely to select poor quality curriculum and reject curriculum appropriate to the 

reform due to inappropriate evaluation criteria and processes. The scheme’s aim of 

selecting excellent curriculum to reward and to post online for other teachers to draw 

on was thus regarded as being compromised. This problem was identified by six 

participants: 

There is a criterion framework in curriculum competitions, including the 

teacher’s title. … However, there are no criteria to directly assess the quality of 

a curriculum itself; none that assess whether a curriculum development was 

based on relevant industry standards … Many rewarded curricula shown online 

are poor quality. (Ruo) 

I participated in many curriculum competition activities, but there were never 

assessors with relevant industry experience to evaluate my curriculum, and they 

did not understand my course. … In a course competition among three 

courses … my course was regarded by the other teachers as the best one, 

because I had completely reformed my course based on the policy. … However, I 

did not win because my title was regarded by experts as low in the 

competition … a course without full policy implementation was selected. (Fang) 

Yan recalled that, when he participated in his dean’s course reform, although the 

dean’s course design deviated from the policy requirement, his textbook based on the 

course design was still rated by the evaluators of the provincial government as 

excellent and was published: 

At the beginning of the course development, he [the dean] said he would design 

a project-based course [as the policy required], and he designed ten projects. … 

To be honest, those projects should not have been seen as projects and I did not 

recognise them as such. … Unexpectedly, his textbook was rated by the local 

government as excellent. So, I really doubted the capability of so-called experts 

[evaluators]. 

Fang and Zhuo added that official evaluation experts were incapable of assessing 

curriculum because they lacked industry experience and therefore could not judge 

whether a curriculum was consistent with industry needs: 
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I participated in many curriculum competition activities, but there were never 

assessors with relevant industry experience to evaluate my curriculum, and they 

did not understand my course. (Fang) 

Official experts usually don’t have the capability to assess curriculum reform 

because they don’t have industry experience. (Zhuo) 

5.11 Teachers’ Poor Responses to Curriculum Reform 

Curriculum reform was also seen as being undermined by teachers’ poor responses to 

curriculum reform tasks assigned by their discipline heads. The poor commitment of 

teachers was attributed to discipline heads’ lack of power to reward and punish these 

teachers. 

Ten participants reported that they, as the managers of their disciplines, assigned 

certain tasks of curriculum reform to teachers. However, the participants went on to 

describe how some teachers exhibited poor commitment and appeared unwilling to 

undertake these tasks. This was seen as undermining curriculum reform. This was 

evident in Dui’s case: 

Some teachers were dedicated, while other teachers had poor commitment which 

led to poor quality implementation of the reform in the newly established 

discipline. (Dui) 

During the establishment of this new discipline, I asked other teachers to 

investigate relevant industry information and provide suggestions on the setting 

of new courses … However, they bluffed their way through … I had to do it by 

myself without the contribution of others’ expertise. (Gong) 

Some teachers did not want to undertake the tasks of developing new courses … 

This led to a shortage of teacher resources for a new course.  (Heng)  

Six of the ten participants saw teachers’ indifferent responses as being due to a 

lack of extrinsic incentives and sanctions applied by the participants: 

As a discipline head, I should have more authority, in terms of punishment and 

rewards. Because of this, they [teachers] might have a little fear and respect, 

and they would not refuse assignments from me. (Gong) 
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Teachers really felt dissatisfied when I assigned them some tasks of curriculum 

reform. From the perspective of teachers, I always ask them to do something but 

without rewards. (Sei) 

Yan said that there was an obvious reason for why teachers did not respond to his 

tasks: 

Every man for himself, and the devil takes the hindmost. If a teacher puts effort 

into curriculum reform and cannot get responding rewards, he/she will not do it. 

5.12 Collaboration with Teachers 

Curriculum reform was seen as being facilitated by discipline heads’ collaboration 

with teachers. However, collaboration was hindered by some participants’ resistance 

to collaborating with teaching staff. 

Five participants reported that they were assisted by teachers in reforming their 

own courses. Course reform was regarded by them as being facilitated by the teachers’ 

assistance. More specifically, they invited teachers to assist them in reforming their 

courses, and the assistance included communicating ideas and sharing tasks of course 

reform. Through such assistance, a discipline head could better conduct course reform 

that would have been challenging for them alone. For example, Dui said that he and 

some teachers had their own specialisations in the disciplinary field. He invited the 

teachers to work together to finish some authentic industrial projects. After that, they 

supervised students to do these projects.  

It is much better if there is a person to have a discussion with you. I could not 

solve a problem [concerning developing a teaching project] by myself. However, 

through discussing it with another teacher, the problem was solved. (Yan) 

There were several times that I invited a teacher to mentor how to do some 

teaching projects in my course. (Heng) 

Course reform by teachers lacking industry experience was regarded by Ruo and 

Zhuo as being boosted by their own efforts to supervise these teachers. By this 

supervision, they saw themselves as guiding them to completion of curriculum reform: 

There was a young teacher with a master’s degree [in my discipline]. He could 

not work out how to reform his course, but he had a good understanding of basic 
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knowledge of this discipline, so he could reform his course under my 

supervision … I also provided some requirements for and suggestions on course 

reform for teachers. These requirements and suggestions guided them in 

finishing their course reform. (Ruo) 

I invited some teachers with a lack of industry experience to do some industrial 

projects from the industry with me in order to let them know how to do industrial 

projects. Only when they understood the industry could they gradually introduce 

some knowledge into their courses … In addition, I also provided them with 

some manufacturing documents. I had worked in enterprises for many years and 

had some text materials concerning manufacturing. Those documents were used 

in their preparation for teaching. (Zhuo)  

On the other hand, Heng, Sei and Zhong expressed their resistance to 

collaborating with other teaching staff, because they did not want other teaching staff 

to know they had insufficient knowledge to reform curriculum. Such resistance was 

seen as blocking collaboration: 

It was an embarrassment to let others know that you could not do it by yourself. 

(Heng) 

There were new techniques and I needed to learn them by inquiring of others. 

However, every educator wanted to save face …. I did not want to learn from 

other teachers. (Sei)  

Zhong affirmed this feeling:  

To be a teacher, we always have to appear to be knowledgeable in our 

disciplinary field. 

5.13 Students’ Poor Attitudes to Learning 

Students’ acquisition of knowledge and skills specified in the reformed curriculum 

was seen as being hindered by their poor learning attitudes. Nine participants reported 

that there were always some students in each class who had poor attitudes to learning 

and were not committed to learning. Those students did not actively learn knowledge 

and skills in classes, so they did not reach the skill requirements specified in 

curriculum reform: 
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There are always some students who do not want to learn …. Eventually, they do 

not master relevant skills. (Ruo) 

With a decreasing number of high school graduates, the quality of enrolled 

students becomes poor. There are fewer and fewer students who want to learn 

and more and more students who do not want to learn. It is the case in nearly all 

the disciplines. (Sun) 

Many students had poor attitudes to learning and they were not engaged in 

finishing tasks in the class. Because of this, they could not achieve good learning 

outcomes. (Yan) 

5.14 Summary 

The analysis of the participants’ narratives indicates that 12 factors of curriculum 

reform were influential, either facilitating or hindering the reform. First, commitment 

to curriculum reform was seen as facilitating the initiating and furthering of 

curriculum reform. Second, industry involvement in curriculum reform was seen as 

contributing to the reform, but the effectiveness of such involvement in facilitating the 

reform was questioned by some discipline heads. Third, industry involvement was 

seen as being facilitated by discipline heads and their colleges’ efforts to build the 

relationship between them and enterprises, but the involvement was seen as being 

hindered by the low willingness of many enterprises to cooperate. Fourth, enterprises’ 

feedback on students’ skills was seen as guiding discipline heads to improve their 

reform. Fifth, industry experience and knowledge were seen as making a few 

discipline heads and teachers capable of reforming their curriculum. Conversely, a 

lack of industry experience and knowledge was seen as making participants and their 

teachers incapable of reforming their curriculum and undermining the reform. Sixth, a 

few participants were seen as correcting the deficiency in their knowledge through 

participating in industry work and collaboration with professionals in reforming 

curriculum in the college, while most participants were seen as failing to do that 

because of insufficient professional development opportunities. Seventh, 

inappropriate recruitment, namely recruiting university graduates and postgraduates, 

was seen as leading to a lack of industry experience and knowledge among discipline 

heads and teachers. Eighth, although official and college-based funding was seen as 

supporting curriculum reform, there still appeared a lack of funding and facilities, 
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which was regarded as undermining the reform. Ninth, the rewards and recognition 

scheme was seen as having a positive effect on discipline heads’ commitment and 

supporting the reform, but three drawbacks of this scheme have been identified: 

funding inequality, inaccurate guidelines, and inappropriate evaluation. Tenth, due to 

participants’ lack of power to reward and punish teachers, teachers apparently showed 

poor responses to curriculum reform tasks, which resulted in the reform remaining 

incomplete. Eleventh, although collaboration between discipline heads and teachers 

was seen as facilitating the reform, some participants felt a sense of resistance to 

collaboration. Twelfth, the poor learning attitudes of some students was seen as 

undermining their acquisition of knowledge and skills specified in the reformed 

curriculum. 
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Chapter Six Effects of Curriculum Reform 

6.1 Introduction 

The focus of the enquiry in this section is on: What was the impact of curriculum 

reform as seen by discipline heads? The analysis of their narratives indicates that 

there are four kinds of effects: sense of frustration, unethical practice, sense of 

achievement, and effects on students’ learning. The ordering presented here of the 

four effects perceived by the participating discipline heads is in decreasing order 

according to the number of participants who reported them. First, when inhibiting 

factors were seen as limiting the effectiveness of participants’ efforts to complete the 

reform, participants felt frustrated. Second, to ameliorate potential negative judgment 

by the government and colleges on their practice and obtain better recognition, many 

participants were regarded as conducting unethical practice. Third, the success in 

curriculum reform was seen as making many participants feel a sense of achievement. 

Fourth, curriculum reform was also seen as bringing positive effects on students’ 

skills. 

6.2 Sense of Frustration 

Participants reported feeling frustrated at the various impediments they faced as they 

tried to implement reform. The impediments were those mentioned in the previous 

chapter, such as a lack of industry involvement, of industry experience, and of 

funding, which reportedly constrain their attempts to complete the reform. 

Ten participants saw curriculum reform in their disciplines as not being fully 

implemented due to these inhibiting factors. They further explained that their attempts 

to implement curriculum reform were not fully realised due to inhibitors such as a 

lack of appropriate equipment, a lack of industry experience, and teachers’ poor 

commitment: 

There is no equipment and no training facilities to conduct practice learning in 

my course. (Sun) 

A professional suggested there was a particular kind of important position in 

workplaces. They were right, but we did not know how to develop responding 

courses. We had no relevant industry experience. (Wen) 
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The current challenge is that no one implements my plan. I have some ideas but 

few teachers are committed to putting them into practice. It is not possible to 

reform the whole curriculum by myself. (Zhong) 

Further, these ten participants saw themselves as having a sense of frustration 

due to the influence of inhibiting factors on limiting their attempts to realise the 

reform: 

There is an e-commerce website by the government. I must purchase computers 

from that. However, they are very expensive and poor quality. I have no way to 

change this. The purchase of the computers is a headache for me … The 

computers do not meet the requirements of teaching.  (Dui) 

Some teachers and I tried to arrange workplace learning for students, but 

enterprises had no interest. Sometimes, some enterprises reluctantly consented. 

We felt sorry to trouble them, so we might buy a drink for them and we even gave 

them some small presents. Because of this, we really felt frustrated … In fact, we 

cannot arrange enough workplace training for students. (Heng) 

Not every teacher followed you. There were always one or two teachers who play 

devil's advocate, which destroyed the harmony and collaboration of the team. As 

a result, I had to spend much energy to deal with it, which was a headache…. 

They did not follow your instructions to reform their courses.  (Zhuo) 

6.3 Unethical Practice 

Due to the negative effects of such inhibitors, it was difficult to complete curriculum 

reform. To ameliorate potential negative judgment from the government and colleges 

on their practice and obtain better recognition in official evaluations and the rewards 

and recognition scheme, many participating discipline heads described unethical 

practices: lowering student assessment standards, plagiarism, and fabricating the 

achievements of curriculum reform.  

To conceal the poor achievements of students, five participants lowered the 

assessment standards to allow these students to pass their courses or obtain higher 

scores. They reported that some students could not reach the level of skills specified 

in the reformed curriculum, because of poor learning attitudes and low commitment to 

learning. However, they still let these students pass exams to show the positive 
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learning effects of curriculum reform. For example, Dui recalled that some students 

had a very poor learning attitude, and they did not want to finish the projects in 

classes. Although reluctant, he allowed those students with poor learning attitudes to 

pass the course. Cong said: 

The entrance examination is a filter. Many students with poor learning attitudes 

enter higher vocational education … Comparing the learning effects between 

students enrolled in these years [and previous years], they were more or less the 

same. That is because I gradually lowered the exam standards … to show the 

stability of the learning outcomes. 

Yan further explained that he and teachers tried to ensure that all students graduate: 

Many students had poor attitudes to learning and they were not engaged in 

finishing tasks in the class. Because of this, they could not achieve good learning 

outcomes … I think a curriculum should include an objective assessment 

standard which should not be adjusted according to the academic performance 

of students … I failed eight students out of about 100 in my course because they 

could not reach the course requirements. My dean scolded me because that 

would undermine the reputation of our college … Currently, I just want all the 

students to pass.  

