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Abstract

This study set out to explore Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy, with a particular focus on intentional teaching, in the Aotearoa New Zealand early
childhood education (ECE) context. As the research progressed, the inquiry evolved from describing
these perspectives to examining how they were shaped within initial teacher education (ITE)
programmes as Chinese student teachers navigated a cross-cultural context. A two-phase
explanatory sequential mixed methods design was employed. Phase 1 consisted of a bilingual online
survey distributed across Aotearoa New Zealand. Phase 2 involved two rounds of one-on-one semi-
structured interviews with seven participants purposefully selected from Phase 1. A pragmatist
worldview informed the study throughout. Funds of knowledge, funds of identity, and third space
theory, identified through the literature review as potentially useful theoretical resources, became
particularly salient during Phase 2 and were drawn upon to deepen the interpretation of Chinese
student teachers’ learning and cross-cultural experiences.

Findings indicate that Chinese student teachers demonstrated a shift away from traditional
Chinese ECE approaches. Moreover, multiple factors were found to shape Chinese student teachers’
perspectives, particularly ITE, cultural background, educational and upbringing experiences, and
parenthood (for those with children). In particular, findings indicate an association between Chinese
student teachers’ views of their cultural background and their pursuit of pedagogical integration or
assimilation. At a broader level, social biases against and deficit discourses about Chinese student
teachers contributed to the devaluation and invalidation of Chinese student teachers’ cultural
identities and heritage, constraining their ability to draw on their funds of knowledge and funds of
identity within ITE contexts.

This study provides an empirical exploration of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy in the Aotearoa New Zealand ECE context and the ways in which they
navigate a cross-cultural understanding of teaching and learning. On the one hand, this study

highlights the adaptability and malleability of Chinese student teachers’ pedagogical beliefs,



reflecting their openness to local pedagogical discourses. On the other hand, this study suggests that
Chinese student teachers experienced tensions in negotiating their culturally shaped pre-existing
beliefs and dominant pedagogical expectations, as well as in negotiating their emerging professional
identities in relation to their cultural identities. This study calls for more culturally sensitive
interpretations of Chinese student teachers’ pedagogical perspectives and lived experiences, and for
the acknowledgement and validation of Chinese student teachers’ rich funds of knowledge and

funds of identity to support their professional learning and identity construction in a third space.
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Glossary of Maori Words

Maori Words English Explanation
Hapori Section of a kinship group, family, society, or community
Kaiako Includes all teachers, educators, and other adults who have the

Te Kohanga Reo

Pakeha

Tamariki

Te Whariki

Te reo Maori

Te Tiriti o Waitangi
Tikanga Maori

Whakamana

responsibility for the care and education of children in ECE
Maori-medium early childhood centres with a focus on retaining and
revitalising Maori language and culture

New Zealanders of European descent

Children

The bicultural early childhood curriculum of Aotearoa New Zealand
The Maori language

The te reo Maori text of Aotearoa New Zealand’s founding document.
Maori ways of doing, including practices, customs, and rituals

Empowerment
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Chapter 1 Introduction

This chapter begins with the research background to contextualise this study. It then
presents the rationale for focusing on Chinese student teachers, followed by a reflection on my
positionality as the researcher. The research scope is subsequently clarified through the
presentation of the research aim and questions, as well as definitions of key terms. This chapter
concludes with an overview of the thesis structure, which provides a roadmap for the nine chapters
that constitute this thesis.

1.1 Research Background
1.1.1 Early Childhood Education in Aotearoa New Zealand

Early childhood education (ECE) in Aotearoa New Zealand refers to the education provided
to children from birth until they enter school (Ministry of Education, 2025). Children can start school
from the age of five and must be enrolled by the age of six. The ECE services in Aotearoa New
Zealand are quite diverse and the main types include kindergartens, education and care services,
home-based services, playcentres, and Te Kohanga Reo (Cherrington et al., 2022). These ECE services
differ in various aspects, such as the age range of children they typically serve, the hours of
provision, staff qualification requirements, and ownership (Cherrington et al., 2022). According to
the 2025 ECE Census, among children attending licensed ECE services, 72% attended education and
care services, 14% kindergartens, 5% home-based services, 5% playcentres, and 5% Te Kohanga Reo
(Education Counts, 2025b).

The diversity of ECE provision in Aotearoa New Zealand reflects the distinct historical roots
of different service types, shaped by multiple factors such as changing societal needs, political
movements, and Maori language and cultural revitalisation. Historically, kindergarten, originally
developed by the German educationalist Friedrich Froebel, was introduced to Aotearoa New Zealand
by progressive citizens in the late 19th century (May & Bethell, 2017). Although initially established
primarily to educate children from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds, kindergarten then grew

into a national movement that benefited a wider group of children (May, 2018). The first playcentres



were established in 1941 in affluent suburbs as a form of parents supporting each other and learning
alongside their children while running the service collaboratively (May, 2018; Stover, 2016).
Education and care services evolved from earlier créches and childcare centres, which expanded
particularly from the 1960s as increasing numbers of women with young children entered paid
employment and demand for full-day childcare grew (May, 2007; Ritchie, 2018). Home-based
services generally involve smaller group sizes and provide education and care in home environments
(Layland & Smith, 2015). Notably, the establishment of the first Kbhanga Reo (Maori-medium ECE
setting) in 1982 was a result of Maori-led movements for language and cultural revitalisation and
self-determination to counter the impacts of colonisation (Ritchie, 2018).

Since the 1980s, two major developments have significantly shaped the contemporary
landscape of ECE in Aotearoa New Zealand: the integration of education and care, and the advocacy
of including te reo Maori and tikanga Maori within the ECE sector (Ritchie, 2018). Regarding the first
development, there were historically two main strands in the development of ECE services in
Aotearoa New Zealand, with one focused on care, and the other focused on education (Mutch,
2004). The separation of care and education was reflected in differences in operating requirements
and government funding for kindergarten and childcare services, as well as the professional status of
kindergarten teachers and childcare workers (Smith & May, 2006). The transfer of childcare
administration from the Department of Social Welfare to the Department of Education in 1986
marked a significant step towards the integration of care and education (Meade & Podmore, 2002).
This integration was further advanced by the 1988 Meade Report, Education to Be More, and the
subsequent government policy Before Five, which promoted greater coherence across diverse ECE
services in areas such as funding, regulation, and teacher education (May, 2007; Mutch, 2004).

The second development concerned the increasing recognition of te reo Maori and tikanga
Maori within the ECE sector. Aotearoa New Zealand was built upon Te Tiriti o Waitangi (The Treaty
of Waitangi), a founding document signed between the British Crown and Maori in 1840. The Treaty

was intended to create partnership between the two parties; however, different understandings of



the text and breaches of it led to conflicts and wars (Te Ara — the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, n.d.).
From the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, Maori activism intensified around land rights, social
and legal equality, and the revitalisation of te reo Maori and Maori culture (Te Ara — the
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, n.d.). These protests and movements contributed to a renewed
recognition of the Treaty in public life over subsequent decades, including in the area of ECE.

These two major developments helped create the context for the development of Aotearoa
New Zealand's first national bicultural ECE curriculum, Te Whariki: He whariki matauranga mé nga
mokopuna o Aotearoa: Early Childhood Curriculum (hereafter Te Whariki), published by the Ministry
of Education (1996). This curriculum document was used in the ECE sector for over 20 years before
being updated in 2017. Using the metaphor of a woven mat, Te Whariki acknowledges the diversity
of local curricula across ECE services, and establishes a strong bicultural foundation grounded in Te
Tiriti o Waitangi within the ECE sector.
1.1.2 Early Childhood Initial Teacher Education in Aotearoa New Zealand

Initial teacher education (ITE) in Aotearoa New Zealand refers to the formal preparation
undertaken by prospective teachers to develop the professional knowledge, skills, and practices
required to enter the teaching profession and thrive in their first teaching roles (Teaching Council of
Aotearoa New Zealand, 2024a). The function of ITE is to prepare beginning teachers with the
professional knowledge, pedagogical skills, ethical dispositions, and practical experience needed to
teach effectively in diverse educational settings and thus support the learning, wellbeing, and
success of all learners while meeting the explicit standards and responsibilities of the teaching
profession. In doing so, ITE also plays a crucial role in transmitting the values, expectations,
aspirations and norms of the profession, supporting the formation of professional identity as
teachers learn to participate in and contribute to the socially, culturally, and historically situated
practice of teaching.

The Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand is responsible for approving, monitoring,
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preparation of future teachers (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2024a). Approved ITE
programmes are offered at bachelor’s, graduate diploma, postgraduate diploma, and master’s
levels, with programmes preparing teachers for different educational sectors, including ECE,
primary, and secondary.

Graduates from ITE programmes are expected to meet the Standards for the Teaching
Profession, first introduced in 2017 and subsequently updated in 2026. The 2026 Standards outline
eight standards across three domains: professional knowledge, professional practice, and
professional engagement. It describes “what high-quality teaching practice looks like and what it
means to be a teacher in Aotearoa New Zealand” (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, n.d.-
b, p. 7). The Standards serve as an important framework for ITE providers in designing their
programmes and assessing student teachers, and completion of an accredited ITE programme is
deemed to indicate readiness to enter the profession and eligibility for professional registration and
certification.