Four participants engaged in plagiarism to develop curriculum content. They 

needed to write new textbooks or teaching materials reflecting the curriculum reform 

requirements, but they lacked the industrial knowledge necessary to do that. As such, 

they chose to plagiarise the materials of enterprises and of some teachers in other 

colleges and universities:  

I needed to know the manufacturing process … and the manufacturing 

documents from industry played a key role … The blueprint [of my textbook] was 

from the textbook of my previous supervisor. (Fang) 

My curriculum was under development, but I knew some other colleges who 

were famous for this discipline. I browsed their websites and the discipline … 

including some teaching materials … The materials were quite helpful because 

they came from the same discipline. Some content could be introduced into my 

curriculum. (Sun) 
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My discipline was newly established based on an emerging industry … I knew 

little about this industry … The process of how I wrote my textbook was simple. 

Everyone knows the Chinese characteristic, plagiarism. Yes, I just combined 

several materials, such as the manual provided by a factory. (Xiao) 

Sun, Xiao, Wen, and Zhong described fabricating the achievements of 

curriculum reform and concealing its incompleteness. More specifically, due to some 

inhibitors, they could not fully implement the reform. They did manage to reform 

their curriculum to some extent, but the implementation did not meet the policy 

requirements. For example, due to a lack of experimental equipment in her course, 

Sun had to use other training equipment instead, although she knew the training 

equipment did not match the requirements of her course. Xiao recalled that as a 

discipline head, he was required by his dean to reform his curriculum to gain rewards 

from an official competition, but that he and his teachers were not capable of 

implementing the reform to the high standards required by the dean. He stated he 

managed to reach some requirements by cheating: 

Of course, in fact, afterwards, [I had to] adopt an alternative way, some 

adjustment. For example, there was a standard that I could not reach, so under 

the behest of my dean, I added a teacher’s achievement [of another discipline] 

into the report of my discipline. Everyone knows this kind of trick. 

Zhong summarised: 

Many teachers, including me, advertised that we had done a lot, but actually we 

had not. Many curriculum reform plans have never been implemented … We 

wanted to fully implement the reform … but we needed help from professionals 

to understand industry. 

Nine participants provided an explanation for why they engaged in unethical 

practice, namely lowering student assessment standards, plagiarism, and concealing 

the incompleteness of curriculum reform. They did these things in order to ameliorate 

potential negative judgment from the government and colleges on their practice and to 

obtain better recognition in the official evaluation and in the rewards and recognition 

system. Yan explained the reason why he lowered his assessment standards as being 

because a high failure rate of graduation undermined the official reputation of the 

college and annoyed his manager: 
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I had failed eight students out of about 100 in my course because they could not 

reach the course requirements. My dean scolded me because that would 

undermine the reputation of our college…. Currently, I just want all the students 

to pass.  

Sun wrote her teaching materials by directly copying other teachers’ teaching 

materials in order that her course would be recognised by her college as excellent in a 

curriculum competition. Zhong recalled that there was national evaluation for each 

HVE college, especially evaluating the extent to which curriculum reform had been 

implemented. That led to concealing the incompleteness of curriculum reform: 

That national evaluation led to fabricating the achievements of curriculum 

reform among HVE colleges nation-wide. Many teachers, including me, 

advertised that we had done a lot, but actually we had not. Many curriculum 

reform plans have never been implemented … Not just [at] my college; as far as 

I know many colleges fabricated achievements in order to obtain better official 

recognition. 

6.4 Sense of Achievement 

The success of some participants’ attempts in curriculum reform contributed to their 

sense of achievement. Their success, which was recognised by participants 

themselves and other stakeholders, was regarded as facilitating discipline heads’ sense 

of achievement. This was identified by seven participants: 

From my perspective, I have realised my previous idea, and I feel happy. I have 

implemented my plan and achieved it. The implementation was successful. It is 

very meaningful for me. (Dui) 

I, along with some of the teachers, spent a lot of time on curriculum reform … 

Everyone had a sense of achievement. (Ruo) 

Yan said that stakeholders’ recognition of his curriculum reform contributed to his 

sense of achievement: 

Every time that education officers visited our college, students and I were 

required by the college to show our teaching projects and the products produced 

by the students as their projects. The officers recognised my achievements as 

being good. In terms of impacts, they recognised me. (Yan) 
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6.5 Effects on Students’ Learning 

Curriculum reform was also seen as bringing positive effects on learning outcomes. 

The success of their efforts in curriculum reform was regarded by the seven 

participants, mentioned above, as directly improving students’ learning outcomes and 

employability. It appeared that through undertaking the reformed curriculum, many 

students’ skills have been cultivated and improved: 

Students’ practical skills have been improved, because they learnt to do projects 

based on industrial standards in my course … Some students were recognised by 

enterprises and were provided with job offers before their graduation. (Dui) 

Through the dual system … students can adapt to enterprise culture earlier 

before their graduation. Their adaptability, analytical competence, problem-

solving competence, and even confidence have been improved … Students who 

undertook traditional curriculum could not achieve that. (Ruo) 

I taught a student, and he/she was a student who did industrial work with me in 

the college. Due to this experience, he/she got two good job offers. (Xing) 

6.6 Summary 

To summarise the participants’ perceptions of effects of curriculum reform, four 

effects were identified by them. First, discipline heads were frustrated because they 

saw these inhibiting factors as limiting the effectiveness of their efforts to complete 

the reform. Second, it appeared that many participants engaged in unethical practice, 

in order to ameliorate potential negative judgment on their practice and to obtain 

better recognition in the rewards and recognition scheme and official evaluations. 

Third, the success of participants’ efforts in curriculum reform produced a sense of 

achievement. Fourth, the success of curriculum reform was seen as having a positive 

effect on their students’ learning. 
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Chapter Seven: Enhancing Curriculum Reform 

7.1 Introduction 

The focus of the enquiry in this section is on: What did discipline heads think might 

best be done to enhance curriculum reform? The discipline heads made seven 

significant recommendations for improvement of the reform process. The sequence of 

these recommendations as presented here is based in decreasing order on the number 

of participants who reported them. 

The first recommendation was that they wished enterprises to provide more 

workplace training opportunities for discipline heads and teachers, in order to improve 

their industry knowledge. The second recommendation was that discipline heads 

wished enterprises to collaborate with them to improve reform implementation. The 

third recommendation is that they needed more official and college-based funding and 

facilities to implement the reform. The fourth recommendation was that the 

government needed to establish systemic incentives in order to effectively motivate 

enterprises to cooperate, as there appeared to be a lack of official incentives to support 

industry involvement. The fifth recommendation was that they wished the government 

and the college to change the current recruitment system and recruit industry 

professionals as teaching staff. The sixth recommendation was that their colleges 

needed to authorise them with the power to reward and punish teachers, in order to 

address teachers’ poor responses to curriculum reform tasks. The seventh 

recommendation was that the government should be involved in curriculum reform 

through conducting needs assessment and designing official plans for implementation. 

7.2 Recommendation for Professional Development 

More opportunities for professional development, and sufficient practice in the 

workplace, were suggested to maintain and accumulate industry experience of 

discipline heads and teachers. Discipline heads and teachers could introduce industrial 

knowledge developed during their practice into curriculum, and thus design 

curriculum in response to industry needs as the reform required. It appears that more 

opportunities for professional development in the workplace, may correct deficiencies 

in industry knowledge and improve the curriculum reform implementation. 
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The recommendation relating to enterprises’ provision of professional 

development was reported by 12 participants. It appeared that through workplace 

training and temporary jobs provided by enterprises, discipline heads and teachers 

without experience could acquire industry experience and knowledge, and others with 

industry experience could maintain and update their knowledge, thus contributing to 

curriculum reform. Cong reported that he needed more training to update his existing 

industry knowledge: 

I left the industry workplace several years ago, and I have to learn new 

knowledge … Enterprises are expected to provide us [discipline heads and 

teachers] with much more training, which is an opportunity for us to practise. 

(Cong) 

I wish that some vocational education teachers had the opportunity to work in 

enterprises for a period. Many newly recruited teachers without industry 

experience should firstly go to enterprises and work there for one year … 

Industrial work experience could significantly improve their skills. Vocational 

education focuses on fostering students’ skills, but teachers should firstly acquire 

relevant industrial skills. (Ruo) 

I wish I could participate in product development in industry, which would 

significantly foster my industrial knowledge and skills. Then, my knowledge and 

skills could be delivered to students. (Sun) 

7.3 Recommendation for Greater Industry Involvement 

Greater enterprise involvement was seen by eight participants as being necessary to 

improve curriculum reform. Such involvement would include the provision of 

information concerning industry needs and manufacturing, and direct participation in 

activities aimed at reforming curriculum. Information from enterprises was seen as 

helping participants to know industry needs and design responding curriculum. 

Industry participation was regarded as introducing industry knowledge into 

curriculum. Thus, it appears that greater industry involvement can further improve the 

curriculum reform implementation. 
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The need for enterprises to articulate industry requirements for graduates and 

provide manufacturing documents was suggested by Cong, Heng, Sei, Xiao and 

Zhong. This industry information would provide input into curriculum design: 

Technology used in manufacturing in enterprises is up-to-date but the content of 

our teaching is usually outdated … We should visit and investigate enterprises to 

know their updated technology … We certainly wish enterprises could give us 

more help, such as providing some manufacturing documents.  (Cong) 

When we implemented the curriculum reform, we wished we could get some real 

documents from the enterprises. (Heng) 

If enterprises have some requirements [for graduates], they should let us know it.  

(Xiao) 

The value of enterprises’ involvement in redesigning and delivering curriculum 

was advocated by Cong, Fang, Gong, Heng, and Zhuo, in order to improve reform 

implementation. Through direct participation, professionals were seen as introducing 

relevant industry knowledge into curriculum and fostering students’ skills: 

More and more engineers could teach part-time … This would benefit 

curriculum reform. (Cong) 

If a professional can be invited to my discipline and I cooperate with him to 

reform and develop a curriculum, the quality of curriculum reform will be very 

good … The overarching benefit of the cooperation is introducing practical 

knowledge, and the professional knows how knowledge is applied to practice. 

(Fang) 

Enterprises should become willing to recruit students as interns, and even 

teachers. Industry professionals should cooperate to supervise students’ 

placement, which will benefit students’ skills cultivation. (Gong) 

7.4 Recommendation for Increasing Funding and Facilities 

Increasing funding and facilities by the government and the colleges was 

recommended to improve curriculum reform. It appears that increasing funding and 

facilities can facilitate curriculum reform, mainly by providing more relevant 
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opportunities for students to improve their skills. The need for more funds and 

facilities for curriculum reform was reported by seven participants: 

If a set of good equipment were provided to me, that would significantly improve 

the curriculum implementation, especially the implementation of the practice. 

(Fang)  

Dui said he needed more training rooms and equipment, which were necessities for 

the delivery of his practical courses. Sun commented that one important reason why 

the curriculum reform of the same discipline in another college succeeded was 

because it had a wide range of equipment. She said that her discipline needed more 

equipment for practical courses: 

I need more equipment.   

7.5 Recommendation for Establishing Systemic Incentives 

for Industry Involvement 

An official subsidy system to facilitate the cooperation between industry and colleges 

was absent in the HVE system. With such subsidy, industry was regarded by the 

participants to be more willing to participate in curriculum reform. As mentioned in 

7.3 Recommendation for Greater industry involvement, greater industry involvement 

was seen as facilitating the implementation of curriculum reform. It appears that 

systemic incentives should facilitate industry involvement and further the reform. 

Cong, Gong, Heng, and Ruo recommended that the government should provide 

financial subsidies or tax deductions for enterprises to collaborate with colleges. 

These four participants reported that this strategy would attract enterprises to 

cooperate with colleges to reform curriculum: 

The government does not provide financial incentives … However, the education 

system needs industry’s help, while industry does not need help from the 

education system … We [the education system] should build cooperation from 

industry’s perspective. For example, only when enterprises can benefit from the 

cooperation will they be motivated … Is tax deduction and exemption not a good 

idea? Of course, it should be legislated. (Cong) 
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There should be some tax deductions and exemptions, or relevant financial 

subsidies…. In that case, they [enterprises] would have the motivation to 

participate in the cooperation with colleges. (Heng) 

The dual system [where enterprises cooperate with colleges to train students] is 

a good model. The government should financially support it. (Ruo) 

7.6 Recommendation for Changing the Recruitment System 

It was suggested that the recruitment system should be changed to employ industry 

professionals instead of graduates without industry experience. These professionals 

would be more capable of reforming curriculum, because they could introduce their 

industry knowledge into curriculum. Thus, recruiting industry professionals as 

teachers was seen as facilitating curriculum development in response to industry 

needs. 

Four participants reported that the recruitment system should be changed to 

recruit persons with industry experience instead of recruiting persons based on the 

level of their degrees, because curriculum reform was regarded as being facilitated by 

industry experience (as elaborated in the section Industry Experience and Knowledge): 

Many teachers without industry experience are not competent in curriculum 

reform … while the teachers with work experience are competent … I want the 

college to recruit teachers with industry experience. (Dui) 

In my opinion, vocational education teachers should have industry experience, 

and if they did, they would be competent in curriculum reform. Vocational 

education teachers should come from industry, but currently, all colleges want to 

recruit persons with doctorate degrees. (Ruo) 

University graduates should not have been recruited. It is not appropriate. They 

should work in enterprises for ten or twenty years … and then apply for a 

vocational education teacher job. (Xiao) 

Xiao added that only professionals who had enough industry experience would be 

able to implement curriculum reform. 
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7.7 Recommendation for More Authority 

Participants expressed that they needed the power to punish and reward, to encourage 

their teachers to actively participate in reform. Thus, discipline heads’ power to 

punish and reward was seen as facilitating teachers’ compliance with curriculum 

reform strategies and the completion of reform in a discipline. This need was 

identified by Gong, Sei and Wen: 

As a discipline head, I should have more authority, in terms of punishment and 

rewards. If I did, they might have a little fear, and they would not refuse 

assignments from me. (Gong) 

Only if you have the authority to reward teachers … are they unwilling to 

cooperate with you. (Sei) 

If I had the authority to reward other teachers, I would encourage them much 

more. (Wen) 

7.8 Recommendation for Systemic Collaboration with 

Industry  

The government was seen as needing to collaborate with industry in order to conduct 

official needs assessments and develop official curriculum plans. These were seen as 

better in quality than the ones conducted by discipline heads, and they would save 

discipline heads time and effort. It appears that official needs assessment and plans 

may help participants to comprehensively understand industry needs, thus enabling 

them to design and teach responsive curriculum.  

Dui and Hui suggested that the government should be involved in curriculum 

reform, by collaborating with industry to conduct needs assessment and to provide 

official curriculum plans for teachers, as a way of improving implementation. It 

appeared that such official involvement would save HVE teaching staff time and 

effort compared with individually designed plans, and also would guarantee the 

quality of needs assessment and curriculum plans. For example, Dui said the 

government should utilise its different industrial departments to engage with industry 

and enterprise associations to conduct needs assessment, to more comprehensively 
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reflect the needs of that industry. An official curriculum plan was seen as better 

responding to these needs. Hui expressed this view as well: 

One of the challenges in curriculum reform is setting a curriculum plan which 

indicated what skills and main content was included … As an individual, I am 

not sure about what should be included in the plan of the course … During each 

needs assessment, limited information of industry needs was collected … I spent 

a few years on improving my course. … It would be better if there were an 

official plan which included what should be mastered for an occupation. 

7.9 Summary 

To summarise, seven recommendations were proposed by the participating discipline 

heads for better implementation of curriculum reform. First, they wanted enterprises 

to provide more workplace training, in order to improve industry knowledge of 

discipline heads and teachers. Second, discipline heads wanted enterprises to 

collaborate with them to improve the reform implementation. Third, they said they 

needed more official and college-based funding and facilities to implement the reform. 

Fourth, it appeared that there was a lack of official incentives to support collaboration 

with industry, and that the government needed to establish systemic incentives in 

order to effectively encourage enterprises to cooperate. Fifth, the government and 

colleges needed to change the current recruitment system and recruit professionals as 

teaching staff. Sixth, the colleges needed to authorise discipline heads with the power 

to reward and punish, in order to address teachers’ poor responses to curriculum 

reform tasks. Seventh, they said that the government needed to collaborate with 

industry in order to conduct needs assessments and develop official curriculum plans.  
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Chapter Eight Discussion 

In this chapter, the findings in the study are discussed in relation to pertinent literature. 

The research reported here was directed at exploring the discipline heads’ lived 

experiences of implementing HVE curriculum reform in China. Through semi-

structured interviews with 15 discipline heads across two colleges offering HVE, the 

research explored the experiences and interpretations of their involvement in the 

reform. The narratives from these interviews were thematically analysed to identify 

the shared concepts pertinent to the research questions. The findings are described in 

the preceding four chapters. In the following discussion, published research and 

scholarship that may be seen as illuminating these findings is reviewed, in order to 

identify the ways in which the findings here are supported by or differ from other 

works, and how those differences may be explained. From these differences and 

interpretations, the contribution that this study makes to knowledge in the field is 

indicated. 

The research findings suggested 12 major points for discussion: The Abstractness 

of the Policy; Diverse Interpretations of the Policy; A Lack of Systemic Response to 

Industry Involvement; Inappropriate Recruitment; The Importance of Professional 

Development; A Lack of Funds and Facilities; Drawbacks of the Rewards and 

Recognition Scheme; A Lack of Power to Lead Teachers; The Cultural Challenge of 

Collaboration; Effects of Curriculum Reform on Professional Identity; Superficial 

Implementation; and The Need for Stakeholders’ Support. These points, then, have 

been used here to structure the discussion. Under each point, a brief introduction of 

the point is provided. Findings relevant to that point are listed and are then discussed 

in relation to pertinent literature, in order to explain the point. 

8.1 The Abstractness of the Policy 

A significant point emphasised by participants is that the abstractness of the 

curriculum reform policy made them feel challenged to understand how to put the 

policy into practice. The abstractness meant that the policy was expressed in very 

general terms, because it only contained general directives for curriculum reform and 

lacked guidelines on how to realise the directives. Because of this, after being 

informed by the colleges of the policy, the discipline heads knew the requirements but 
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still did not know how to put them into practice. This is explained in the following 

paragraphs through discussing relevant findings in relation to pertinent publications. 

The college management was seen as merely presenting the general policy 

requirements without further interpretation of implementation approaches to the 

reform, and the lack of policy interpretation made participants fail to grasp how to 

reform their curriculum (Chapter Four). This finding indicates that, due to 

management communications, participants knew that the policy contained 

requirements for curriculum reform, but it seemed to be difficult for discipline heads 

to understand how to put the directives into practice.  

This issue is reflected in the literature review conducted by Ball (1993). He saw 

policies as texts, and, from two perspectives, argued that educators could not 

understand a policy as a document alone. First, he said that a policy text usually 

represents multiple parties’ intentions and compromises, and the formulation of the 

text usually involves more than one author and multiple processes of production, 

which might lead to it being vague. From the second perspective, the statements in 

policy texts are generative but not contextualised. Thus, “policies do not normally tell 

you what to do; they create circumstances in which the range of options available in 

deciding what to do are narrowed or changed” (Ball, 1993, p. 12). 

In the light of the second perspective of Ball (1993), the abstractness of a policy 

is reflected in a lack of guidelines on policy implementation, which can lead teachers 

to struggle to understand how to implement the policy. This is empirically supported 

by the findings in the current study. According to the research findings of this study, 

the participants were able to access the curriculum reform policy through the 

presentations given by the management at college and department meetings, but they 

complained that the policy only contained requirements for the new curriculum, and 

did not include guidelines on how to design it, or on how to conduct such a 

curriculum in classes and workplaces. Thus, the Chinese HVE curriculum reform 

policy was seen as lacking guidelines on participants’ actions for curriculum reform. 

Participants did not receive guidelines or implementation approaches, and thus failed 

to understand how to reform their curriculum. According to the participants’ reports, 

as policy practitioners, they not only wanted to know the requirements for the 

intended curriculum, which was the government’s concern, but also to receive 

detailed guidelines for the implementation approaches to achieve the reform. 



172 

 

8.2 Diverse Interpretations of the Policy 

A significant finding is that the general nature of the curriculum reform policy appears 

to result in diverse policy interpretations. This point can be divided into three aspects. 

First, in order to facilitate participants’ understandings of how to put the general 

policy directives into practice, many different people were involved in interpreting 

how to implement the policy, including the college managers, external education 

experts, and the discipline heads themselves. Second, among different policy 

interpretations, the effective ones were seen as having a common characteristic, which 

was detailing the translation of the policy into suggested contextualised practice. 

Third, a concern emerges as to whether different policy interpretations were 

consistent and congruent with the Chinese curriculum reform policy goals as specified. 

8.2.1 Producing Different Forms of Policy Interpretation 

The general nature of the Chinese curriculum reform policy appears to lead to 

different forms of policy interpretation. To develop the participants’ policy 

understandings of how to implement the general policy requirements, four forms of 

policy interpretation of implementation approaches and how to implement the reform 

emerge, including managers’ policy interpretations, experts’ policy interpretations, 

policy interpretations researched independently by participants, and policy 

interpretations developed by participants. As mentioned above, the Chinese HVE 

curriculum reform policy is expressed in general terms, making the reform difficult to 

be implemented at the disciplinary level. To develop policy understanding, the college 

deans of two participants and educational experts provided policy interpretation of 

how to implement the reform, while participants independently searched for policy 

interpretation in educational materials and also developed implementation approaches 

by themselves. 

The participants’ understanding of the policy was seen as being facilitated by the 

extent to which the discipline heads were apprised of appropriate responses to the 

policy. The college management was seen as merely presenting the general policy 

requirements without further policy interpretation. Only two participants said their 

deans gave advice on implementation strategies for reforming their curriculum which 

facilitated their understanding of how to reform their curriculum. It appeared that 

experts’ policy interpretation was generally seen as vague and inapplicable in 
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facilitating discipline heads’ understanding of the policy, but the policy understanding 

of two participants was seen as being facilitated by experts’ interpretation. Through 

searching for and reading educators’ educational materials containing strategies for 

reforming curriculum relevant to their disciplinary fields, discipline heads regarded 

themselves as obtaining an adequate understanding of the policy. Reflecting on their 

knowledge of industry, they saw themselves as developing implementation strategies 

for and approaches to reforming their own curriculum. These findings are given in 

Chapter Four. 

Policy interpretation was influenced by the extent to which education experts, as 

policy interpreters, were well-informed. Useful policy interpretation in facilitating 

policy understanding was seen as given by well-informed education experts who had 

knowledge of the policy and relevant disciplinary knowledge.  Conversely, experts’ 

lack of knowledge of the policy was seen as leading to vague policy interpretation. 

These findings are given in Chapter Four. 

According to the findings above, the general policy leads to different forms of 

policy interpretation. More specifically, to develop policy understanding of how to 

implement the general policy requirements, the policy was seen as needing to be 

interpreted into implementation approaches, guidelines, and suggestions for 

contextualised practice.  

This finding is consistent with the arguments in the literature. Education policy 

cannot be understood as a document alone, but must be understood through policy 

interpretation which contains a set of ideas and strategies to guide implementers in 

putting policy directives into local practice (Braun et al., 2010). Ball et al. (2011a) 

argued that for the interpretation of a policy, there might be many forms including 

policy interpretation from the school management, experts, and teachers themselves.  

The research by Ball et al. (2011a) further indicated that officially authorised 

policy interpreters, such as school management and educational experts, usually 

played a key role in interpreting a policy and facilitating teachers’ understanding of 

the policy. More specifically, due to the management or educational experts’ policy 

interpretation, relevant educational practice in response to policies had been well 

defined and explained. Thus, teachers did not have to develop their own interpretation 

and strategies for implementing policy.  
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The current research indicates that the management and experts did not play a 

key role in policy interpretation. Participants reported that many college managers did 

not provide policy interpretation, while many educational experts were seen as not 

being well-informed and lacking knowledge of the policy. Educational experts thus 

provided vague interpretations and did not consider the appropriateness of their 

interpretation to specific disciplines. This led to many participants having to research 

policy interpretation and develop policy interpretation by themselves.  

The absence of the management in policy interpretation and the failure of experts’ 

policy interpretation appeared to contribute to the diversity of policy interpretations. 

This is because the absence of the management in policy interpretation, and experts’ 

vague and impracticable policy interpretation forced participants to research and 

develop policy interpretation to further their policy understanding. Policy 

interpretations researched and developed by most participants played an important 

role in developing policy understanding. In other words, most participants developed 

their policy understanding through their own efforts. 

8.2.2 Effective Policy Interpretation 

Among the different forms of policy interpretation, the effective ones in facilitating 

discipline heads’ understanding contained a common characteristic, which was 

translating the policy into suggested contextualised practice. More specifically, 

according to the research findings (in Chapter Four), all kinds of policy interpretation 

recognised by participants as effective were those that contained explanations of, 

advice on, strategies for, and guidelines concerning, education practice, to realise the 

reform. These suggestions, strategies, and guidelines were related to education 

practice in response to the policy directives, and were seen as appropriate to the 

participants’ curriculum. 

It is noted that a similar finding is found in research conducted by Singh et al. 

(2013) who explored the nature of effective policy interpretation in facilitating 

teachers’ understanding of how to implement child protection policies. These 

researchers interviewed nine policy interpreters who interpreted the Department of 

Education’s Child Protection policies for principals and teachers in Queensland, 

Australia. The findings in Singh et al. (2013) showed that effective policy 

interpretation and translation followed a rule, namely recontextualisation, which is the 
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process of introducing knowledge and meanings from policy into educational contexts 

(Bernstein, 2000). This means “the policy actors elaborate the condensed codes of 

policy texts to an imagined logic of teachers’ practical work” (Singh et al., 2013, p. 

477). Singh et al. (2013) defined policy interpretation as the translating of generative 

policy directives into contextualised practice through providing guidelines, strategies, 

and advice for practice in specific situations.  

The findings in the current research are seen as being consistent with the 

research of Singh et al. (2013), despite being based on different policies, education 

sectors, and countries. Effective policy interpretation in the current research was seen 

as requiring a process of recontextualisation, namely translating policy into suggested 

contextualised practice. More specifically, effective policy interpretation among 

different forms of policy interpretation was seen as facilitating a translation of the 

policy into implementation strategies and guidelines that were appropriate to the 

participants’ curriculum. 

8.2.3 Consistency and Congruency among Different Policy 

Interpretations 

One question raised by the practices of policy interpretation is whether different 

policy interpretations are convergent and congruent with the policy directives or if 

they might lead to divergent policy implementations. The participants obtained their 

policy understanding mainly from one of these policy interpretations. A concern 

emerges, then, as to whether different policy interpretations have different meanings, 

leading to divergent implementations.  