In Aotearoa New Zealand, teachers are required to be registered with the Teaching Council
and hold a current practising certificate to be recognised for pay, licencing, funding and ratio
purposes. Registration does not expire unless a teacher deregisters or their registration is cancelled,
while practising certificates are generally valid for three years and must be renewed (Ministry of
Education, 2026). ITE graduates can apply for both registration and certification at the same time
upon the completion of their ITE programme. Once ITE graduates meet the relevant registration and
certification requirements, they may be registered as teachers and issued a provisional practising
certificate, which allows them to begin teaching (Ministry of Education, 2026). To gain the full
practising certificate, beginning teachers need to complete a two-year induction and mentoring
programme, with support from their employer and a mentor who holds a full practising certificate
(Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2025). This registration and certification mechanism
serves as an important mechanism for professional accountability and quality assurance in Aotearoa
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The development of early childhood ITE has been connected to the historical development
of ECE services in Aotearoa New Zealand. The earliest ECE teacher training programme can be traced
to the teacher training courses provided by kindergarten associations to prepare teachers for the
expanding free kindergarten movement across Aoteraora New Zealand (Q. Zhang, 2021). Later in the
1960s, New Zealand Childcare Association developed the first childcare training courses for childcare
workers (Q. Zhang, 2021). The separate kindergarten and childcare teacher training pathways were
subsequently replaced by an integrated three-year diploma-level training qualification provided by
Colleges of Education since 1987, later raised to a bachelor-degree qualification, making ECE teacher
training comparable to teacher training in the school sector (Smith & May, 2006). Over time, early
childhood ITE has further diversified into the range of qualification pathways available today.

Professional experience placements (practicum) are an important part of learning in early
childhood ITE programmes in Aotearoa New Zealand (Aspden & Mclachlan, 2017). The Teaching
Council requires a minimum of 80 days of professional experience placements for one-year and two-
year programmes, and a minimum of 120 days for three-year programmes or longer (Teaching
Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2019b). During professional experience placements, student
teachers are expected to develop their practice and gain teaching experiences with a diverse range
of learners, including infants, toddlers, and young children (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New
Zealand, 2019b).

The ECE sector in Aotearoa New Zealand has faced ongoing challenges in recruiting and
retaining qualified teachers (Andres et al., 2022; Office of Early Childhood Education, 2024).
Registered ECE teachers have been included on Immigration New Zealand’s Green List, providing a
potential pathway to residence for those who meet the relevant requirements (Immigration New
Zealand, n.d.). Early childhood ITE programmes may appeal to international students and migrants
because they provide a pathway to becoming a registered ECE teacher, supporting both professional
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the cultural and linguistic diversity of the student teacher population within early childhood ITE
programmes.
1.1.3 Increasing Ethnic and Cultural Diversity in Aotearoa New Zealand

Aotearoa New Zealand is grounded in a bicultural foundation and partnership between the
Crown and Maori as tangata whenua; at the same time, the country has become increasingly
culturally diverse in recent decades. As a well-known immigrant-friendly country, Aotearoa New
Zealand has attracted people from across the world, especially from developing nations (Rana,
2021). The 2023 Census results show that people in Aotearoa New Zealand identify with a wide
range of ethnicities, in descending order as European (67.8%), Maori (17.8%), Asian (17.3%), Pacific
peoples (8.9%), Middle Eastern/Latin American/African (MELAA, 1.9%) and other ethnicities (1.1%)
(Stats NZ, 2024a). There are over 150 languages spoken in this country, and nearly 30% of the entire
population were born overseas (Stats NZ, 2024b). Compared with the 2018 Census data, the 2023
Census data demonstrate an apparent increase in ethnic diversity within Aotearoa New Zealand (M.
Lee, 2024). More importantly, population projections suggest that this increasing trend is expected
to continue, with Aotearoa New Zealand becoming even more ethnically diverse in 2048 than in
2023 (Stats NZ, 2025b).

Within this changing demographic context, ECE settings in Aotearoa New Zealand need to be
prepared to serve an increasing number of children and families from diverse ethnic and cultural
backgrounds. In response to this increasing diversity, one key strategy, as identified by researchers
in Aotearoa New Zealand and similar societies (e.g., Australia), is to build a diverse ECE teaching
workforce that reflects and represents the social composition of the population (Griffiths et al.,
2022; Qi & Campbell, 2022).

Research indicates that there are multiple benefits to diversifying the ECE teaching
profession. For example, Gide et al. (2022) noted that for children from non-dominant cultural
backgrounds, having their ethnicities represented within the teaching team is crucial for them to
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children from dominant cultural backgrounds, opportunities to interact with a diverse teaching team
are also beneficial in supporting their development of multicultural awareness and respect for both
their own and others’ cultures (Gide et al., 2022). In addition, studies show that immigrant families
could be more engaged in their children’s learning and able to strengthen relationships with ECE
services when there are staff members within the teaching team who share their language and
culture, and who can serve as translators, interpreters, and cultural brokers (Kumar, 2022; Norheim
& Moser, 2020; Qi & Campbell, 2022).

Moreover, as stated in Te Whariki, the bicultural early childhood curriculum of Aotearoa
New Zealand, all children are expected to “grow up in New Zealand as competent and confident
learners, strong in their identity, language and culture” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 2) and to
“learn in their own ways, supported by adults who know them well and have their best interests at
heart” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 2). A diverse ECE teaching workforce that has valuable
cultural knowledge of children from different cultural backgrounds would contribute positively to
supporting and strengthening children’s development in their identity, language, and culture.

Being aware of the importance of a diverse ECE teaching workforce, in 2019, the Ministry of
Education of New Zealand introduced a critical policy document, He Taonga te Tamaiti, Every Child a
Taonga: Early Learning Action Plan 2019-2029, within which it stated, “all children should have
equitable access to a well-qualified early learning workforce that mirrors the diverse cultures and
genders that constitute Aotearoa New Zealand” (Ministry of Education, 2019b, p. 22). While the
gender issue, noted in the Early Learning Action Plan, is equally important, this study focuses
specifically on cultural representations within the early learning workforce, responding to national
policy imperatives. In line with the ten-year action plan, the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New
Zealand required ITE providers to focus on “enabling flexible pathways into ITE to increase diversity
and grow the workforce while safeguarding teacher quality” (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New
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However, bringing more culturally diverse student teachers into the ECE ITE programmes is
only the first step. Of particular importance is to ensure that these culturally diverse student
teachers are well-supported in their ECE ITE programmes so that they can experience success and be
adequately prepared to implement the curriculum. In doing so, the ECE sector in Aotearoa New
Zealand stands to benefit in the long term. Therefore, it becomes an important and valuable
research area to explore how international or immigrant student teachers understand curriculum
and pedagogy in the host culture context and what supports and challenges they may encounter
during their ITE experiences.

1.1.4 Importance of Understanding International or Immigrant Student Teachers’ Perspectives and
Experiences

In the global context, some research suggests that learning to teach is often a challenging
process for international or immigrant student teachers to navigate. For instance, drawing on
guestionnaire data from 11 Asian student teachers enrolled in a Master of Teaching (Early
Childhood) programme at an Australian university, Rouse and Joseph (2019) noted the challenges of
mastering English as a second language, understanding unfamiliar ways of teaching and learning,
linking theoretical knowledge to practical applications, and dealing with financial and visa issues
alongside already stressful learning tasks.

Similarly, in Australia, Nuttall and Ortlipp (2012) explored a Singapore Chinese student
teacher’s experience of practicum assessment with her supervising teacher in a preschool. Interview
data from this Singapore Chinese student teacher suggest that she struggled to meet the practicum
expectations of her supervising teacher, who viewed and assessed her through a “difference-as-
deficit” lens (Nuttall & Ortlipp, 2012, p. 55). The supervising teacher’s deficit-oriented discourses,
demonstrated through feedback, undermined the student teacher’s efforts to complete the
practicum and contributed to a negative perception of her Asian identity as someone who was not
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In Canada, Massing (2018) conducted an ethnographic study investigating the learning
experiences of five African Muslim refugee female student teachers within an early childhood
teacher education programme. The study specifically explored these student teachers’
understanding and delivery of caring practices in ECE contexts, revealing significant tensions
between their cultural and religious perception of care practices and professional practices rooted in
Western ideologies that prioritised children’s independence and self-feeding (Massing, 2018).

These studies highlight the additional challenges and obstacles that international or
immigrant student teachers may face when navigating professional learning in cross-cultural
contexts, compared with their local counterparts. In particular, a deficit-oriented perspective
towards international or immigrant student teachers, whether consciously or subconsciously held by
those who work with them (e.g., teacher educators and associate teachers), may affect their
professional learning by invalidating their cultural perspectives.

In the Aotearoa New Zealand context, some studies have also explored international or
immigrant student teachers’ ITE learning experiences. For instance, Moles (2014) examined the
learning experience of a Cook Islands woman in an ECE ITE programme. The participant reported
that, having grown up in a society different from Aotearoa New Zealand, she felt tensions between
her culturally shaped understandings of gender and education and those of her local classmates and
lecturers, which made her wary of sharing her perspectives. Moles (2014) suggested that by
including diverse perspectives in the ITE classroom and encouraging international or immigrant
student teachers to build new knowledge based on their existing understandings, teacher educators
could create a more equitable and empowering environment for these student teachers.

Likewise, Rana (2021) examined the ECE ITE learning experiences of eight international
Indian student teachers in Aotearoa New Zealand and noted both their cultural adjustments to
Aotearoa New Zealand society and the importance of maintaining their Indian identity. Rana (2021)
compared ECE in India, where formal learning and didactic teaching approaches have historically
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more prevalent, and highlighted these student teachers’ transitioning understandings of curriculum
and pedagogy. The author argued for a deeper understanding of diversity and called for the
recognition and inclusion of the diverse perspectives and voices that international student teachers
could contribute to the Aotearoa New Zealand ECE sector (Rana, 2021).

These listed studies suggest a shared interest within the research community in
understanding the perspectives and experiences of international or immigrant student teachers in
Aotearoa New Zealand and beyond, particularly in societies that are becoming increasingly diverse
due to globalisation and migration. While these existing studies have made valuable contributions to
deepening the understanding of international and immigrant student teachers, further exploration is
needed in the Aotearoa New Zealand context, especially given the evolving perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy over recent decades.