This kind of concern, i.e., whether different forms of policy interpretation have 

different meanings, is also found in the research of Spratt (2017) who found that the 

interpretation of a policy might be made by different people and that policy 

interpretation and translation consisted of discursive communities narrowing the gap 

between policy texts and contextualised practice by distributing, relocating, and 

contextualizing meanings in the policy texts to a specific context. Spratt speculated 

that there may be several possibilities of interpreting policies by different policy 

interpreters in different discursive communities. Therefore, “policy may be interpreted 

and enacted in ways which were not entirely congruent with the intentions of the 

policy makers” (Spratt, 2017, p. 99).  
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Spratt’s argument provides a perspective to examine the different kinds of 

interpretation in the current research. In the current research, considering different 

interpretations from many different people, namely deans, experts, other educators, 

and individual discipline heads, these interpretations might have different meanings 

and lead to different policy understandings by participants. Considering that policy 

understanding was seen by participants as guiding implementation, divergent policy 

implementations might exist. Thus, there are concerns of whether these interpretations 

are convergent and congruent with the policy directives, or whether the diverse 

interpretations lead to divergent policy implementations. 

8.3 A Lack of Systemic Response to Industry Involvement 

There appeared to be a lack of systemic response to encourage and regulate the 

involvement of industry, which hindered the reform. The relevant findings suggest 

that enterprises’ involvement in HVE, and collaboration between them and the 

colleges was viewed as contributing to curriculum reform and professional 

development. However, the actual involvement appeared insufficient and quite 

ineffective at supporting the reform implementation. Many enterprises had limited 

willingness to get involved in curriculum reform and to provide workplace training 

for participants. The direct collaboration between the colleges and enterprises was 

seen as ineffective in creating curriculum in response to industry needs. The lack of 

willingness of enterprises was apparently due to a lack of systemic encouragement to 

participate in HVE reform. The poor effectiveness of enterprises’ involvement in 

facilitating the reform was because there was an absence of official collaboration with 

them in reforming the curriculum. Official needs assessment and curriculum plans 

with industry would be more effective and better quality than the ones between the 

colleges and enterprises. The following part first presents relevant findings and then 

discusses them in relation to pertinent literature. 

Curriculum reform was seen as being influenced by the extent to which the 

discipline heads collaborated with industry in implementing the reform. Curriculum 

reform was seen as being facilitated by the information provided by enterprises 

concerning their workforce needs, and by their feedback on particular deficiencies in 

the skills of students and graduates. The information and feedback was seen as 

guiding participants in reforming curriculum to respond to industry needs. Curriculum 
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reform was also seen as being facilitated by enterprises’ direct involvement in 

reforming curriculum. Collaboration with industry was seen as being directly built 

between the discipline heads, their colleges and enterprises. These findings are given 

in Chapter Five. 

On the other hand, the effectiveness of this collaboration was criticised by some 

participants, because the industry needs assessment that they conducted was seen as 

time-consuming and recording limited information. An enterprise’s involvement in 

curriculum reform was also seen as limiting curriculum content to the enterprise’s 

needs, rather than being based on the requirements of a relevant industry. Many 

discipline heads reported that curriculum reform was constrained by a lack of 

willingness from enterprises to cooperate and a lack of benefits to encourage them. 

These findings are given in Chapter Five. 

Professional development was seen as being able to correct deficiencies in 

industry knowledge, but the improvement of participants’ industry knowledge was 

constrained by insufficient professional development. Undertaking work in a relevant 

industry was seen as being an effective way to increase discipline heads’ industry 

experience. During enterprises’ participation in curriculum reform, discipline heads 

regarded themselves and teachers as having an opportunity to gain industry 

knowledge. Nevertheless, the limited effect of some workplace training was attributed 

to the inadequacy of practice and of training time. Many participants reported they 

lacked opportunity to practise in industry and improve their industry knowledge. 

These findings are given in Chapter Five. 

According to discipline heads’ recommendations, the government needed to 

establish incentives in order to effectively motivate enterprises to cooperate. The 

government should enact collaboration with industry in order to conduct high quality 

needs assessments and official curriculum plans. These findings are given in Chapter 

Seven. 

The analysis of the findings indicates that cooperation with enterprises was 

individual-based, which meant that a discipline head, or their college, directly 

initiated the collaboration with enterprises in order to conduct the reform and training 

for teaching staff. However, there was no official system to initiate, regulate, and 

support the collaboration. A similar situation is found in the research of Li and 
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Sheldon (2014). Their study explored the collaboration between industry and HVE 

institutions in Suzhou, a Chinese city with a strong economy. The study, using mixed 

methods to investigate human resources staff and college managers, explored 

collaboration between foreign-investment enterprises (FIEs) and HVE institutions. It 

confirmed that collaboration between colleges and FIEs contributed to curriculum 

development. FIEs’ contributions included the provision of internships for students, 

financial support, involvement in curriculum development, and training for teachers. 

Li and Sheldon (2014) also pointed out that: 

In China, an absence of sufficient systemic responses at central, provincial or municipal 

government levels has stimulated these FIEs (foreign industry enterprises) to initiate 

their own discretionary and ad hoc programmes to improve the LLM (local labour 

market) skill prospects of those FIEs and, at times, conditions within SIP [Suzhou 

Industry Park]. (pp. 323-324) 

The findings in Li and Sheldon’s (2014) research suggest that there is a lack of 

official incentives to encourage industry involvement. However, the findings did not 

indicate how a lack of an official system to promote collaboration between HVE and 

industry in China adversely impacted curriculum development and reform.  

Analysis of the findings in the current research elaborates on the findings in Li 

and Sheldon (2014). A lack of systemic response to industry involvement in HVE was 

reflected in two aspects: a lack of systemic encouragement of enterprises, such as 

official incentives identified by Li and Sheldon (2014), and an absence of official 

collaboration with industry involvement in reforming curriculum. The former was 

seen as undermining the willingness of industry to cooperate, and the latter appeared 

to hinder the effectiveness of industry involvement in promoting curriculum reform. 

In relation to the first aspect, the absence of a systemic response to collaboration 

with industry was reflected in a lack of incentives to encourage enterprises to 

cooperate in China. This was seen as undermining the reform and professional 

development opportunities for teaching staff. Many participants reported that 

curriculum reform was constrained by a lack of willingness from enterprises to 

cooperate, and a lack of inducements to encourage them. Enterprises are unwilling to 

participate in curriculum reform and to help participants make curriculum more 

responsive to industry needs. Many participants also reported that they lacked 
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opportunities to practise in industry and that workplace training was insufficient. To 

address these, participants suggested that the government needed to establish systemic 

incentives in order to effectively motivate enterprises to cooperate. The findings 

empirically support the argument in the literature review conducted by Billett and 

Seddon (2004). They suggested that in many developed countries, industry’s 

involvement is established in a reciprocal relationship with the government and 

vocational education institutions. The findings in the current research indicated that 

without incentives, enterprises are unwilling to cooperate, undermining curriculum 

reform and professional development opportunities for teaching staff. 

A lack of a systemic encouragement for industry to cooperate in Chinese HVE 

reform leads to a lack of enterprise involvement in decision-making, regulations, and 

culture of partnership. Enterprises’ and their associations’ involvement in decision-

making during curriculum design and implementation could ensure that HVE 

curriculum meets their needs for skills, and minimises disruption to work patterns 

during training for students and teachers (Hughes & Hughes, 2010). The government, 

employers, and their associations could also enact regulations to regulate relevant 

stakeholders’ duties during their cooperation (Bosch, 2009), such as sufficient 

opportunities to practise in the workplace. This was seen as another way to promote 

employers’ engagement in vocational education and training, instead of at a very 

superficial level in which they only meet their economic targets rather than focus on 

the quality of training (Billett, Ovens, Clemans, & Seddon, 2007; Hughes & Hughes, 

2010). The establishment of a culture of partnership to promote enterprise 

engagement is also suggested by Hughes and Hughes (2010). Enterprises might 

recognise the significance of their cooperation in improving vocational education, 

such as meeting their needs for skilled people, enhancing teachers’ skills, meeting 

local skill demands, and boosting national skill development. Enterprises could realise 

the importance of training regulations in guaranteeing the quality of training.  

However, in this research, participants reported that enterprises were unwilling to 

cooperate in vocational education. There was a lack of enterprise involvement in 

decision-making and implementation during curriculum reform. They also saw the 

cooperation as a burden and did not appear to recognise the benefits of training 

students and teachers. Obviously, there is also a lack of a culture and history of 

partnership between colleges and enterprises. Thus, the government, industry sectors, 
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and HVE colleges could get enterprises involved in vocational education, help them 

understand the benefits of their cooperation, enact regulations for the cooperation, and 

build a culture of partnerships, in order to promote enterprises’ participation in 

curriculum reform. 

In relation to the aspect of guaranteeing the quality of curriculum, the absence of 

a systemic response to industry involvement was also seen by participants as being 

reflected in a lack of official collaboration with industry in some curriculum reform 

tasks, namely needs assessment and designing curriculum plans. A lack of official 

collaboration with industry was seen as undermining the reform. In VET systems of 

western countries such as Germany and Australia, there are systemic responses to 

industry involvement, which are mentioned in the literature review conducted by 

Bosch (2009). The governments or local governments and the education departments 

organise trade unions and employers’ associations to provide information on industry 

needs, and enact curriculum plans, standards, and training programmes. Systemic 

response to collaboration in those countries is seen as involving a wide range of 

enterprises to cooperate and as guaranteeing the alignment of curriculum with 

industry needs. 

However, the current research described how a lack of official collaboration with 

industry negatively affected curriculum reform in China. The current research 

indicated that individual-based collaboration was less effective in facilitating 

curriculum reform than a systemic response to collaboration with industry. More 

specifically, according to the findings, needs assessment and curriculum plans by 

discipline heads with the help of some enterprises produced limited information that 

was based on a small number of enterprises rather than the needs of the whole 

industry. Participants suggested that the government had the ability to collaborate 

with a wide range of enterprises to develop high quality curriculum plans.  

Participants also said the government should utilise its different industrial 

departments to build collaboration with industry and enterprise associations to 

conduct needs assessment, which was seen as more comprehensively reflecting the 

needs of that industry. 

In summary, there is a lack of systemic policy relating to industry involvement in 

HVE, including a lack of encouragement to cooperate and a lack of the government 



181 

 

collaboration with industry in designing curriculum. This was seen as undermining 

curriculum reform and professional development in the Chinese HVE system. 

8.4 Inappropriate Recruitment 

The recruitment system, which does not recognise industry experience as a selection 

criterion for teaching staff, is seen to be inappropriate in supporting the reform, 

because industry experience and knowledge are necessary to implement the reform. 

This recruitment practice therefore undermines the reform. The colleges employed 

teaching staff with higher degrees and higher research degrees without considering 

their industry experience. Thus, many employed discipline heads and teachers had no 

industry experience or knowledge and were unable to reform the curriculum. In 

addition, it appears that this recruitment practice created demands on professional 

development to correct teaching staff’s skill and knowledge deficiencies. 

Curriculum reform was influenced by the extent of the discipline heads’ industry 

experience and that of the teachers in their disciplines. Some participants saw 

themselves and some teachers as having the capability to succeed in reforming their 

curriculum because they had developed industry knowledge during their industry 

experience. Conversely, many discipline heads reported that they and their teachers 

lacked industry experience and knowledge, so they regarded themselves and the 

teachers as being unable to develop up-to-date curriculum. A lack of industry 

experience among discipline heads and teachers was seen as being caused by 

inappropriate recruitment, which employed graduates with higher degrees and with 

higher research degrees instead of industry professionals. These findings are given in 

Chapter Five. 

One influencing factor of curriculum reform was professional development to 

correct deficiencies in industry experience. Professional development was seen as 

being able to correct deficiencies in industry experience, but this possibility was 

constrained by insufficient professional development opportunities. These findings are 

given in Chapter Five. 

According to participants’ recommendations, enterprises should provide more 

workplace training in order to improve their industry knowledge. Participants also 

recommended that the government and colleges should change the current recruitment 
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system and recruit industry professionals as teaching staff. These findings are given in 

Chapter Seven. 

According to the research findings above, current recruitment practice did not 

support implementation of the reform. It preferentially employed graduates with 

higher degrees and higher research degrees instead of industry professionals, which 

led to many employed teaching staff having no industry experience and thus lacking 

the capability to reform the curriculum. This recruitment is quite different from other 

countries. Many studies have indicated that governments and VET institutions know 

that VET teachers should have industry experience and knowledge in order to be 

competent in delivering the industry knowledge that students need to master for their 

future career, so professionals are recruited as VET teachers (Andersson & Köpsén, 

2015, 2018; Broad, 2013; Fejes & Köpsén, 2014; Perry & Ball, 1998; Vähäsantanen 

et al., 2009). Thus, it is suggested that the government and colleges should appreciate 

industry professionals’ knowledge, and set industry experience and knowledge as a 

recruitment criterion, in order to recruit industry professionals as teaching staff to 

facilitate the reform. 

It appeared that these recruitment practices also produced demands on 

professional development to correct the skills and knowledge deficiencies among 

teaching staff without prior industry experience. Professional development is seen as 

the way to maintain and update vocational educational teachers’ industry knowledge 

in many countries (Williams, 2009). This function of professional development is also 

supported by this research. More specifically, professional development was seen as 

useful in correct deficiencies in industry knowledge. Participants reported that 

professional development also played a role in accumulating the industry experience 

and knowledge of those teaching staff who did not have prior industry experience. 

Thus, as well as maintaining and updating the industry knowledge of HVE teaching 

staff with prior industry experience, professional development in the Chinese HVE 

system also needs to develop entry-level industry experience and knowledge for 

teaching staff without industry experience. 

In summary, recruitment in the Chinese HVE system was seen as inappropriate. 

It employed many discipline heads and teachers without industry experience and thus 

they were in a poor position to implement curriculum reform. It also created 

additional demands on professional development to correct those teachers’ skill and 
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knowledge deficiencies. Thus, the government and colleges need to appreciate 

industry experience and knowledge as a key quality of HVE teaching staff, and 

employ industry professionals.  

8.5 The Importance of Professional Development 

This section considers what is meant by sufficient practice in workplaces for 

participants. Sufficient and high quality practice in the workplace to enhance 

participants’ industry knowledge was seen as important. This section also indicates 

that more research is needed to explore the effectiveness of different kinds of 

professional development proposed by participants. More specifically, participants 

mentioned two kinds of professional development in facilitating their industry 

knowledge, which were practice in the workplace and learning from professionals 

during the collaboration on curriculum reform in the colleges. Further research is 

needed to discover which kind of professional development is more effective.  

Professional development was seen as correcting deficiencies in industry 

knowledge, but the improvement of participants’ industry knowledge was seen as 

constrained by insufficient professional development. More specifically, undertaking 

work in a relevant industry was seen as being an effective way to increase discipline 

heads’ industry experience. During enterprises’ participation in curriculum reform, 

discipline heads regarded themselves and teachers as having an opportunity to learn 

industry knowledge. Nevertheless, the limited effect of some workplace training was 

attributed to the inadequacy of opportunity to practise and of training time. Many 

participants reported that a lack of opportunity to practise in industry undermined 

their improvements in industry knowledge. These findings were highlighted in 

Chapter Five. Participants wanted enterprises to provide more workplace training, in 

order to improve their industry knowledge in the context of curriculum reform 

(Chapter Seven). 

According to the findings, two methods of professional development appear to 

be effective in improving industry knowledge. One is practice in workplaces 

including working and training in workplaces, and the other is learning from 

professionals during collaboration in curriculum reform in the colleges. 

This discussion links with Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of community of 

practice, which promotes effective and sufficient practice in workplaces. Lave and 
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Wenger (1991) suggest that through participation in a variety of tasks in a workplace, 

and with enough time, an apprentice gradually masters relevant knowledge and skills, 

and eventually becomes a master, namely a qualified member in that workplace 

community. Similarly, Fuller and Unwin (2003), through investigating workplace 

training of three apprentices in UK, found that opportunity of practice and sufficient 

training time during which an apprentice was trained to be a qualified worker, were 

two important criteria to recognise high quality workplace training. Based on the 

studies of Lave and Wenger (1991) and Fuller and Unwin (2003), opportunity of 

practice and sufficient training time to be a qualified worker were seen as two criteria 

of sufficient and effective practice in the workplace. 

These two dimensions can be used to evaluate opportunities of practice in the 

workplace mentioned in the current research. Undertaking work was seen as 

providing the opportunity to practise as a professional and work as a professional. The 

current research also shows that the limited effect of some workplace training was 

attributed to limited opportunity of practice and insufficient training time. 

Accordingly, insufficient practice in workplaces was seen as meaning a lack of 

opportunity to practise and a lack of time to master industry knowledge as 

professionals.  

Many studies have indicated that the most effective form of professional 

development is practice in workplaces. For example, Fejes and Köpsén (2014), based 

on 20 semi-structured interviews with 20 HVE teachers from different vocational 

education disciplines in Sweden, suggested that competent HVE teachers should have 

two identities, teachers and professionals. To retain the occupational identity and up-

to-date industry knowledge, practice in workplaces was seen as essential. However, 

Broad (2013) argues that communicating and collaborating with professionals during 

curriculum development in colleges, i.e., not in an occupational community, could 

still improve teachers’ industry knowledge. Thus, Andersson and Köpsén (2018) 

suggest that further qualitative research is needed to more comprehensively explore 

the effectiveness of different ways of professional development.  

This research gap also emerged in the current research. The two forms of 

professional development, namely practice in workplaces and learning from 

professionals during curriculum reform in the colleges, were both seen as effective. 
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However, in the current research, it is not clear which of the two kinds is more 

effective. 

This section provides a better understanding of professional development of the 

participants. Sufficient and high quality practice in the workplace to enhance 

participants’ industry knowledge contains opportunity of practice and sufficient 

training time to practise as a professional. In addition, further research is needed to 

check the effectiveness of different kinds of professional development. 

8.6 A Lack of Funds and Facilities 

According to the current research findings (Chapters Five and Seven), it is contended 

that the government and colleges did not provide sufficient funds and facilities to 

support curriculum reform. A lack of funds and facilities was seen by participants as 

undermining the reform. More precisely, the implementation of curriculum reform 

was seen as requiring more funding and facilities than were offered. 

Funding and facilities were seen as important in facilitating curriculum reform. 

However, in practice, they were seen as insufficient for participants, which 

undermined the reform. A similar finding is found in the literature review conducted 

by Barnett and Ryan (2005). They argued that funds and facilities were important for 

VET development. A lack of sufficient funds and facilities has an extensive negative 

impact on the VET development in schools in Australia. First, without sufficient 

funds, schools could not employ enough teachers and provide sufficient training for 

them. Second, schools could not purchase enough facilities and training services for 

students. Third, schools had to increase tuition fees charged to students, creating a 

barrier to participation in VET. 

Consistent with the findings of Barnett and Ryan (2005), the current research 

indicates that the funding and facilities provided by the government and colleges did 

not keep up with the increasing demands. In the current research, curriculum reform 

meant requiring extra funds and facilities, including training rooms and equipment. 

Through these, students could learn and practice the skills required by enterprises. 

However, participants complained that the funding was insufficient for them to 

establish enough training rooms and purchase sufficient equipment or run existing 

equipment. Thus, new courses could not be developed and students had insufficient 

practice because of a lack of space and equipment.  
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8.7 The Drawbacks of the Rewards and Recognition Scheme 

The research results suggest that the rewards and recognition scheme linked to 

curriculum reform did contribute to participants’ commitment to the reform, which 

meant that they were committed to implementing the reform in order to gain official 

rewards and recognition, and they supported the curriculum in a way recognised by 

the government and colleges as good implementation of the reform. However, it was 

flawed in terms of equitably funding curricula, providing appropriate guidelines to 

guide the curriculum in response to industry needs, and conducting effective 

evaluation of the implementation of curriculum reform.  

The rewards and recognition scheme was regarded as having a positive effect on 

the discipline heads’ commitment to curriculum reform and on funding official and 

college recognised curriculum. On the other hand, three drawbacks of the scheme 

were identified, negatively affecting reform: funding inequality was seen as meaning 

that, compared with the recognised curriculum, other curricula obtained fewer funds, 

and it was more difficult for the curriculum of the college with a shorter history and 

fewer achievements to be rewarded. In addition, inaccurate guidelines meant that 

preferentially funding curriculum based on a new emerging industry led to the 

oversupply of graduates of that industry. It also appeared that sometimes a poor 

curriculum was rewarded. These findings were given in Chapter Five. 

The findings showed that the first drawback of the rewards and recognition 

scheme was funding inequality. Inequality in funding has been mentioned in the 

research by King and Mathers (1997) who explored performance-based rewards in 

compulsory schools in four states of the USA. These researchers speculated that 

performance-based rewards undermined the equalities in education. A “concern 

related to the amount of money devoted to performance-based accountability is with 

potential inequities” (King & Mathers, 1997, p. 170).  

Consistent with the argument by King and Mathers (1997), the current research 

found that such funding inequality might further result in enlarging the gap in quality 

between different disciplines and colleges. On the one hand, in terms of curriculum 

recognised by the government and college as excellent, reform was seen by 

participants as having been improved with rewards. On the other hand, curriculum 

without official and college recognition as excellent reportedly obtained much less 
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funding, and curriculum in the college with a shorter history was seen as obtaining 

less funding than a college with a longer history and more achievements in curriculum 

development. Thus, the development and reform of the curriculum without official 

and college recognition, and curriculum in the college with a shorter history were 

undermined and lagged behind, because of less funding. Accordingly, funding 

inequality was seen as enlarging the gap in quality between recognised curriculum 

and non-recognised curriculum in a college, and also resulting in enlarging the gap in 

quality between the college with a shorter history and the other college with a longer 

history and more achievements in the reform. 

The current research indicates the second and third drawbacks. Inaccurate 

guidelines on industry needs meant that the curriculum that implemented them failed 

to respond to industry needs. Ineffective evaluation appeared to hinder the realisation 

of the aim of the scheme of rewarding and encouraging curriculum with ‘good’ 

reform implementation. Both drawbacks are consistent with the literature review 

conducted by Huggett et al. (2012). The review concluded that an important 

consideration for a rewards and recognition scheme in higher education was designing 

effective criteria and evaluation which was seen as congruent with the aims of the 

reform or education. 

The literature review by Huggett et al. (2012) indicated that effective and 

appropriate criteria could guide and encourage teachers in developing high quality 

curriculum and in conducting high quality teaching. This argument is consistent with 

the current research. Participants reported that the guidelines in the scheme were 

misleading and inaccurate to guide discipline heads in curriculum reform. More 

specifically, the guidelines on emerging industry might overestimate the development 

of that industry. The guidelines might also attract too many colleges to develop 

similar disciplines responding to the suggestion. Supply of graduates could therefore 

exceed the needs of that industry. In other words, guidelines on emerging industry in 

the scheme were seen as failing to guide curriculum in matching industry needs.  

The literature review by Huggett et al. (2012) also indicated effective evaluation 

facilitated the selection and reward of high quality curriculum. The current research 

indicates some curriculum with poor reform was rewarded, and the evaluation was not 

reliable. The evaluation therefore undermined the realisation of the aim of the scheme, 

namely rewarding and encouraging curriculum reflecting ‘good’ reform 
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implementation. Participants reported that evaluation used criteria that were not 

congruent with the Chinese curriculum reform policy directives. A lack of capable 

evaluators was also reported, and unreliable evaluation resulted. Curriculum reflecting 

good implementation was not selected, while curriculum of poor quality might be 

selected. 

In summary, there are three drawbacks of the rewards and recognition scheme. 

The scheme funded curricula based on the performance of the implementation of the 

reform, and this led to funding inequality between the officially recognised 

curriculum and other curricula. This further resulted in enlarging the gap in quality 

between disciplines and colleges. Second, guidelines on emerging industry were 

misleading, which made curriculum that followed them mismatch industry needs. 

Evaluation seemed to be unreliable and inconsistent with the policy directives in 

terms of selecting curriculum embodying good reform implementation. 

8.8 A Lack of Power to Lead Teachers 

The authoritarian management of both selected HVE colleges means that participants 

lack the power and authority to reward and punish teachers, and thus they fail to 

encourage teachers to complete the reform. Power is centralised at the top and middle 

management level, so participants, as heads of a particular discipline, lack the power 

to reward and punish teachers. Without this power, participants failed to encourage 

their teachers to complete the reform. It is suggested that discipline heads need that 

power in order to lead teachers to complete the reform. 

Curriculum reform was seen as being hindered by the poor responses of some 

teachers to curriculum reform tasks assigned by the discipline heads (Chapter Five). 

Many teachers were regarded as unwilling to undertake the tasks assigned by the 

discipline heads. The poor commitment of teachers was attributed to discipline heads’ 

lack of power to reward and sanction teachers. 

The lack of power to reward and sanction is consistent with the argument by Lee 

and Yin (2011) and Muijs and Harris (2006). Lee and Yin (2011) argued that China 

has a history of an authoritarian leadership in educational organisations. Muijs and 

Harris (2006) further explained that many school managers do not relinquish control, 

and teacher leaders have limited power. This undermines their capability to lead other 

teachers. On the other hand, the current research is inconsistent with the argument by 
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Zhang and Henderson (2018), who demonstrated that the ten Chinese school 

principals in their study were “actively engaged in empowering teacher leaders to 

work alongside them to achieve goals” (p. 618). The current research confirms that 

the HVE colleges still have top-down and authoritarian leadership. The power and 

control are still in the college managers’ hands. The authoritarian leadership of the 

HVE college management makes participants lack the power and authority to reward 

and sanction teachers. This was seen as resulting in participants failing to encourage 

their teachers to complete the reform in a particular discipline.  

The current research indicates that transactional leadership behaviours of 

discipline heads are effective in encouraging teachers to complete reform tasks. 

Research by Nguni et al. (2006) described the effectiveness of these two foremost 

leadership behaviours. Transactional leadership is a kind of contingent reinforcement, 

which sets clear goals and standards and uses rewards and sanctions to encourage 

followers’ compliance. Transformational leadership aims to motivate followers 

through sharing visions and inspiring them. Based on their survey of 560 teachers in 

70 primary schools in Tanzania, the research by Nguni et al. (2006) found that 

successful school principals needed to adopt both transactional and transformational 

leadership behaviours. The effectiveness of this combination was due to the fact that 

transactional contingent rewards and punishment built the foundation for the 

relationships between school leaders and teachers in terms of commitment to and 

improvement of teaching as expected by the leaders. Further, transformational 

leadership behaviours were seen as enhancing the development of teachers, and 

motivating and inspiring them to accomplish higher standards than expected.  

The current research supports the argument by Nguni et al. (2006) concerning 

transactional leadership. The reform had not been implemented, and discipline heads 

saw using rewards and punishment as effective leadership behaviours to encourage 

teachers to complete their reform tasks. According to Nguni et al. (2006), using 

rewards and punishment is transactional leadership behaviour. Thus, the current 

research confirmed the argument by Nguni et al. (2006) that transactional leadership 

was effective in encouraging teachers to complete teaching tasks, when the task has 

not been completed.  