1.1.5 Evolving Perspectives of Curriculum and Pedagogy in ECE in Aotearoa New Zealand

Aotearoa New Zealand has a child-centred, play-based, and culturally responsive ECE
foundation, which is best illustrated by its first bicultural national early childhood curriculum, Te
Whariki (Ministry of Education, 1996). This curriculum was critical to the professionalisation of ECE
in Aotearoa New Zealand and gained an international reputation for its pioneering stance and
leading role in the 1990s (Tyler-Merrick et al., 2019). As indicated in this curriculum document,
children are placed at the centre of the curriculum, and their learning through play is explicitly
recognised and valued. In addition, upholding the spirit of Aotearoa New Zealand’s founding
document, Te Tiriti o Waitangi, signed in 1840, the curriculum emphasises the importance of
biculturalism and commits to providing opportunities for all children to “develop knowledge and an
understanding of the cultural heritages of both partners to Te Tiriti o Waitangi” (Ministry of
Education, 1996, p. 9). From the perspective of this curriculum document, teachers are expected to
support the cultural identity of all children from diverse backgrounds through culturally sensitive and

responsive practices across a diverse range of ECE services.
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Twenty years later, in a new era in which the social context has changed, and ECE theories
and practices have evolved, the Ministry of Education introduced an updated version of Te Whariki
(Ministry of Education, 2017). This revised curriculum document further consolidates the previous
foundation on culture, language and identity, while also providing new guidance for teachers. The
revisions in this updated version of Te Whariki include an increased focus on teachers’ significant
responsibilities to facilitate children’s learning and development through intentional teaching (also
referred to as intentional pedagogy) (McLaughlin & Cherrington, 2018). As stated in this revised
curriculum document, “kaiako are the key resource in any ECE service. Their primary responsibility is
to facilitate children’s learning and development through thoughtful and intentional pedagogy”
(Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 59). This description of teachers as intentional was regarded by
McLachlan (2017) as “a marked shift” (p. 8) from the previous stance, in which teachers tended to
adopt a more passive role in children’s learning and play.

As pointed out by Tyler-Merrick et al. (2019), this new emphasis on early childhood teachers’
intentionality reflects a global trend in acknowledging the importance of teacher-child interactions
and the active and socially mediative role of teachers in children’s learning and play, aligned with
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. Historically, as noted by Moore et al. (2014), generations of
theorists and educators, including Rousseau, Froebel, Dewey, Boyce, and Piaget, have contributed to
the prevalent view that children learn naturally through play, with teachers primarily facilitating such
opportunities. Influenced by this accumulated understanding of play as a natural learning process,
early childhood teachers are more likely to develop the belief that children’s learning through play is
associated with teachers’ passive rather than active practices (Colliver, 2022). Thus, from such a
stance, by stepping back and providing time, space and materials for play, children would be
empowered to make their own decisions, and their autonomy would be supported in the play
process (Kilderry, 2015).

Building primarily on the theoretical heritage of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, intentional

teaching drew researchers’ and practitioners’ attention to the cultural dimension of play (Grieshaber
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et al., 2021). From this sociocultural perspective, play is conceptualised as a “learned cultural
practice” (Fleer, 2015, p. 1801) that benefits from social interactions with peers and adults, rather
than relying solely on children’s self-exploration. Socio-cultural theory suggests an orientation for
early childhood educators to take an active role in supporting children’s learning through play,
informed by valued curriculum priorities. However, such a stance is not easy to embrace, given the
longstanding tradition of relying on children’s free play and self-exploration in ECE settings in
countries like Australia and New Zealand (Lewis et al., 2019). Moreover, without a clear
understanding, the term “teaching” can easily be associated with schoolification, which has long
been resisted within the ECE sector in New Zealand (Alcock & Haggerty, 2013; Cameron, 2018).
Therefore, the evolving perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE in New Zealand, particularly
the integration of intentional teaching within predominantly child-centred, play-based, and
culturally responsive settings, have rendered the ITE learning process even more complex for
student teachers from culturally diverse backgrounds. This complexity deserves targeted
exploration.

1.2 Rationale for Choosing Chinese Student Teachers as the Focus

Based on the research background outlined above, exploring how international or immigrant
student teachers understand curriculum and pedagogy in the New Zealand ECE context emerges as
an important and valuable research topic. Among student teachers from diverse cultural
backgrounds, this study focuses on Chinese student teachers for the following three reasons.

First, there is a growing presence of Chinese student teachers in New Zealand ECE ITE
programmes. According to the statistical data from Education Counts (2025a), the number of
students enrolled in ECE ITE qualifications (excluding equivalent full-time students) who identified
with an Asian ethnicity doubled from 1,010 in 2019 to 2,070 in 2024. While there are no
disaggregated data indicating how many of these students identify as Chinese, it is reasonable to
infer that they account for a notable proportion, given that Chinese is the fourth largest ethnic group

in New Zealand based on the 2023 Census (RNZ, 2024), and that China has been the largest source
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country for international students in New Zealand for quite a long time (Education New Zealand,
2025). In addition, although not supported by statistical data, some researchers have also noted the
growing presence of Chinese student teachers in New Zealand ECE ITE programmes in their works
(Burke, 2024b; Rana, 2021; Yang, 2025).

Second, despite the growing presence of Chinese student teachers, there was limited
research focusing specifically on Chinese student teachers in the New Zealand ECE context at the
beginning of this study in 2022. A detailed search of the existing literature at the initial stage of this
study revealed that there were a number of studies focusing on other Chinese stakeholders in the
New Zealand ECE context. These existing studies were predominantly about Chinese immigrant
parents and families (A. Chan, 2014, 2018; A. Chan & Spoonley, 2017; Guo, 2012; R. Huang, 2013; Q.
Zhang, 2012), with a smaller number focusing on Chinese immigrant children (Guo, 2010; Guo &
Dalli, 2012), and Chinese immigrant teachers (F. Huang, 2021). Regarding Chinese student teachers, |
located only four pieces of literature published before 2022. These included one master’s thesis on
Chinese early childhood student teachers’ employment experiences (Heald, 2007), one opinion
paper on supporting Chinese student teachers in distance learning (Wong, 2007), one peer-reviewed
research article examining immigrant Asian early childhood student teachers’ practicum
experiences, which included Chinese participants (S. Murray, 2015), and one doctoral thesis
regarding the identity formation of culturally and linguistically diverse student teachers, including
Chinese participants, in an ECE graduate diploma programme (Dolan, 2017). This scarcity of research
focusing specifically on Chinese student teachers partially justified the research focus of the present
study.

Third, there are significant differences between Chinese cultural and educational traditions
and those of New Zealand, which may give rise to distinctive challenges, tensions, and negotiations
for Chinese student teachers. As an ancient Eastern civilisation, Chinese culture is widely perceived
as differing considerably from Western cultures. Despite divergent political and economic systems,

Chinese societies share some common cultural and educational traditions, beliefs, and values due to
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shared historical roots and the profound influence of Confucianism (C. K. K. Chan & Rao, 2009; Choy,
2017; Rao et al., 2017). Confucianism is a philosophy traditionally attributed to the sage Confucius in
the sixth century BCE and further developed by his disciples and later followers over subsequent
centuries (Goldin, 2014). Its enduring influence is reflected in many aspects of Chinese societies,
including the ECE traditions. Many researchers argue that, due to the profound influence of
Confucianism, ECE in Chinese societies has traditionally emphasised children’s academic learning,
moral development and behavioural regulation, and a teacher-dominated or teacher-directed
approach has been prevalent in ECE settings (C. K. K. Chan & Rao, 2009; Cheng, 2006; Li, Rao, et al.,
2011; Li & Wang, 2017; Tobin et al., 2009; Yuen & Grieshaber, 2009). Research has also reported
that student teachers from Chinese societies tend to be more familiar with teacher-directed
approaches, as this way of teaching is “how early childhood education should be” (Dolan, 2017, p.
136). Consequently, it is worth exploring what prior beliefs Chinese student teachers bring with
them and how they negotiate these beliefs with local understandings of curriculum and pedagogy in
the New Zealand ECE context.

It should be noted that choosing Chinese student teachers as the focus of the present study
does not devalue the importance of researching student teachers from other cultural backgrounds in
New Zealand ECE ITE programmes. In the following section, | will discuss my positionality by
outlining how my personal background and identity have shaped my interest in this research topic
and influenced the conduct of this study.

1.3 My Positionality

As a Chinese national, | have lived in China for over thirty years and completed all my
education there before coming to Aotearoa New Zealand for my PhD studies in 2022. My research
interest in ECE in New Zealand began ten years ago when | was doing an ECE master’s programme
(2014-2017) at a Chinese university. At that time, learning stories, a strengths-based and descriptive
assessment tool from New Zealand, attracted significant attention from ECE researchers and

practitioners in China due to the translation and introduction of a series of books about learning
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stories written by Professor Margaret Carr and her colleagues (Carr et al., 2010; Carr & Lee, 2012). In
the 2010s, writing and sharing learning stories became a common practice for ECE teachers in many
centres across China. The distinctive philosophy and practice of assessment sparked my academic
interest in ECE in New Zealand.

After obtaining my master’s degree, | started to work as an ECE teacher educator in another
Chinese university, teaching courses such as early childhood curriculum development and
supervising student teachers’ practicums. It was during the lecturing and supervising processes that |
started to notice the disconnection and inconsistency between course-based learning and centre-
based practicums for student teachers. While the child-centred and play-based philosophy has been
explicitly outlined in China’s national ECE guiding document, Early Learning and Development
Guidelines for Children Aged 3 to 6 Years (Ministry of Education, PRC, 2012), there remained an
apparent reliance on area-specific (e.g., literacy and mathematics) teacher-directed group teaching
in many ECE settings in China. This inconsistency made it difficult for student teachers to develop a
coherent understanding of how to educate young children in ECE environments. Being aware of the
disconnection, | developed an interest in the role of ITE in shaping student teachers’ pedagogical
perspectives.

In addition to the traditionally dominant teacher-directed approaches, some new
approaches that value children’s agency and play have emerged in more economically developed
provinces of China, including Anji Play, Lijing Play, and Gamification of the Curriculum (Niu, 2023).
These new approaches reflect efforts to shift from long-established traditions in China. However, the
pendulum seemed to swing strongly in the opposite direction. Based on my observations as an ITE
lecturer, the idea that early childhood teachers should primarily take on the role of providing
materials and observing, without “interfering” with children’s “true” play has emerged, as well as an
increasing rejection of the traditions and teachers’ active role in children’s learning. These emerging
ideas prompted me to consider how Chinese ECE teachers might draw insights from the evolving

approaches to curriculum and pedagogy in New Zealand.
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Moreover, my dual identity as a Chinese student studying ECE in New Zealand and a PhD
researcher allows me to approach Chinese student teachers from both an insider and an outsider
perspective (Zheng et al., 2023). From the insider perspective, as someone who shares the language
and culture with Chinese student teachers, | am in an advantageous position in building trusting
relationships with them, understanding their perspectives and experiences sensitively, as well as
relating to their concerns and challenges when navigating between home and host cultures. From
the outsider perspective, | do not play any instructional role in their ITE learning and cannot affect
any assessments on their performance within ITE programmes. This outsider role provides a safe
space that enables Chinese student teachers to share their perspectives and experiences more
openly. In addition, this outsider role enables me to notice aspects that may not be evident from an
insider perspective.

Collectively, my educational background, working experiences, and dual identity constitute
the positionality that shaped my research interest in this topic and informed my engagement with
Chinese student teachers, as well as my interpretations of their perspectives.

1.4 Research Scope

In this section, the research aim and questions are presented, followed by definitions of key
terms, to clarify the scope of this study.
1.4.1 Research Aim and Questions

This study aims to investigate Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy, with a particular focus on intentional teaching, in the Aotearoa New Zealand ECE context.
Central to this investigation is exploring the factors that influence Chinese student teachers’
perspectives of teaching and learning, as well as the supports and challenges related to their broader
learning experiences within ITE programmes as they navigate a cross-cultural context. Here, the
cross-cultural context refers to an environment where the differences and intersections of values,
beliefs, practices, and worldviews could arise when people from different cultural backgrounds

engage in shared activities.
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Five research questions are generated to guide this study:

RQ1. How do Chinese student teachers understand curriculum and pedagogy in ECE contexts
in Aotearoa New Zealand?

RQ2. How do Chinese student teachers understand and implement intentional teaching in
child-centred, play-based, and culturally responsive ECE contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand?

RQ3. What factors influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy?

RQ4. How have ITE programmes facilitated Chinese student teachers’ understandings of
curriculum and pedagogy?

RQ5. What supports and challenges do Chinese student teachers describe in relation to their
ITE experiences?

This study draws on concepts of funds of knowledge and funds of identity (Esteban-Guitart &
Moll, 2014a), together with third space theory (Gupta, 2020; Recchia & McDevitt, 2018), to
conceptualise the resources Chinese student teachers bring into ITE programmes, and to explore
how these resources interact with the professional discourses of curriculum and pedagogy within
ITE. Definitions of these theoretical terms are presented in the following section and are further
discussed in the theoretical resources section in Chapter 2.

1.4.2 Definitions of Key Terms

Below are definitions of key terms used in this study.

Chinese student teachers: Interchangeable with student teachers of Chinese heritage. In this
study, it refers to those who are (a) currently enrolled in an ECE ITE programme approved by the
Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand that leads to teacher registration, and (b) self-identify
ethnically as Chinese. This term is used to refer to individuals who identify as ethnically Chinese,
regardless of nationality or citizenship. It includes Chinese international students, Chinese
immigrants, New Zealand-born Chinese, and others of Chinese heritage (see Section 3.4.1.1 for

further explanation).

17



Perspective: A construct encompassing an individual’s or a group’s stance, philosophical
position, attitude, view, belief, or particular way of looking at events or situations (American
Psychological Association, n.d.).

Curriculum and pedagogy: While curriculum and pedagogy are two concepts that are often
used and defined separately, this study adopts Susan Edwards’s (2021) use of curriculum and
pedagogy in a working paper for OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development),
where curriculum and pedagogy are understood as “concepts used to describe approaches to
teaching and learning in ECEC settings, including what and how young children learn” (p. 5).

Early Childhood Education: The type of education provided for children before they enter
school. In the New Zealand context, ECE is commonly offered to children from birth to five years of
age. Main ECE service types in New Zealand include kindergarten, education and care services,
home-based services, playcentre, and Te Kobhanga Reo (Cherrington et al., 2022).

Intentional teaching: The purposeful and deliberate actions of teachers, drawing on both
their knowledge of individual children and professional knowledge and skills to provide meaningful,
appropriate, and culturally responsive curricular experiences for all children in ECE (McLaughlin et
al., 2016).

Play-based learning: The use of play and a rich array of play experiences to foster children’s
learning. Following Danniels and Pyle (2018), play-based learning is understood as a continuum that
“incorporates varying levels of adult involvement in play” (p.4), with child-directed play (free play)
and teacher-directed play (adult-directed and structured playful activities) as the two ends of this
continuum.

Culturally responsive practice: Valuing and responding to each child’s unique identity,
language, and culture. Culturally responsive practice requires teachers to develop a good
understanding of children’s and families’ cultural backgrounds and to support children’s learning and
wellbeing in environments where their cultural heritages are represented, and their lived cultural

experiences are incorporated into the curriculum (Humphries, 2019).
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Funds of knowledge: It refers to “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies
of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (Moll et al.,
1992, p. 133).

Funds of identity: It refers to “historically accumulated, culturally developed, and socially
distributed resources that are essential for a person’s self-definition, self-expression, and self-
understanding” (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 20144, p. 37). Funds of knowledge become funds of
identity when people use them to define themselves.

Third space: A concept initially used by postcolonial scholar Homi Bhabha to refer to an
“interstitial space of cultural encounter in which the colonizer and the colonized negotiate,
producing hybridity in culture” (Bhandari, 2022, p. 171). In this study, the third space refers to a
constructed space where Chinese student teachers negotiate perspectives and discourses from
home and host cultures to develop and produce hybrid understandings and identities (Recchia &
McDevitt, 2018; Tatham, 2025).

1.5 Thesis Structure

This thesis is structured into nine chapters. Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the
broader research background and context. Chapter 2 reviews the literature relevant to the research
topic and outlines the emerging theoretical resources from the literature review. Chapter 3 presents
the research methodology and methods, providing an overview and detailed description of the two-
phase mixed-methods research using an explanatory sequential design (i.e., quantitative strand
followed by a qualitative explanatory strand). Chapter 4 reports on the findings from Phase 1, a
predominantly quantitative survey conducted across New Zealand. Chapters 5, 6, and 7 report on
the findings from Phase 2, which draw on data from two rounds of one-on-one semi-structured
interviews. Chapter 5 focuses on Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy. Chapter 6 focuses on factors influencing Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy. Chapter 7 focuses on the supports and challenges Chinese student

teachers described as relevant to their ITE experiences. Chapter 8 discusses the key aspects
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emerging from the research findings. Finally, Chapter 9 concludes the thesis by summarising the
overall study, outlining implications for stakeholders, reflecting on the limitations, and identifying
directions for future research.

1.6 Chapter Summary

This chapter began with an introduction to the research background to contextualise this
study. The research background highlighted the increasing ethnic and cultural diversity in Aotearoa
New Zealand and the growing need to diversify the ECE teaching workforce. However, bringing more
culturally diverse student teachers into ITE is only the first step; further efforts are needed to
understand the perspectives and experiences of international or immigrant student teachers in
order to better prepare them within ITE. Importantly, international or immigrant student teachers’
professional learning processes occur in a context where understandings of curriculum and
pedagogy continue to evolve in New Zealand, which adds to the complexity of preparing these
student teachers.

Following the research background, the rationale for choosing Chinese student teachers as
the research focus was explained. A reflection on my positionality as the researcher was then
presented, illustrating how my educational background, professional experiences, and dual identity
have collectively shaped my research interest and decisions in this study. Following this reflection,
the research scope was clarified by presenting the research aim and questions, as well as definitions
of key terms used in this study. This chapter concluded with an overview of the thesis structure,

outlining the main content of the nine chapters that constitute the thesis.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review and Theoretical Resources

This chapter reviews the relevant literature and introduces theoretical resources identified
through the review as potentially useful for this study.

The literature review begins by synthesising research on the experiences of culturally diverse
student teachers in initial teacher education (ITE) programmes to establish a broad foundation for
understanding the common challenges and supports these student teachers may encounter. It then
narrows the focus to Chinese student teachers in cross-cultural ITE contexts to examine the existing
research focused specifically on this group. Following this, a review of early childhood education
(ECE) traditions in Chinese societies is presented. The chapter then outlines the prevailing and
evolving understandings of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE in Aotearoa New Zealand, illustrating
the context within which Chinese student teachers undertake their ITE programmes. Finally,
particular attention is given to intentional teaching and play-based learning in ECE contexts,
demonstrating the complexity of understanding and navigating these important concepts.

The literature review identifies funds of knowledge, funds of identity, and third space theory
as potentially useful theoretical resources for this study. These theoretical resources are introduced
in greater detail, including how they have been used in existing research and their potential
relevance to the present study.

2.1 Literature Review

The literature review consists of five sections: (1) culturally diverse student teachers’
experiences in ITE programmes; (2) Chinese student teachers in cross-cultural ITE contexts; (3) ECE
traditions in Chinese societies; (4) ECE curriculum and pedagogy in Aotearoa New Zealand; and (5)
intentional teaching and play-based learning in ECE contexts.

2.1.1 Culturally Diverse Student Teachers’ Experiences in ITE Programmes
This section synthesises the literature on culturally diverse student teachers’ experiences in

ITE programmes, focusing on two key aspects: challenges and supports.
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2.1.1.1 Challenges

Over the past few decades, developed countries such as the United States, Canada,
Australia, and New Zealand have experienced a significant influx of immigrants and refugees,
resulting in increasingly multicultural societies (De Haas et al., 2019; Rana, 2021). In response, many
governments have been encouraging the development of a diverse ECE teaching workforce to cater
to the diverse learning needs of young children from minority cultural backgrounds (Cheruvu et al.,
2015; Gide et al., 2022; Qi & Campbell, 2022; Ross, 2014). Accordingly, there has been a noticeable
increase in the number of students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds enrolled in
ECE ITE programmes (Ortlipp & Nuttall, 2011).