The research by Nguni et al. (2006) also suggested that transformational 

leadership was seen as effective in motivating teachers to exceed standards for better 
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implementation of teaching. This conclusion suggests that discipline heads with 

responsibilities for curriculum reform in Chinese HVE could consider developing 

both transitional and transformational leadership capabilities. 

In summary, the authoritarian leadership of the HVE college management meant 

that participants lacked the power and authority to reward and punish teachers. This 

meant that participants failed to encourage teachers to complete the reform. At the 

stage when the reform had not been completed, discipline heads were seen as needing 

to adopt transactional leadership behaviours which meant encouraging teachers by 

rewards and sanctions to complete the reform. 

8.9 The Cultural Challenge of Collaboration 

Through comparing the research results with relevant literature, it is argued that 

although collaboration between teaching staff and collaboration with industry was 

supposed to contribute to curriculum reform, the cultural characteristic of ‘saving face’ 

undermined the collaboration between teaching staff. To save face means to maintain 

the image of being competent teaching staff, and many participants appeared to have 

low willingness to collaborate with their colleagues because they did not want other 

teaching staff to know they were incapable of independently reforming their courses. 

Interestingly, no discipline heads reported that this cultural factor influenced their 

collaboration with professionals in industry. The following part introduces relevant 

findings in Chapter Five and Seven. They are then discussed in relation to pertinent 

literature.  

Regarding collaboration with colleagues, the research findings indicated that 

curriculum reform is facilitated by collaboration between the discipline heads and 

their teachers. Nevertheless, it appeared that some discipline heads expressed their 

resistance to collaborating with teachers, because they reported that they did not want 

other teaching staff to know they had insufficient knowledge to reform their courses. 

Collaboration with industry was seen as being directly built by the discipline 

heads, their colleges and enterprises. Participants wanted enterprises to collaborate 

with them in curriculum reform. 

Among the discipline heads, the differences between the willingness to 

collaborate with colleagues and the willingness to collaborate with industry reflect the 

influence of the concept of ‘face’ on collaboration. The concept of ‘face’, as explained 
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in the literature review by Kim and Nam (1998), refers to a person’s perceptions 

concerning how other members see his/her social status in a community or 

organisation. An Asian, especially an East Asian, is seen as much more sensitive to 

whether colleagues see him/her as a qualified worker than western people are. It 

seemed that the concept of ‘face’ mentioned in Kim and Nam’s argument could be 

used to explain the differences in willingness to collaborate with colleagues and with 

industry in the curriculum reform.  

The cultural characteristic of ‘saving face’ undermines the collaboration between 

teaching staff in the current research. From the perspective of many participants, 

collaboration between themselves and their colleagues might make these colleagues 

realise that participants lacked industry knowledge, and therefore they might see them 

as incompetent teaching staff. Thus, these participants had low willingness to 

collaborate with their colleagues because they did not want other teaching staff to 

know they were incapable. Avoiding collaboration was seen as contributing to 

maintaining their image of being competent teaching staff, or to ‘saving face’.  

However, all the participants were seen as willing to collaborate with 

professionals and industry. Based on the concept of ‘face’, they and the professionals 

were from different organisations, and the professionals’ comments on discipline 

heads’ skill levels were unlikely to affect their status in the colleges. Thus, the cultural 

factor of ‘face’ did not influence collaboration between participants and industry 

professionals. 

8.10 Effects of Curriculum Reform on Professional Identity 

The analysis of the findings along with relevant literature suggests that curriculum 

reform has an impact on discipline heads’ professional identity. Professional identity 

of teaching staff refers to their perceptions of completing their teaching work 

successfully and being a competent teacher. It is contended that some participants’ 

professional identity has been enhanced by their success in their attempts to 

implement the reform and capability in the reform, while many participants’ 

professional identity has been damaged by the failure of their attempts at completing 

the reform and their lack of capability to reform the curriculum. 

Curriculum reform was seen as being influenced by the extent of the discipline 

heads’ relevant industry experience and that of the teachers in their disciplines. Some 
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participants saw themselves and some teachers as positively contributing to 

curriculum reform because they were seen as having industry knowledge developed 

during their industry experience. Conversely, many discipline heads reported they and 

teachers lacked industry experience and knowledge, so they regarded themselves and 

teachers as unable to develop up-to-date curriculum. These findings were given in 

Chapter Five. 

Those discipline heads who saw themselves as being more successful in their 

efforts to implement the reform felt a sense of achievement in having done so. They 

indicated that the reform had a positive effect on their students’ learning. However, 

many participants felt frustrated because they saw these inhibiting factors as limiting 

the effectiveness of their efforts to complete the reform. These findings were shown in 

Chapter Six. 

The research reported in Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) can be used to examine 

these findings. Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) stated that professional identity has 

two aspects: “professional and personal dimensions of teaching” (p. 179) perceived by 

teachers themselves. The professional dimension refers to the perceptions of 

completing teaching work (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Sachs, 2005). The personal 

dimension is the perception of being a competent teacher who possesses relevant 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Wenger, 1998). 

The two dimensions of professional identity are professional and personal dimensions 

of teaching (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009).  

The professional dimension can be related to the findings in Chapter Six. 

Through the examination, it appeared that some participants’ identities in the 

professional dimension had been enhanced. Participants indicated a sense of 

achievement in curriculum reform consisting of perceptions of doing a good teaching 

job in terms of reforming curriculum. Thus, these participants’ identities in the 

professional dimension were enhanced, due to their success in curriculum reform.  

Most participants’ identities in the professional dimension were seen as being 

negatively affected by the failure of the reform. More specifically, according to the 

research findings, a sense of frustration concerning inhibiting factors limiting the 

effectiveness of their efforts to complete the reform was accompanied by perceptions 
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of doing a poor teaching job in terms of reforming curriculum. Thus, these 

participants’ identities in the professional dimension were undermined.  

The personal dimension of professional identity in Beauchamp and Thomas 

(2009) also relates to the current research findings concerning industry experience and 

knowledge. The personal dimension concerns the perceptions of being a competent 

teacher who possesses relevant knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs. 

According to the current research findings, industry experience made some 

participants capable of curriculum reform, so their professional identities as 

competent teaching staff were enhanced. Other participants’ professional identities as 

competent teaching staff were undermined by their perceptions of a lack of industry 

experience and knowledge to implement the reform. 

The current research depicts the changes to teaching staff’s professional identity 

in the context of curriculum reform. Relating relevant findings to the concept of 

professional identity, it is contended that industry experience concerning discipline 

heads’ competence in curriculum reform, and their success in curriculum reform, were 

seen as enhancing discipline heads’ professional identity. However, potential 

challenges in relation to the reform and the failure of curriculum reform negatively 

affected discipline heads’ professional identity.  

Related research into the influence of curriculum reform on teachers’ 

professional identity is reported by Van Veen et al. (2005). This research explored 

ways in which the professional identity of one teacher had been negatively affected. 

More specifically, their study explored a case of curriculum reform, based on 

interviews with a secondary school teacher in the Netherlands. Van Veen et al. (2005) 

concluded that the failure of the reform undermined that teacher’s professional 

identity. A lack of commitment consisted of perceptions of that teacher not being a 

good and committed teacher, so his identity was undermined.  

This finding has been extended by the current research. First, the current research 

supports the research by Van Veen et al. (2005), insofar as the failure of curriculum 

reform undermined teaching staff’s professional identity. Second, the current research 

contributes to the literature by clarifying that industry experience and success in 

curriculum reform were seen as enhancing discipline heads’ professional identity.  
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8.11 Superficial Implementation 

In response to the negative influence of factors on curriculum reform and the 

accompanying failures, many discipline heads conducted superficial implementation. 

This strategy aims to avoid potential negative judgment by the government and 

colleges on their practice. In other words, many participants tried to be obedient to the 

requirements of the government and colleges, while failing to facilitate substantial 

reform. The following part first introduces relevant findings (from Chapter Six), and 

then discusses them in relation to two publications, research by Lee and Yin (2011) 

and research by Fullan (1994). 

Discipline heads felt frustrated because they saw inhibiting factors, such as a 

lack of industry involvement, of funding, and of industry experience, as limiting the 

effectiveness of their efforts to complete the reform. It appeared that this sense of 

frustration led to a tendency to engage in possibly unethical practices, in order to 

avoid potential negative judgment by the government and colleges on their practice 

and perhaps to obtain better recognition for their efforts. 

The research by Lee and Yin (2011) was seen as throwing a light upon why 

Chinese teachers did not openly express their resistance but performed an appearance 

of compliance with superficial implementation. Lee and Yin (2011) interviewed 22 

informants, including teachers and deans, concerning curriculum reform in three 

compulsory schools in China. Their research found that, under the circumstances 

where curriculum reform was negatively influenced by inhibiting factors, Chinese 

teachers tended to decide to superficially perform well but never follow through, 

instead of openly expressing their dissatisfaction with the inhibiting factors and thus 

disclosing the incompleteness of the reform. As Lee and Yin (2011) explain, China 

has a top-down and authoritarian leadership approach in educational organisations, 

and teachers are required to demonstrate compliance and respect to the authority 

structure in schools. Similarly, the current research indicates that many participants 

were keen to demonstrate compliance and respect while they engaged in superficial 

implementation through potentially unethical practices. For example, some 

participants reported that they manipulated students’ assessment in order to ensure 

that students with poor attitudes to learning and poor academic achievements passed 
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the course. This was seen as contributing to the good reputations of the colleges in the 

Chinese HVE system and satisfying college managers. 

However, in the current research, rather than only respecting the authority in the 

colleges, participants also had great respect for the official regulations enacted by the 

government. Just as the findings indicated, many discipline heads described unethical 

practices that were carried out in order to obtain a better recognition in the rewards 

and recognition scheme and official evaluations.  

The current research empirically supports the argument of Fullan (1994) that a 

centralised education system applies official pressure, incentives, and sanctions, 

which can drive schools and teachers to implement reform. Fullan further argued that 

the centralised policy implementation strategy was not as effective as believed. If 

local implementers do not have the capability to implement a reform, they conduct 

superficial implementation in order to meet official requirements. 

In summary, consistent with the findings in Lee and Yin (2011) and Fullan 

(1994), most participants in the current research conducted superficial implementation 

to ameliorate potential negative judgment by the government and colleges on their 

practice and to obtain better recognition. More specifically, the Chinese HVE system 

is centralised, top-down, and authoritarian from the government down to the HVE 

colleges. The discipline heads as teaching staff were at the bottom. They needed to 

show their compliance to the authority of the government and their managers and win 

their recognition. Thus, even though they could not complete the reform due to varied 

inhibiting factors, they still conducted superficial implementation to try to appear 

competent.  

8.12 The Need for Stakeholders’ Support 

The discipline heads were seen as providing seven recommendations for enhancing 

curriculum reform. The analysis of these recommendations suggests that the 

government and colleges need to take action to support participants to obtain better 

implementation. Discipline heads identified what support was needed from the 

government and colleges in order to promote the reform at a discipline level. They 

were seen as having a perspective similar to education providers, requesting more 

support from the government. Also, as teaching staff, they were seen as needing 
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support from their leaders. Relevant findings are given in Chapter Seven. They are 

shown and discussed here with relevant literature.  

Seven recommendations for enhancing curriculum reform emerged. The first 

recommendation was that participants wanted enterprises to provide more workplace 

training to improve their industry knowledge. The second recommendation was that 

they wanted enterprises to collaborate with them in curriculum reform. The third 

recommendation was that participants needed more official and college-based funding 

and facilities to implement the reform. The fourth recommendation was for the 

government to establish systemic incentives to effectively motivate enterprises to 

cooperate. The fifth recommendation was for the government and colleges to change 

the current recruitment system and recruit professionals as teaching staff. The sixth 

recommendation was that colleges needed to authorise the discipline heads to reward 

and punish teachers, in order to address teachers’ poor response to curriculum reform 

tasks. The seventh recommendation was for the government to enact collaboration 

with industry in order to conduct high-level needs assessments and develop official 

curriculum plans. 

In order to further reform, the government and colleges needed to take a range of 

actions to support participants’ work towards curriculum reform. Participants need the 

support of enterprises, but the key to getting enterprises involved depends on the 

government officially providing incentives to attract them to cooperate. This argument 

is consistent with other studies in the literature. Previous research has drawn attention 

to the importance of the support of governments and education institutions in 

promoting curriculum reform (Fullan, 2007).  

In terms of government support, Fullan (1994) suggested its importance in 

education reform. He suggested in compulsory education reform, the government 

should consider how to build the capability of schools to implement the reform. In 

other words, schools as local implementers were seen as needing official support in 

order to realise a reform. From the perspectives of discipline heads in the current 

research, they had a perspective similar to education providers, to obtain support from 

the government. They suggested that the government should provide funds and 

facilities, establish a systemic response to industry involvement, and change 

recruitment practice, in order to facilitate local implementation. 
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The current research further described how education institutions could support 

their staff in the context of Chinese HVE. As teaching staff, participants had managers 

such as principals and deans. Participants expected their leaders to support them in 

terms of more funding and authorising them to discipline teachers.  
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Chapter Nine: Conclusions and Recommendations 

9.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the research conclusions and recommendations for curriculum 

reform implementation and further research. The chapter opens with a review of the 

study purpose, the literature review, the methodology, the findings, and the discussion. 

The conclusions of this research in the field are then presented. Then, there is a 

discussion of the implications for the implementation of HVE curriculum reform, and 

lastly, recommendations for further research are made. 