While ITE providers expect to prepare student teachers to be sensitive to young children’s
diverse cultural identities, Nuttall and Ortlipp (2012) noted that similar considerations are not widely
extended to student teachers from diverse cultural backgrounds within their own ITE experiences.
Drawing on culturally and linguistically diverse early childhood pre-service teachers’ practicum
experiences in Australia, Nuttall and Ortlipp (2012) analysed how the student teacher had failed the
practicum due to the associate teacher’s lack of cultural responsiveness, as the associate teacher
judged the student teacher based on a single “appropriate” way of communicating and interacting
with children. In a similar vein, Han (2006) argued that some teacher educators viewed culturally
diverse student teachers’ backgrounds as a deficit that needed to be fixed, due to the existence of
overt racism and more commonly evident “unrecognised and unconscious ethnocentrism” (p. 45).
Therefore, student teachers with minority heritage may face additional challenges in their ITE
journeys compared to their local peers (Spooner-Lane et al., 2009).

A frequently reported problem is the tension between culturally diverse student teachers’
deep-seated beliefs about curriculum and pedagogy, and the authoritative discourses presented in
ITE programmes (Joseph & Rouse, 2017; Leaupepe, 2009; Massing, 2018; Moles, 2014; Rouse &
Joseph, 2019). As Dolan (2017) stated, student teachers do not enter ITE programmes as “tabula

rasa” (p. 116) but with pre-existing beliefs. According to Massing (2016), these pre-existing beliefs

22



about education, which are closely linked to one’s cultural background, are derived from four
sources: (1) personal histories and theories; (2) experiences as students in the school system; (3)
prior experiences working in the field; and (4) personal experiences as parents or familial caregivers.

If student teachers come from societies and cultures that differ from the host culture in
which the authoritative discourses were generated, tensions may therefore arise. For example,
Leaupepe’s (2009) research on Pasifika early childhood teacher education programmes in Aotearoa
New Zealand showed that some student teachers from societies where play is not highly valued or
recognised for its contributions to children’s development struggled to understand authoritative
discourses about play. Among the six Pasifika student teachers, only one demonstrated significant
change after taking a course on play, whereas the remaining five had their prior beliefs about play
shaken but not dislodged (Leaupepe, 2009). Another study involving a Cook Islands student teacher
revealed similar tension, in which Moles (2014) found that allowing children to express themselves
and make their own decisions challenged the student teacher’s values and beliefs about teaching,
because “children should be silent, learning formally and controlled by adults as she had been in her
childhood” (p. 174).

When encountering such belief tensions, studies indicate that culturally diverse student
teachers may respond in multiple ways. First, culturally diverse student teachers may appear to
embrace dominant discourses but continue to adhere to their prior beliefs when they are not
required or closely supervised to follow dominant practices. For example, Leaupepe (2009)
explained that because student teachers’ deep-seated beliefs were formed in the past, they act as
tacit knowledge and are resistant to change, even though the new knowledge they learnt in the ITE
programme may challenge their beliefs to some extent. Therefore, these student teachers’
acceptance of authoritative discourses may only be a form of “superficial acceptance” (Leaupepe,
2009, p. 57), and they are likely to revert to their former positions in practice.

Second, culturally diverse student teachers may entirely discard their prior beliefs and

embrace the new ones. For instance, research indicated that in order to pass the practicum and
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meet graduation requirements within a set length of time, some student teachers with minority
backgrounds may be required to set aside their educational beliefs, shed their cultural practices that
are incompatible with those of the “good ECE” (Langford, 2006, p. 118), and adopt an entirely new
way of educating young children (S. Murray, 2015). Eventually, at the end of the programme, these
culturally diverse student teachers may retain “only superficial signifiers of their cultural identities in
practice” (Massing, 2016, p. 79). Notably, institutional-level factors, such as professional and
accreditation standards and assessment criteria, may also serve to legitimate or prioritise certain
practices and create pressure for student teachers to conform to these “good” practices. As Call
(2022) noted, when the teaching standards are used in a regulatory rather than a developmental
way, they may promote safe practices aligned with assessment rubrics rather than innovative and
creative ones.

Third, unlike the two situations described above, student teachers from minority
backgrounds may also construct their hybridised professional beliefs and identities through a
dialogic process between their funds of knowledge and the authoritative discourses (Gupta, 2006;
Massing, 2015). For instance, Recchia and McDevitt (2018) reported how a Chinese ECE student
teacher in a United States ITE programme found a middle ground between the student teacher’s
cultural beliefs about not wasting food and the local practices of self-feeding to develop skills with
utensils, in which food waste was seen as part of the learning. However, this dialogic and reflective
process should not be expected to occur naturally among student teachers; rather, it relies on
deliberately designed ITE programmes and culturally responsive teacher educators (Amos, 2017).
2.1.1.2 Supports

In response to these challenges outlined in Section 2.1.1.1, some researchers have proposed
strategies and suggestions to support culturally diverse student teachers in navigating their ITE
programmes. One support is to help culturally diverse student teachers build connections between
their past and their current learning. For instance, Gupta (2006) suggested that teacher educators

could apply principles of constructivist learning theory and constructivist pedagogy to provide
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student teachers with opportunities to reflect on their own experiences and childhood contexts,
thereby constructing new understandings. In addition, Massing (2018) noted the value of scaffolding
in promoting immigrant and refugee students’ use of picture books and songs as pedagogical tools.
Among the many scaffolding strategies, the most effective were those that could evoke recollections
of teacher candidates’ experiences “back home” (p. 74).

Moreover, since culturally diverse student teachers need to understand a new perspective
of teaching and learning that differs from their own, some researchers have noted the importance of
sufficient preparation before commencing practicum. For example, Joseph and Rouse (2017)
developed play workshops as a method to facilitate international student teachers’ understanding of
early childhood contexts in Australia before they commence placement. The workshops include
opportunities for international students to engage in a range of open-ended play activities and an
assessment tool training section, which were useful in providing a “place and space” (Joseph &
Rouse, 2017, p. 46) for international students to gain knowledge, skills, and understanding.
However, the play workshops also have limitations as they differ from real-world ECE settings and
may reduce students’ confidence in their capacities (Joseph & Rouse, 2017).

As the student teaching experience greatly affects student teachers’ perspectives,
researchers also suggested changing the current practicum structure and assessment to enable
diverse student teachers to experience success while at the same time maintaining their cultural
identities (Brownlee & Chak, 2007; Matengu et al., 2021; Nuttall & Ortlipp, 2012; Rouse & Joseph,
2019). For instance, S. Murray (2015) highlighted the inequity of requiring all student teachers to
complete their practicum in a set length of time, regardless of their cultural or ethnic origins. S.
Murray (2015) believed that additional time was necessary for minority background pre-service
teachers to develop expected skills. Moreover, S. Murray (2015) claimed that student teachers’ and
associate teachers’ voices in assessment should be considered alongside the criteria set by ITE
institutions. Nuttall and Ortlipp (2012) recommended shifting the language used in assessment

documents from “difference” to “expectation” so that teacher educators can form positive
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expectations for diverse candidates and thus support their success through the “self-fulfilling
prophecy” (p. 59) effect. Furthermore, by examining a Japanese international student’s experience
in a field-based course in the American context, Amos (2017) found that there were no meaningful
cultural discussions between the student and the supervisors, and thus strongly recommended
providing culturally responsive supervision to international supervisees, particularly during
practicums.

Supporting the identity construction of culturally diverse student teachers within ITE has
also been identified by researchers as essential. It has been increasingly recognised that learning to
teach is not only about understanding teaching theories, mastering content knowledge, and
developing pedagogical strategies, but also about identity construction, namely, how one views
oneself as a teacher (Beijaard, 2019). A review of 29 empirical studies of student teachers’ identity
development noted that current scholarship focused on four broad factors in shaping identity,
including reflective activities, learning communities, context, and (prior) experiences (lzadinia, 2013).
In addition, lzadinia (2013) pointed out that there was a gap in exploring the various ways in which
teacher educators, including associate teachers and lecturers, might shape student teachers’ identity
construction. Drawing on data from immigrant and refugee women student teachers, Massing
(2015) argued that these immigrant and refugee student teachers authored their professional
identities through the dialogue between their personal biographies and the authoritative discourses
in ECE, despite the expectation for them to appropriate normative practices.

In addition, after synthesising 22 studies focusing on immigrant early childhood educators’
identity construction, including studies on pre-service teachers, Xu et al. (2025) identified two
processes of professional identity construction for these (student) teachers. The first is “forced
forgetting” (Xu et al., 2025, p. 11), through which immigrant early childhood educators were forced
to forget their pre-existing beliefs and conform to local norms. The second one is “conscious
remembering” (Xu et al., 2025, p. 11), through which immigrant early childhood educators

demonstrate resistance to the assimilative pressure of the dominant discourses and try to preserve
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their own cultural identities. Moreover, Recchia and McDevitt (2018) remarked that, by respecting
and acknowledging culturally diverse student teachers’ cultural identities and funds of knowledge
within the ITE programme, teacher educators can create a “third space” (p. 28) for them to
negotiate conflicts, construct their professional identities, and redefine themselves as early
childhood teachers in their learning journey. These studies highlight the importance of attending to
culturally diverse student teachers’ identity construction and creating an environment in which they
can negotiate different or even competing discourses and identities. Despite the current research
progress, aligning with the observation from Rushton et al. (2023), | argue that further investigation
is needed to explore the identity negotiations of teachers, particularly student teachers, from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.