9.2 Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this research was to investigate discipline heads’ lived experiences of 

curriculum reform in HVE colleges in China, in order to better understand their 

experiences and make recommendations for improving the implementation of 

curriculum reform. The research purpose was developed based on a research gap in 

the literature. There was a lack of research to explore first-hand accounts and 

impressions of discipline heads’ contextualised experiences concerning HVE 

curriculum reform. 

The literature review identified the nature of vocational education, explained key 

concepts, and introduced major research on education reform. Vocational education is 

seen in this research as an educational preparation for vocational occupations. In 

China, higher vocational education (HVE) focuses on fostering highly skilled labour, 

offering diploma-level programmes. Among different common patterns of VET 

reforms across countries, curriculum reform was seen as the key to making curriculum 

more responsive to industry needs. Education reform implies the implementation of 

intentions to change specified in education policy. The current research is located in 

the experiential perspective into education policy implementation, and this 

perspective aims to reveal the daily subjective reality of education reform 

implementation from stakeholders’ experience and perceptions. The literature review 

also identified four key elements of experience of teaching staff engaging in education 

reform implementation. The first element identified was teaching staff’s 

understanding of policy. The second element was influencing factors that either 
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facilitated or inhibited their efforts in education reform. The third element was the 

effects of education reform. The fourth was recommendations for enhancing 

implementation. 

Curriculum reform is seen as the key to improving HVE response to industry 

needs and to contribute to local economies in China. It is important to study 

curriculum reform at VET provider level in order to improve curriculum alignment 

with industry needs. Discipline heads in Chinese HVE are key curriculum reform 

agents who have responsibilities for the implementation in a particular discipline. The 

individual and collective experiences of discipline heads were determined as the focus 

point of the research in order to understand the considerations and processes of 

curriculum reform in practice and how to further the implementation. The key 

experiences of discipline heads could be conceptualised as falling into four elements: 

their experience of developing their understanding of curriculum reform policy, their 

experience and perceptions of the influencing factors around the implementation, their 

perceived effects of curriculum reform, and their recommendations for enhancing the 

implementation. 

Based on the literature review and its implications, a conceptual framework that 

contained the four identified elements of discipline heads’ experience of curriculum 

reform was structured to guide the design and conduct of the research. Accordingly, 

four research questions were raised to investigate the four elements: 

1. How do discipline heads see the development of their understandings of HVE 

curriculum reform policy? 

2. What are the influencing factors experienced and perceived by discipline 

heads, that facilitated or hindered their attempts to actualise curriculum reform? 

3. What is the impact of curriculum reform as seen by discipline heads? 

4. What do discipline heads think might best be done to enhance curriculum 

reform? 

The study adopted a phenomenological approach to guide the selection of the 

research method and the research procedure. Phenomenology is the study of a 

phenomenon as meaningfully experienced as it is lived by individuals, which fitted 

the research purpose, namely exploring discipline heads’ experience of curriculum 
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reform. This approach indicated that people’s narratives were the best way to express 

their individual and social lived experience, and interviews were appropriate as the 

method to explore and gather their narratives. Accordingly, in this research, 15 HVE 

discipline heads from two public HVE colleges in a city of the Yangtze River delta 

were selected as the research participants. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

to allow for the participants to express their experience of curriculum reform. All the 

interviews with the 15 participants were audio-recorded and transcribed by the 

researcher. Data analysis followed the procedures for thematic analysis, through 

which themes were derived from discipline heads’ descriptions and reflections of their 

understanding and lived experience of implementing the curriculum reform. 

According to the analysis of data, research findings were presented. The key 

experiences of these participants developing their understanding of the policy were 

seen as falling into six fields: the importance of policy understanding; the value of 

college-based policy communication; the value of external education experts’ policy 

interpretation; the value of well-informed interpreters; the need for individual policy 

research; and the value of prior industry knowledge. The understanding of the policy 

was seen as facilitating curriculum reform, while college-based policy communication, 

external education experts’ policy interpretation, well-informed interpreters, policy 

interpretation in educational materials, and the reflection of prior industry knowledge 

influenced discipline heads’ understandings of the policy.  

A total of 12 influencing factors, which either facilitated or hindered the reform, 

were identified by the participants: commitment to curriculum reform; industry 

involvement in curriculum reform; building a relationship with industry; feedback 

from enterprise; industry experience and knowledge; professional development; 

recruitment; funding and facilities; the rewards and recognition scheme; teachers’ 

responses to curriculum reform tasks; collaboration between teachers; and students’ 

learning attitudes.  

The analysis of their narratives indicated four kinds of effects of curriculum 

reform: sense of frustration; unethical practice; sense of achievement; and effects on 

students’ learning.  

The participants made seven recommendations for enhancing the reform: more 

professional development; greater industry involvement; increasing funding and 
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facilities; establishing systemic incentives for industry involvement; changing the 

recruitment system; more authority for discipline heads; and establishing official 

collaboration with industry. 

These findings were examined against the literature to identify the ways in which 

the findings here are supported by or differ from other works, and how those 

differences may be explained. From these differences and the interpretations, the 

conclusions of this study are identified, and implications for HVE curriculum reform 

implementation and recommendations for further research are indicated. 

9.3 Conclusions 

This section is to outline the conclusions of this study. The study sought to reveal the 

lived experiences of HVE discipline heads engaged in curriculum reform in China. 

From the findings, three conclusions emerge. 

This study concludes that the overly general nature of the policy reform 

promoted a diversity of policy interpretations. More specifically, the Chinese HVE 

curriculum reform policy was seen as being expressed in general terms, making the 

reform difficult to implement at a discipline level. Thus, diverse policy interpretations 

of implementation approaches and guidelines emerged, which emanated from the 

management, external educational experts, educational materials, and discipline heads, 

to facilitate their policy understanding of how to put the policy into practice. More 

specifically, the management and experts communicated the policy to discipline heads. 

However, from many participants’ perspectives, the college management merely 

presented the policy with a lack of policy interpretation, and the experts’ policy 

interpretation was vague or inappropriate, which hindered the development of policy 

understanding. The absence of the management in policy interpretation, and the 

experts’ failure in policy interpretation forced participants to search for and develop 

policy interpretations themselves in order to further their policy understanding. 

Among these diverse interpretations, the most effective ones were seen as having the 

common characteristic of translating the policy directives into suggested 

contextualised practice. 

The second conclusion made in this study is that a lack of appropriate support for 

curriculum reform implementation limited the extent of that implementation. A lack 

of appropriate support from the government and colleges was reflected in five aspects, 
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namely: official response to industry involvement; recruitment; funds and facilities; 

the rewards and recognition scheme; and college management. 

The importance of the involvement of enterprises in curriculum reform was 

recognised by the discipline heads, but the current involvement appeared insufficient 

and ineffective for facilitating curriculum reform. This suggested a lack of a systemic 

regulation for the involvement of industry to support the reform in Chinese HVE 

system. 

The recruitment system that does not recognise and set industry experience as a 

selection criterion of teaching staff is inappropriate, considering that industry 

experience and knowledge is necessary to implement the reform. This recruitment 

practice was seen as not only leading to the incapability of teaching staff in 

curriculum reform, but also to creating more demands on professional development 

which aimed at correcting their knowledge and skill deficiencies.  

A lack of funds and facilities for the participants to reform their curriculum 

suggested that the government’s and colleges’ provision of funds and facilities did not 

keep up with the increasing demands during the process of the reform.  

The rewards and recognition scheme aligned to the reform process was seen as 

being flawed in supporting the implementation, especially in regard to: its 

contribution to funding inequalities and enlarging the gap in quality across disciplines 

and colleges; its inadequacy in providing a coherent response to its primary purpose 

— that of ensuring the provision of HVE more appropriate to the needs of industry 

and emerging industries; its unsubstantiated and untested criteria and procedures that 

could reasonably be expected to produce the curriculum reform outcomes expected of 

it.  

Authoritarian leadership of the college management hindered the reform. It 

meant that participants lacked the power to reward and punish, and thus failed to 

encourage teachers to complete the reform.  

Finally, this study has concluded that the challenges posed by the curriculum 

reform to the discipline heads’ professional identities and their vocational educational 

practice limited the extent to which they sought to implement the reform. Most 

participants’ professional identities were seen as being undermined because of their 

perceptions of the failure of their attempts at completing the reform and of their lack 
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of capability to reform the curriculum. However, they tried to maintain the image of 

being competent teaching staff and doing a good job. Thus, they exhibited resistance 

to collaborating with teachers to avoid revealing their potential lack of capability in 

curriculum reform. They also conducted superficial implementation to avoid potential 

negative judgment from their colleges and the government on their practice. 

9.4 Implications for the Implementation of HVE Curriculum 

Reform 

The findings of this study indicated four implications for the implementation of HVE 

curriculum reform in order to facilitate that implementation.  

The first implication for the implementation of curriculum reform in higher 

vocational education is that the government and colleges should work to provide 

effective policy interpretation to facilitate discipline heads’ and teachers’ 

understanding of the policy. This study showed the importance of effective policy 

interpretation in facilitating discipline heads’ understanding of the policy. Effective 

interpretation was viewed as requiring a translation of the policy directives into 

contextualised implementation strategies and guidelines. Accordingly, the government 

and HVE colleges should realise that an understanding of a policy for local 

implementers is compulsory before implementation, and should examine the nature of 

the effective policy communication and conduct it in order to guide implementers’ 

actions on the implementation. 

The second implication for the implementation of curriculum reform in higher 

vocational education is that discipline heads and teachers should work to create a 

collaborative culture in support of the policy implementation. The findings in this 

research indicated the collaboration between discipline heads and teachers contributed 

to the reform implementation. However, this study also found that the cultural factor 

of ‘saving face’ hindered collaboration with colleagues. Participants exhibited 

resistance to collaborating with teachers to avoid revealing their potential lack of 

capability in curriculum reform. An implication is that teaching staff should create a 

collaborative culture to work together in order to better implement policy. In order to 

better create a collaborative culture, they should be aware of and control the cultural 

influence of saving face. 
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The third implication for the implementation of curriculum reform in higher 

vocational education is that the government and colleges should ensure that the key 

decisions in the implementation are grounded in the lived realities of those teachers 

and discipline heads who are responsible for the implementation. This research has 

found that there were inappropriate regulations and a lack of support from the 

government and colleges, such as inappropriate recruitment and a lack of funds and 

facilities, which hindered the reform. To further HVE curriculum reform in China, the 

government and colleges should gain an appreciation of the challenges that teaching 

staff face, and take action on changing inappropriate regulations and providing 

appropriate support for the reform. 

The fourth implication for the implementation of curriculum reform in higher 

vocational education is that the government and colleges should work to create 

sufficient accessible opportunities for discipline heads and teachers to ensure that they 

have the strength and depth of industry experience appropriate to their teaching 

responsibilities. Practice in the workplace should maintain and accumulate their 

industry knowledge. To effectively realise this in the HVE system, practice should be 

officially regulated and include opportunities for practice and sufficient training time 

to be a qualified industry professional. 

9.5 Recommendations for Further Research 

Based on the findings and the research procedure of this study, four recommendations 

for further research have emerged in order to better understand the implementation of 

curriculum reform, listed here: 

The first recommendation is for further research into the factors contributing to 

the diversity of interpretations of higher vocational education policy reform and the 

impact of that diversity on policy implementation. In this research, the general nature 

of the policy reform led to a diversity of policy interpretations. More specifically, 

regarding the Chinese HVE curriculum reform policy, there were diverse policy 

interpretations, including college management’s interpretations, educational experts’ 

interpretations, policy interpretations in educational materials, and participants’ own 

interpretations. Thus, further research is needed to comprehensively explore the 

factors contributing to the diversity of interpretations. A research concern emerged 

here, namely whether different policy interpretations have different meanings and lead 
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to divergent implementations. Thus, more research is needed to determine the impact 

of the diversity of policy interpretation on policy implementation. 

The second recommendation is for further research into the effectiveness of 

different kinds of professional development in facilitating HVE teaching staff’s 

industry knowledge. In the current research, two kinds of professional development 

activities, namely practice in the workplace and collaboration with professionals in 

teaching places, were perceived as effective in improving discipline heads’ industry 

knowledge. Although both can be conducted to improve HVE teaching staff’s 

industry knowledge, the government and colleges should put more efforts into 

promoting the more effective option. In the literature, there is a controversy 

concerning whether collaboration with professionals in delivery is as effective as 

practice in workplaces in training teachers. Thus, further research is needed to 

examine their effectiveness, and which of the two is more effective. 

The third recommendation is for further research into different kinds of rewards 

and recognition schemes and their impact on reform policy implementation in higher 

vocational education. This study indicated that the scheme in Chinese HVE had 

drawbacks such as funding inequality, inappropriate guidelines, and unreliable 

assessment, in promoting the reform. Thus, it is necessary to explore different kinds 

of rewards and recognition schemes in other countries and whether they also have 

drawbacks negatively affecting policy implementation. Further research is also 

needed to explore how to design effective rewards and recognition schemes and 

address their drawbacks. 

The fourth recommendation is for comparative research into the implementation 

of higher vocational education policy reforms across different socio-economic and 

cultural contexts in China. This research explored curriculum reform and provided 

relevant findings based on the perspectives of 15 discipline heads whose colleges are 

in a more developed city in China. Considering that there are great social and 

economic differences between different regions, further research is needed to explore 

the implementation in different socio-economic and cultural contexts, including in 

less developed cities and minority areas.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Research Project Description 

Discipline Heads’ Lived Experiences of Implementing Higher Vocational 
Education Curriculum Reform in China 

Research Project Description 
Researchers and research institution 
My name is CHEN Hao. I am a doctoral student at Griffith University and will 
conduct this research. My supervisors are Professor Richard Bagnall and Doctor Mark 
Tyler. My research project is sponsored by Griffith University, a comprehensive and 
research-intensive university located in Queensland, Australia. 
 