Taken together, Section 2.1.1 presents a synthesis of the existing literature on culturally
diverse student teachers’ experiences in ITE programmes. These reviewed studies demonstrate a
shared and growing interest across countries in understanding how student teachers from diverse
cultural backgrounds navigate their ITE journeys. While these student teachers commonly encounter
conflicts or tensions between their pre-existing beliefs and dominant pedagogical discourses, the
literature suggests that culturally diverse student teachers respond to these challenges in different
ways, including superficial acceptance, complete assimilation, or potentially, the development of
negotiated and hybrid beliefs. In addition, various forms of support have been identified to help
culturally diverse student teachers better navigate their ITE journeys. These supports include helping
culturally diverse student teachers build connections between their past experiences and their new
learning, providing sufficient preparation prior to commencing placement, improving practicum
structures and assessment practices, and supporting their identity construction as ECE teachers in
host cultural contexts.
2.1.2 Chinese Student Teachers in Cross-Cultural ITE Contexts

Following the review in Section 2.1.1, this section narrows the focus to Chinese student

teachers in cross-cultural ITE contexts. The following review clusters the existing literature around
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four topics: (a) tensions between Chinese student teachers’ culturally shaped beliefs and dominant
local discourses, (b) differences in learning and communication styles between home and host
contexts, (c) deficit-based cultural assumptions and stereotypes about Chinese student teachers,
and (d) reframing Chinese backgrounds as resources and assets.

2.1.2.1 Tensions between Chinese Student Teachers’ Culturally Shaped Beliefs and Local
Discourses

Growing up in Chinese societies or Chinese families, student teachers with Chinese heritage
bring their unique cultural knowledge and beliefs into ITE programmes. Some research has revealed
that Chinese student teachers’ ingrained beliefs and upbringing experiences may lead to different
understandings of children’s learning, resulting in the implementation of practices that may be
discordant in host contexts. For example, Recchia and McDevitt (2018) reported that a Chinese
student teacher struggled to care for infants and toddlers in classrooms in the United States because
“ideas from her culturally grounded experience ... positioned her at odds with some of the dominant
theories and practices” (p. 21). However, through purposeful reflection, this Chinese student teacher
was able to develop authentic practice in the third space by drawing on diverse funds of knowledge
and gradually constructing her emerging teacher identity (Recchia & McDevitt, 2018). S. Murray
(2015) also reported that a Chinese student teacher in the New Zealand context sometimes used a
direct-teaching approach and closed-ended questions to interact with children rather than letting
children lead their own learning, suggesting that the student teacher’s actions may reflect their
upbringing in Taiwan.

More recently, Yang (2025) explored Chinese migrant ECE teachers’ cultural and professional
adaptation, examining the experiences of five student teachers and five provisionally registered ECE
teachers in the New Zealand ECE context. Yang (2025) found that, in addition to the language
challenges posed by English and Te Reo Maori, Chinese immigrant teachers needed to negotiate
between a structured teaching approach and a play-based teaching approach, obedience-based

learning and autonomy-driven learning, and risk-avoidance and risk-tolerance (Yang, 2025).
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While these studies shed light on the tensions between Chinese student teachers’ culturally
shaped perspectives of teaching and learning in ECE and the dominant local discourses, there is a
potential risk of oversimplifying education in Chinese societies as a unified and entirely teacher-
directed, highly structured model without attending to its internal diversity. Such oversimplification
and over-criticism may lead to further devaluation of Chinese culture and education, and the
invalidation of Chinese student teachers’ cultural knowledge and experiences in host contexts.
2.1.2.2 Differences in Learning and Communication Styles between Home and Host Contexts

Beyond these potential belief tensions, studies have also noted differences in learning and
communication styles between home and host contexts for Chinese student teachers, which could
influence their professional learning within ITE in cross-cultural contexts, particularly during
practicums.

For example, Zheng et al. (2024) explored three Chinese international pre-service teachers’
professional experiences in the Australian ECE context. Zheng et al. (2024) found that some Chinese
student teachers may have expectations of mentoring that derive from their learning habitus (a
Bourdieu’s analytical concept) developed in China, which may be misaligned with those of the
mentor teachers. As Zheng et al. (2024) analysed, one participant’s expectation of receiving explicit
guidance from one-on-one mentoring appeared to stem from her previous one-on-one learning
experiences (i.e., private tutoring or shadow education), which are common among middle-class
families in urban China. However, the mentor teacher was not as directive as the Chinese student
teacher expected; instead, the mentor teacher expected the student teacher to be proactive and ask
guestions (Zheng et al., 2024). In addition, the Chinese student teacher’s lack of confidence in her
English language ability further constrained her active communication with her mentor teacher
(zheng et al., 2024).

Similarly, in her study of ethnic minority ECE ITE graduates from the Pacific nations, China,
and Japan in the New Zealand context, Moles (2011) found that differences in social expectations

and culturally shaped ways of communicating led to reluctance among ethnic minority teachers to
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raise questions with lecturers in class and voice their opinions during their ITE learning processes.
This type of communication challenge for Chinese student teachers has also been noted by Yang
(2025), who pointed out that Chinese student teachers often report communication stress in an
environment where they need to communicate effectively in English as a second language.

These studies are valuable in highlighting the additional challenges for Chinese student
teachers regarding learning and communication styles; however, they may also risk reinforcing an
impression that Chinese student teachers have a language-related deficiency, while overlooking the
potential contributions that Chinese student teachers can make to the ECE sector as bilingual
professionals when communicating with families and children from similar backgrounds. This is not
intended to minimise or dismiss these challenges; rather, the aim is to shift the research focus
towards how Chinese student teachers can be better supported through culturally appropriate and
responsive practices within ITE programmes so that they can build confidence and recognise the
value they bring to the profession.
2.1.2.3 Deficit-Based Cultural Assumptions and Stereotypes about Chinese Student Teachers

In the Australian context, Nuttall and Ortlipp (2012) examined a Singaporean Chinese
student’s struggle to pass her final-year practicum as an international student in an ECE ITE
programme in Australia. Nuttall and Ortlipp (2012) noted that during the practicum, this
Singaporean Chinese student was viewed by her associate teacher from a “difference-as-deficit” (p.
55) perspective, through which she was repetitively being reminded and positioned by her associate
teacher as an Asian who, by default, was perceived as having an English language problem and a lack
of creativity. The associate teacher’s negative perception of the student teacher’s identity was
internalised by this student, which ultimately led to her failure of the practicum, as “Sue’s
supervising teacher expected her to struggle and indeed she did” (Nuttall & Ortlipp, 2012, p. 59). The
study by Nuttall and Ortlipp (2012) highlights the existence of deficit-based cultural assumptions
held by some associate teachers towards Chinese student teachers in ECE ITE programmes, which

may affect their interaction with and assessment of Chinese student teachers.
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Although not specifically focused on Chinese student teachers, Heng (2018) explored the
stereotypes about Chinese international students in the United States higher education, which is
also beneficial for understanding Chinese student teachers’ cross-cultural navigation experiences.
Heng (2018) noted that Chinese international students were widely perceived stereotypically as
passive and excessively dependent, unwilling to participate in class, and as uncritical thinkers and
rote learners by faculty members and college peers. Heng (2018) argued that attention to Chinese
international students’ challenges without understanding the sociocultural contexts influencing
these challenges may result in the unwitting perpetuation of deficit images of Chinese student
teachers. By situating Chinese international students within broader sociocultural contexts and
tracking their changes over time, rather than adopting a static perspective, Heng (2018) presented a
more holistic understanding of Chinese international students’ experiences and highlighted the
agency that they demonstrated in adapting to new environments and expectations during their
learning processes.

These studies are insightful in that they highlight the deficit-based cultural assumptions and
stereotypes about Chinese student teachers/Chinese international students that may exist among
those who undertake the responsibility of teaching and supporting them in cross-cultural contexts,
such as associate teachers and lecturers. Within such deficit-based assumptions and stereotypes,
Chinese student teachers may be expected to act and behave in particular ways, which may then be
used to justify the validity of these assumptions and stereotypes. These studies also highlight the
risks of researchers falling into the trap of reinforcing deficit-based cultural assumptions and
stereotypes, as well as the importance of intentionally challenging deficit-oriented rhetoric about
Chinese student teachers. As the tile of Heng’s (2018) article states, “Different is not deficient.”
2.1.2.4 Reframing Chinese Backgrounds as Resources and Assets

Some studies have indeed suggested the importance of taking a strengths-based perspective
to counter deficit discourses about Chinese student teachers. For example, Zheng et al. (2018)

argued that the cultural and linguistic capital that Chinese international students possess, as well as
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the contributions that they can make to the ECE sector, should be recognised. In their study, Zheng
et al. (2018) described how a Chinese student teacher in an Australian practicum setting used her
cultural and linguistic capital to comfort a Chinese child who could not speak English very well, which
boosted the student teacher’s confidence as an ECE teacher and also earned the appreciation of her
associate teacher. In a study involving three immigrant students from China, India, and Korea,
Recchia and McDevitt (2018) highlighted the importance of acknowledging the value of the funds of
knowledge and funds of identity that these student teachers had accumulated and developed
through their past life experiences. Recchia and McDevitt (2018) argued that by facilitating
negotiation between these funds and newly encountered knowledge, immigrant student teachers
could be supported to develop hybrid understandings and authentic practices within a “third space”
(p. 28).

Some studies have also suggested that Chinese student teachers’ past experiences can serve
as valuable resources for reflection in the construction of pedagogical beliefs and that the cultural
capital they possess can contribute to the ECE sector in many ways. For example, Dolan (2017) found
that the “boring and old-fashioned” (p. 123) teacher-directed instruction experience Chinese teacher
candidates had may lead them to seek more learner-centred approaches in the future. Additionally,
although not focusing on student teachers, Jiang’s (2022) research reported that some teachers of
Chinese heritage in Australia viewed their cultural background as a positive influence, as it provided
an alternative perspective on play pedagogy and another possibility for being a teacher. By
integrating Chinese traditional high expectations for children, two teachers from the study stated
that they were able to complement the sometimes “too free” (Jiang, 2022, p. 76) learning approach
in Australian ECE settings. Furthermore, F. Huang (2021) discussed the potential advantages of
Chinese immigrant teachers with rich cultural capital. These advantages include facilitating smooth
transitions from family to ECE settings for immigrant children, bridging cultural and communication
gaps between immigrant families and settings, building trust and partnerships, and serving as role

models for immigrant children (F. Huang, 2021).
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While these studies used different terms to refer to the strengths or assets that Chinese
student teachers possess through their lived experiences, such as cultural and linguistic capital,
funds of knowledge and funds of identity, they collectively represent an effort to counter deficit
discourses about this group of student teachers. These capitals or funds deserve further attention if
the goal is to create more equitable, inclusive, and supportive ITE environments for Chinese student
teachers, as well as those from other international or immigrant backgrounds, to support them in
becoming confident professionals.

Taken together, this section synthesises research on Chinese student teachers around four
topics: (a) tensions between Chinese student teachers’ culturally shaped beliefs and dominant local
discourses, (b) differences in learning and communication styles between home and host contexts,
(c) deficit-based cultural assumptions and stereotypes about Chinese student teachers, and (d)
reframing Chinese backgrounds as resources and assets. This existing body of literature is primarily
situated in New Zealand, Australia, the United States, and Canada, where Chinese student teachers
were either the central focus of investigation or examined as part of broader groups of student
teachers of colour or those with international or immigrant backgrounds. These existing studies
provide a rich foundation for this study.

2.1.3 ECE Traditions in Chinese Societies

Given the reported links between culturally diverse student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy in ECE and the cultural and social norms in the societies where they are
originally from (Massing, 2018; Moles, 2014; Rana, 2021; Yang, 2025; Zheng et al., 2018), this section
reviews research on ECE traditions in Chinese societies to provide contextual grounding for
understanding Chinese student teachers’ lived experiences.

Research has shown that although many Chinese societies have had divergent histories in
recent centuries and have established respective political and economic systems, they share some
common cultural beliefs and views about education (Choy, 2017). The most influential philosophy

shaping Chinese beliefs and values is Confucianism, which emerged in the 6th century BC and has
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continued to evolve and transform over the next two thousand years (Choy, 2017; Sun & Rao, 2017).
As “a worldview, a social ethic, a political ideology, a scholarly tradition, and a way of life” (Slote &
DeVos, 1998, p. 3), Confucianism still plays a significant role in modern and contemporary Chinese
societies. Influenced by this powerful philosophy, traditional Chinese pedagogies emphasise
conformity, discipline, moral development, and academic achievement, and teacher-directed
approaches have been widely adopted across different ECE settings within Chinese societies (Li, Rao,
et al., 2011; Li & Wang, 2017; Rao & Chan, 2009). While it is important to acknowledge the historical
and ongoing influence of Confucianism, ECE in Chinese societies is not static; it continues to change
and evolve within a globalised context, where the exchange of perspectives between the East and
the West is common.

In Mainland China, since the implementation of the Reform and Open-up Policy in 1978,
Western educational theories and approaches, such as the Project Approach, the Montessori
Method, and the High Scope approach, have been introduced into the ECE sector (Li, Wang, et al.,
2011). At the end of the 1980s, the National Education Committee (former Ministry of Education) of
the People’s Republic of China (1989) released a foundational document, Kindergarten Work
Regulations and Procedures (Trial Version), which emphasised child-initiated activity and the
importance of play. Subsequently, in 2001, the Guidance for Kindergarten Education (Trial Version)
was issued by the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, which provided guidance
on teaching and learning in ECE around five domains: health, language and early literacy, social
development, sciences and arts (J. Zhu & Zhang, 2008). Y. Liu and Feng (2005) argued that reforms in
ECE in Mainland China since 1989 have popularised certain educational ideas among practitioners,
including respecting children, active learning, play-based teaching and learning, and teaching and
learning through daily life in kindergartens. However, Y. Liu and Feng (2005) noted that the focus on
transforming educational ideas without considering the conditions required to realise them, as well
as a division between advocates and practitioners due to the top-down nature of these reforms, has

limited the full achievement of these reform goals.
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Although transformative efforts have been constrained, these reforms in ECE have indeed
diversified ECE approaches and practices in China. Some scholars argued that ECE in China reflects a
hybrid of three cultural threads: traditional Confucianism, communist ideology, and Western culture
(J. Zhu & Zhang, 2008). Bullough and Palaiologou (2019) also argued that Western, Soviet, and
Chinese traditions and cultures have shaped ECE in China. The influences of these cultures on ECE in
China have been selective and dynamic, resulting in diverse forms and practices of educating young
children across China (Bullough & Palaiologou, 2019, p. 6; J. Zhu & Zhang, 2008). For example, some
researchers have reported the emergence of Eduplay, a Chinese version of play-based learning, as a
compromise between Western and Chinese philosophies (Lin et al., 2019; Rao & Li, 2008).

In 2012, the Ministry of Education of China issued the Early Learning and Development
Guidelines for Children Aged 3 to 6 Years (Ministry of Education, PRC, 2012), which provided clear
learning and development goals for children of different ages and corresponding teaching
suggestions for teachers. This document has enabled teachers to establish reasonable expectations
for children and to implement pedagogical practices accordingly. As a result of ongoing reforms, ECE
in Mainland China has been undergoing a tremendous shift, moving from a more didactic, teacher-
directed, knowledge-transmission pedagogy to a constructivist, child-initiated, and child-directed
pedagogy (Choy, 2017; Li & Wang, 2017).

A similar trend can also be found in other Chinese societies. In 2006, the Curriculum
Development Council of Hong Kong revised the Guide to the Pre-primary Curriculum, which was first
introduced in 1996. This revised version emphasised a child-centred approach and recommended
allocating more time to play (S.-C. Wu & Rao, 2011). In Macao, the Education and Youth
Development Bureau launched the Curriculum Framework for Formal Education of Local Education
System in 2014, stating that early childhood curriculum should be delivered through play-based
learning activities (Education and Youth Development Bureau, Macao, 2014). ECE in Taiwan entered

a new era after the introduction of the Curriculum Guidelines for Preschool Activities in 2017 (Vong
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L.-F., 2017). Following this official document, the ideology of ECE has gradually shifted from
imparting knowledge to free play or guided learning (Shih, 2024).

Taken together, research indicates that ECE in Chinese societies has shifted from traditional
Confucian values that emphasise teacher direction and knowledge transmission to a more child-
centred approach. These curriculum reforms in ECE in Chinese societies over recent decades,
partially promoted by transnational communication and knowledge exchange, have also resulted in
the diversification and hybridisation of ECE forms and practices. Notably, these studies suggest that
ECE in Chinese societies is not static but continues to evolve and hybridise different perspectives
within a globalised context. Accordingly, the younger generations of Chinese student teachers may
have experienced ECE in ways that differ from those of older generations as ECE continues to
develop in Chinese societies.

2.1.4 ECE Curriculum and Pedagogy in Aotearoa New Zealand

This section traces the evolving understandings of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE in
Aotearoa New Zealand to illustrate the context within which Chinese student teachers undertake
their ITE programmes. Major shifts in these understandings relate to perspectives on child
development and the teacher’s role in supporting children’s learning.

The evolving understandings of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE in New Zealand are
inseparable from the ongoing development and reform of the sector itself. While ECE in New
Zealand has a history of more than 130 years, since the establishment of the first kindergarten in
Dunedin in 1889, it was not until the 1980s that it became a formal construct referring to an
integrated sector serving children from birth to school entry (MclLachlan, 2011).

During the development of ECE in New Zealand in the first half of the 20th century, as noted
by McLachlan (2011), many theorists and their theories played a role in shaping teaching
philosophies in ECE in New Zealand, including Froebel’s theories of children learn through

interactions with specially designed materials known as Frobel’s gifts, Dewey’s theories about
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learning through real experiences, and Freudian theories about the importance of children’s free
play in supporting psychological development.

Stover (2016) also noted the profound influence of Susan Isaacs’s visit to New Zealand in
1937. Isaacs’s definition of play as a psychological state of mind in which a child engages in activities
that are freely chosen underpinned the approach to free play in the early years and supported its
wide adoption in later decades (Stover, 2016). McLachlan (1991) argued that this free play approach
had theoretical roots in Piaget’s cognitive development theory. Piaget’s cognitive development
theory views children as active learners who construct knowledge through their exploration of the
physical world and who develop through a series of predetermined stages (MclLachlan, 1991).
Piaget’s theory emphasised the importance of educational environments and materials, and
supported the free play approach within which children explore the world like a “lone scientist”
(Siraj-Blatchford, 2004, p. 142).

In the 1980s, ECE in New Zealand developed rapidly, with several milestones, including the
establishment of the first Kbhanga Reo (Maori-medium early childhood centre), the integration of
early childhood care and education under one administrative system (the Department of Education,
later the Ministry of Education), and the introduction of three-year teacher education programmes
preparing teachers for both childcare and kindergarten services (Everiss et al., 2017; Stover, 2016).
These efforts contributed to the professionalisation of the early childhood workforce.

Since the late 1980s, there has been a shift from individualistic developmental perspectives
to sociocultural perspectives of learning and development in New Zealand and other nations (e.g.,
the United Kingdom and Australia) (Anning et al., 2009). For example, Smith (1993) reflected on
ECE’s dominant reliance on Piaget’s theory and argued that greater attention should be given to
Vygotsky’s theory, as it emphasises the social and cultural context of children’s development. Within
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, learning is seen as promoting development rather than simply

following development, and children’s development is understood as a collaborative and shared
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process that occurs through interactions with adults and peers, rather than an individual one (Smith,
1993).

In 1996, the first national bicultural ECE curriculum framework for Aotearoa New Zealand, Te
Whariki, was issued by the Ministry of Education, representing a significant achievement in unifying
a diverse and fragmented ECE sector (MclLachlan, 2011). In using the metaphor of a whariki, “a
woven mat for all to stand on” (May, 2002, p. 32), the document recognised the diversity of ECE
provision in Aotearoa New Zealand, whether teacher-led, parent-led or whanau-led (Shuker &
Cherrington, 2016). Te Whariki upheld the spirit of Te Tiriti o Waitangi and asserted that “all children
should be given the opportunity to develop knowledge and an understanding of the cultural heritage
of both partners to Te Tiriti o Waitangi” (Ministry of Education, 1996, p. 9). The curriculum
emphasised children’s various cultural backgrounds and identities, and recommended culturally
sensitive and responsive practices to cater to their diverse learning needs (Ministry of Education,
1996).