What is my project about? 
My research project will mainly involve a number of employees occupying the 
position of Discipline Heads in higher vocational education colleges in China. The 
purpose is to understand Discipline Heads’ experiences concerning curriculum reform. 
 
What will discipline heads be asked to do? 
Discipline Heads will be interviewed about their experiences concerning curriculum 
reform. They will be interviewed once or twice for about two hours on each occasion. 
The time and place for each interview will be negotiated with the participant. 
 
Discipline head selection with the help of colleges 
It is anticipated that your college will help me to invite a number of such discipline 
heads to voluntarily participate in this research project, and to provide their contact 
details. I am seeking discipline heads who have more than one year of work 
experience in the role. It would be ideal if they were from a diverse range of 
disciplines, such as mechanics, electronics, information technology, design, and 
business. 
 
Voluntary participation 
Participation will be voluntary. Participants will be free to withdraw at any time 
without explanation or penalty, and will have the right to contact the researchers at 
any time regarding their participation.  
 
Further information 
If participants have any questions, concerns and complaints regarding the project or 
their participation, they can contact CHEN Hao through the contact information 
below. 
 
The ethical conduct of the research 
The Griffith University Human Research Ethics reference number of this research is 
2015/745. Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If potential participants have any 
concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the research, they can directly 
contact the Manager of Research Ethics at Griffith University on +61 7 3735 4375 or 
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
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Assurances of anonymity 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, and analysis of information 
provided by the participants. All such information will be treated as confidential and 
will not be disclosed to third parties without their consent, except to meet government, 
legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of the data may 
be used for other research purposes. However, their anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded. For further information consult Griffith University’s Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-
privacy-plan or telephone +61 7 3735 4375. 

All interviews will be audio recorded. The transcription will be undertaken by 
the researcher (CHEN Hao). Transcripts will be de-identified, through removing 
direct identifiers such as age and the names of the province, city, college, and 
participants. To further disguise the participants, pseudonyms will be deployed. After 
all the transcripts are de-identified, all the recorded identifiable information and 
materials will be deleted. Only the de-identified transcripts will be retained and stored 
in a password-protected database within the firewall of Griffith University. Data will 
only be used in my doctoral research and resulting publications. After five years, all 
research data will be deleted permanently. 
 The researcher will further protect the anonymity of participants by the 
following strategies: the selected colleges and the location of DHs within these 
colleges will be kept anonymous; research findings will focus on presenting the 
common themes of experiences across different individuals, rather than individual 
experiences; future research reports will be presented and published only in English. 
 
Feedback to you 
The discipline heads participating in this research can request to be provided with a 
convenient, plain language summary of research results in Chinese via email. 
 
Benefits and risks 
The findings of this research will facilitate a better understanding of discipline heads’ 
experiences concerning curriculum reform. Participants will be also rewarded to the 
equivalent of 10 Australian dollars per half an hour to compensate for the time they 
spend on interviews. Reasonable costs incurred by your college and participants in this 
research, such as travel fees, can be also covered by research funds from Griffith 
University. There will be no foreseen risk to participants. 
 
Contact details 
The Chief Research Investigator: Professor Richard Bagnall 
Convenor, Griffith Social and Behavioural Research College, Griffith University  
Contact number: +61 737351184 
Email Address: r.bagnall@griffith.edu.au  

 
The Research Member: Doctor Mark Tyler 
Senior Lecturer, School of Education and Professional Studies, Griffith University  
Contact number: +61 7373 56830 
Email Address: m.tyler@griffith.edu.au  

 
The Researcher Member: CHEN Hao 
Doctoral Student, School of Education and Professional Studies  
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Contact number: +61 434212300 
Email: chinesechenhao@outlook.com, hao.chen4@griffithuni.edu.au  
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Appendix 2 Research Project Description (Chinese) 

中国高等职业教育教研室主任的课程改革实施经历与经验 
研究项目书 

研究者和研究机构 

您好！我叫陈昊，我是格里菲斯大学（Griffith University）的博士生。本次研究

项目在我导师 Richard Bagnall 教授和 Mark Tyler 博士的指导下，由我具体实施。

该研究项目是由格里菲斯大学支持与赞助。格里菲斯大学是一所位于澳大利亚

昆士兰州的综合性研究大学。 

 

研究项目简介 
研究对象是高等职业教育学院中的教研室主任。研究目的是为了更好地理解教

研室主任在课程改革实施方面的经历和经验。 
 
教研室主任如何参与到我的研究中 
该研究通过访谈的方式来了解教研室主任们在高职课改实施方面的经历和经验。

教研室主任可能被访谈一到两次，每次大约两小时。访谈的时间和地点由教研

室主任和我商定。 
 

学院邀请教研室主任 
希望贵院能帮助我邀请数位教研室主任自愿地参与到这个研究中来，并将参与

的教研室主任的联系方式提供给我。参与者需要有一年以上的教研室主任工作

经验，并且希望有来自不同学科的教研室主任，比如，机械，电子，信息技术，

设计，和商学。 
 
自愿参与原则 
参与是自愿的。参与者可以在任何时间自由退出，并无需解释和赔偿。参与者

可以就参与的相关问题在任何时间联系研究人员。 
 
沟通 
如果参与者有任何问题，顾虑和投诉，他可以通过此文尾的联系方式来联系我

（陈昊）。 
 
研究的伦理道德 
此研究的格里菲斯大学人类研究伦理道德编号为: 2015/745。格里菲斯大学的

研究遵循澳大利亚的《关于人类研究道德的国家声明》。就本研究的伦理道德

方面，如果参与者有疑虑或者投诉，参与者可以直接联系格里菲斯大学伦理道

德委员会的经理，电话：+61 7 3735 4375，邮箱：research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 
 

确保匿名性 

本研究涉及到收集和分析参与者提供的信息。所有的信息处理都是机密的，除

非个人同意或政府执法部门要求，否则这些信息不会透漏给其他任何个人和机

构。这些信息会被处理成无法进行个人识别的信息(即不包含可以认出参与者的

信息)。这些无法进行个人识别的信息可能被用于其它研究主题，同时始终会保

证你的匿名性（即不会被认出）。需要更多资讯可以咨询格里菲斯大学隐私计
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划 http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-
university-privacy-plan 电话： +61 7 3735 4375。 

    更具体地说，所有的访谈会被录音，而录音将由我（陈昊）转录为文字稿。

所有的文字稿将作无法进行个人识别的处理，所有的可识别信息如:个人年龄、

省、市、学院、以及个人名字会被去掉。为了进一步伪装参与者，研究将会使

用假名。在文字稿做了无识别化处理后，原有的可识别的文字稿和录音等材料

将会被永久性删除。仅仅是无识别化的文字稿会被保留，并被储存在格里菲斯

大学防火墙保护的有密码的数据库中。所有的研究数据（无识别化的文字稿）

只会用于我的博士论文和期刊文章中。五年后，所有的研究数据永久性删除。 

    此研究还会通过以下方式保护参与者的匿名性：教研室主任所在学院也做

匿名处理；研究结果集中展现教研室主任之间几类经验和经历，而不是集中描

述个人经历；研究报告（论文和文章）将仅用英文来呈现和发表。 

 

回馈 

参加研究的教研室主任可以通过邮件来要求获得研究结果的中文简介。 
 
收益与风险 
研究结果有助于理解教研室主任关于高职课改的经历和经验。参与者将获得每

半小时访谈 50 元人民币的酬劳。学院和参与者由于本研究而产生的合理费用

（比如交通费）将由格里菲斯大学的研究经费承担。此外，本研究没有可预见

的风险。 
 
联系方式 
主研究员: Richard Bagnall 教授 

会议负责人, 格里菲斯社会与行为研究院,格里菲斯大学 

联系电话: +61 737351184 
电子邮箱: r.bagnall@griffith.edu.au  
 

研究员: Mark Tyler 博士 

高级讲师, 教育学系, 格里菲斯大学  

联系电话: +61 737356830 
电子邮箱: m.tyler@griffith.edu.au  

 
研究员: 陈昊 

博士, 教育学系，格里菲斯大学  

联系电话: +61 434212300 
电子邮箱: chinesechenhao@outlook.com, hao.chen4@griffithuni.edu.au  
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Appendix 3 Interview Protocol 

Interview Protocol 

Time:                                                                      Spot: 

Participant Name:                                                Discipline Name: 

Interview Questions 

Background 

1. Can you introduce yourself? 
2. How long have you taught at your college? 
3. Can you introduce your discipline at your college? 

Policy understanding 

1. In what way did you find out about the HVE curriculum reform policy? 
2. How did you clarify what you should do to implement the reform? 
Influencing factors of curriculum reform 

1. What kind of work is involved in you undertaking the reform?  
2. What difficulties did your encounter during curriculum reform? 
3. What facilitated your work on curriculum reform? 
Curriculum reform effects  

1. Under the influence of the curriculum reform, what changes have occurred to the 
teaching work in your discipline? 

2. Under the influence of the curriculum reform, what changes have occurred to 
students’ learning? 

Recommendations 

1.    What are your recommendations for improving the curriculum reform process? 
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Appendix 4 Interview Protocol (Chinese) 

访谈大纲 

时间:                                                                      地点: 

参与者名字:                                                 专业名字: 

访谈问题 

背景 

1. 你能介绍一下你自己吗？ 

2. 你在这所学院工作了多久了？ 

3. 你能介绍一下你自己的教研室吗？ 

政策的理解 

1. 你是如何了解到高职课程改革政策的？ 

2. 你是怎样弄清楚该如何进行课改的？ 

影响课改的因素 

1. 课程改革涉及到你那些工作？ 

2. 课程实施工作中遇到的困难有哪些？ 

3. 你觉得哪些事有利于你的课改？ 

课改的影响  

1. 课程改革给你专业的教学工作带来哪些改变？ 

2. 课程改革给学生的学习带来哪些改变？ 

建议 

1. 对于更好的实施课改，你有什么建议？ 
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Appendix 5 Verbal Consent Form 

Discipline Heads’ Lived Experiences of Implementing Higher Vocational Education 
Curriculum Reform in China 

Verbal Consent Form 
Research Team: 
The Chief Research Investigator: Professor Richard Bagnall 
Contact number: +61 737351184 
Email Address: r.bagnall@griffith.edu.au 
 
The Research Member: Doctor Mark Tyler 
Contact number: +61 7373 56830 
Email Address: m.tyler@griffith.edu.au 
 
The Researcher Member: CHEN Hao 
Contact number: +61 434212300 
Email: chinesechenhao@outlook.com and hao.chen4@griffithuni.edu.au 
 
By agreeing to participate, you will be confirming that: 
 

 You understand you will be interviewed and be audio recorded; 
 

 You understand risks and benefits involved; 
 

 You have had any questions answered to your satisfaction; 
 

 You understand that if you have any additional questions you can 
contact the research team; 
 

 You understand that your participation is voluntary, and that you are 
free to withdraw at any time without explanation or penalty; 

 
 You understand how your anonymity are assured in this research 

project;  
 

 You understand if you have any concerns or complains about the 
ethical conduct of the research, you can contact CHEN Hao on 
+61 434212300 (or chinesechenhao@outlook.com or 
hao.chen4@griffithuni.edu.au); and 

 
 You understand that you can also contact the Manager, Research 

Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee 
on +61 3735 4375 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if you have 
any concerns or complains about the ethical conduct of the project. 

 
To audio record your verbal consent, please read:  
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On (date) at (time), Participant (Name) has read the research project description 
and verbal consent form. Participant (Name) has understood the nature of the 
research and his/her participation, and agrees to proceed with the interview. 
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Appendix 6 Verbal Consent Form (Chinese) 

中国高等职业教育教研室主任的课程改革实施经历与经验 

口头同意表 

研究团队 
主研究员: Richard Bagnall 教授 

联系电话: +61 737351184 
电子邮箱: r.bagnall@griffith.edu.au  
 

研究员:   Mark Tyler 博士 

联系电话: +61 737356830 
电子邮箱: m.tyler@griffith.edu.au  
 

研究员:   陈昊 

联系电话: +61 434212300 
电子邮箱: chinesechenhao@outlook.com 和 hao.chen4@griffithuni.edu.au  
 
您同意参加研究，并确定: 
 

 你理解你将接受访谈并被录音; 
 

 你理解研究中的风险和收益; 
 

 你的问题已经得到满意的回答; 
 

 你理解如果你有额外的问题，你可以联系研究团队; 
 

 你理解你的参与是自愿的，并且你随时可以退出研究而无需解

释和赔偿; 
 

 你理解研究如何保护你的匿名性;  
 

 你理解就研究的伦理道德方面，如果你有任何疑虑或者投诉，

你 可 以 联 系 陈 昊 。 电 话  +61 434212300 邮 箱 ：

chinesechenhao@outlook.com 和 hao.chen4@griffithuni.edu.au;  
 

 你理解就研究的伦理道德方面，如果你有任何疑虑或者投诉，

你可以联系格里菲斯大学人类研究道德委员会的经理，电话：

+61 3735 4375，邮箱：research-ethics@griffith.edu.au。 
 
为了语音记录你的同意参加研究，请阅读以下段落:  
在      月      日      点，（您的姓名）已经阅读了研究项目书和口头同意表。

（您的姓名）已经理解了研究和参与研究的性质，并且同意接受访谈。 

 