While the 1996 version of Te Whariki drew on multiple theoretical perspectives (e.g., Maori
pedagogy, the ecological theory of human development) and was informed by local voices,
international literature, and influential early childhood approaches (e.g., the Reggio Emilia approach,
the Project Approach, and Developmentally Appropriate Practice), it is widely acknowledged to have
a strong sociocultural foundation (Anning et al., 2009; Fleer, 2019). As Te Whariki clearly stated,
“This curriculum emphasises the critical role of socially and culturally mediated learning and of
reciprocal and responsive relationships for children with people, places, and things” (Ministry of
Education, 1996, p. 9). However, as Anning et al. (2009) suggested, this sociocultural perspective of
children’s learning and development requires teachers to take a more proactive teaching role in
supporting children, and it has created tensions for teachers as they shift their thinking within a
system with a strong free-play tradition in New Zealand. Hedges (2010) also noted the difficulty
teachers experience in appropriating the new sociocultural discourse, as the developmental

psychology they were familiar with mediated their understandings.
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As a unique and ground-breaking curriculum framework, Te Whariki has been acclaimed
nationally and internationally. However, concerns from the ECE community also emerged over time
regarding this curriculum document and its implementation. For example, as Blaiklock (2010) noted,
the generalised nature of Te Whariki and the lack of subject knowledge within it may constrain
educators’ ability to provide effective and balanced learning experiences for children. Te One and
Ewens (2019) also noted that the open-ended nature of Te Whariki may be used to justify existing
practices and could present challenges in fully realising its social justice agenda.

After 20 years of implementation, Te Whariki was updated in 2017 in response to changes in
social circumstances, policy directions, and advances in research and practice (Ministry of Education,
2017). The updated version of Te Whariki further strengthened its foundation by placing even
greater emphasis on “bicultural practice, the importance of language, culture, and identity, and the
inclusion of all children” (Education Review Office, 2018, p. 4). In addition, the 2017 version of Te
Whariki introduced some new guidance, with particular attention given to enhancing awareness of
teachers’ important role in supporting children’s learning and development through thoughtful and
intentional pedagogy (Ministry of Education, 2017). This new document outlined the knowledge,
skills, awareness, and commitments that teachers need to fulfil their responsibilities (Ministry of
Education, 2017).

Unlike the 1996 version, the 2017 version of Te Whariki explicitly listed theories and
approaches underpinning its stance, including the Bioecological model, sociocultural theories,
Kaupapa Maori theory, Pasifika approaches, critical theories, and emerging research and theory
(e.g., neuroscience) (Ministry of Education, 2017, pp. 60—62). Fleer (2019) argued that the new
version of Te Whariki actively promotes theoretical plurality, which leads to diverse interpretations
and understandings of the teacher’s role in supporting children’s learning and development when
viewed through different theoretical lenses. Fleer (2019) also presented a table to illustrate these
different approaches and theories and their corresponding implications for practice and demands

for teachers. This theoretical complexity and plurality in Te Whariki may allow early childhood

39



teachers to adjust their roles flexibly in practice when working with different contexts, children, and
learning outcomes; however, it may present particular challenges for student teachers, as they are
still in the early stages of professional development.

Taken together, understandings of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE in Aotearoa New
Zealand are not fixed but constantly evolving as the sector develops. In the first half of the 20th
century, multiple influences contributed to the prevalence of the free-play approach. Closely
following that period, psychological discourses, particularly Piaget’s cognitive development theory,
shaped individualistic perspectives on child development, where educational environments and
materials were emphasised to enable children’s free exploration. Since the late 1980s, there has
been a gradual shift from individualistic developmental perspectives to sociocultural perspectives,
which emphasise the cultural dimensions of learning and development, and the critical role of adults
and peers. The 1996 version of Te Whariki reflected a strong sociocultural foundation, and children’s
language, identity, and culture were emphasised. The updated version of Te Whariki in 2017 further
strengthened the previous sociocultural stance and made explicit the expectations for teachers to
support children’s learning through thoughtful and intentional pedagogy.

2.1.5 Intentional Teaching and Play-Based Learning in ECE Contexts

This section reviews literature on intentional teaching and play-based learning in ECE. It
presents the growing interest in intentional teaching within the ECE community, the potential
tensions between intentional teaching and play-based learning (a dominant pedagogical discourse in
ECE), and how these tensions can be managed by interpreting play-based learning as a continuum
with different types of play located along it.

The concept of intentional teaching has attracted increased attention in the field of ECE
globally since its introduction in Ann S. Epstein’s book, The Intentional Teacher: Choosing the Best
Strategies for Young Children’s Learning (Epstein, 2007). Epstein (2007) explained intentional
teaching as the need for teachers to “always be thinking about what we are doing and how it will

foster children’s development and produce real and lasting learning” (p. 10). Intentional teaching
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requires teachers to act with specific learning outcomes or goals in mind, whether that learning is
child-guided or adult-guided, and whether it is planned or spontaneous (Epstein, 2007, p. 3). Aligning
with sociocultural perspectives on children’s learning and development, intentional teaching
emphasises teachers’ crucial role in supporting and extending children’s learning through various
learning experiences. To implement intentional teaching effectively, teachers need to have “a
repertoire of instructional strategies and know when to use a given strategy to accommodate the
different ways that children learn and the specific content they are learning” (Epstein, 2014, p. 2).

The term intentional teaching and its variations (such as intentional teacher, intentional
pedagogy, and intentionality) were then widely adopted and incorporated into some countries’ ECE
curriculum frameworks, including the United States’ third version of Developmentally Appropriate
Practice (DAP) in 2009, Australia’s Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) in 2009 and Aotearoa New
Zealand’s updated Te Whariki in 2017.

In the United States, the position statement regarding the third version of DAP issued by the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) stated that intentional teaching
means “teachers are purposeful and thoughtful about the actions they take, and they direct their
teaching toward the goals the programme is trying to help children reach” (National Association for
the Education of Young Children [NAEYC], 2009, p. 10). In Australia’s first national ECE curriculum
framework, EYLF, intentional teaching was defined as “educators being deliberate, purposeful and
thoughtful in their decisions and actions” (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations [DEEWR], 2009, p. 17). In the second version of the EYLF, the word “intentionality” is used
to highlight both educators’ and children’s intentions in extending and enriching learning (Australian
Government Department of Education [AGDE], 2022).

Generally, intentional teaching requires teachers to demonstrate intentionality in their
curriculum decisions and pedagogical actions to support children in achieving valued learning
outcomes. In contrast to being passive in children’s learning and viewing themselves primarily as

facilitators, teachers are expected to take a more proactive role through intentional teaching (Lewis
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et al., 2019). While a proactive role is appreciated, intentional teaching does not mean that teachers
always need to do something. Sometimes, not acting can also be an intentional choice (Nakatsubo et
al., 2021). It is the intentionality behind decisions to act or not that justifies intentional teaching,
rather than the action itself (M. Y. Chen et al., 2024). Intentionality is not only about knowing when
to step into children’s play and expand their learning experiences, but also about knowing when to
step out and leave space for children to explore on their own or solve problems with peers (M. Y.
Chen et al., 2024).

In New Zealand, the past decade has also seen a growing interest in intentional teaching
within the ECE community, particularly after the update of Te Whariki in 2017. This revised
curriculum document clearly states that teachers’ primary responsibility “is to facilitate children’s
learning and development through thoughtful and intentional pedagogy” (Ministry of Education,
2017, p. 59). Although this term may be new to New Zealand practitioners, the emphasis on
teachers’ proactive role in children’s learning is not new (McLaughlin & Cherrington, 2018). Drawing
on sociocultural theory, some earlier studies examined the dominant tradition of free play and
teachers’ non-interference in ECE in New Zealand, calling for a more balanced stance in practice
(Hedges, 2000; Meade, 2000). In alignment with some previous studies, McLaughlin et al. (2015)
reiterated that the importance of teachers and teaching had been underestimated in dominant ECE
discourses in New Zealand, which had limited the principles of Te Whariki to the ideological level
rather than actionable behaviours. By comparing intentional teaching in the United States, Australia,
and New Zealand, Mclaughlin et al. (2016) argued that the quality of ECE services could be
enhanced through intentional teaching, thereby leading to a more equitable sector for all learners
and families.

Despite the growing interest in intentional teaching within the ECE community, some studies
have reported that teachers may experience tensions when embedding intentional teaching in
traditionally play-based ECE contexts, particularly when play-based learning is (mis)interpreted as

relying largely on child-initiated free play. For example, Grieshaber (2010) argued that the inclusion
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of intentional teaching in Australia’s curriculum framework, EYLF, represents a departure from
tradition, as “there is a long history of privileging free play in early childhood education settings” (p.
40). Free play has traditionally been viewed as the demonstration of children’s autonomy and
independence, which could potentially be undermined by adult intervention (Grieshaber, 2010).
Within a sector where the views of free play and educator non-intervention have been widely
accepted, it can be challenging for educators to balance child-initiated free play and adult-generated
curriculum experiences to optimise children’s learning (Grieshaber, 2010). W. Zhang and Birdsall’s
(2016) study of early childhood educators’ science pedagogy in New Zealand also suggested that
participants’ understanding of play-based pedagogy focused largely on free play, with educators
mainly providing resources, rather than actively mediating children’s learning and interactions with
resources and supporting children’s conceptual development through intentional teaching.

Meanwhile, there is a growing consensus to conceptualise play-based learning or learning
through play as a continuum that includes different forms of play and varying degrees of teacher
involvement, which may help manage the tensions experienced by ECE practitioners (Pyle &
Danniels, 2017). Different terms may be utilised in theoretical and curricular frameworks to
represent the nature of play types along the continuum. For example, in the United Kingdom,
practice guidance for the Early Years Foundation Stage suggested a continuum of approaches
consisting of four major types: unstructured play without adult support, child-initiated play, focused
learning with adult guidance, and highly structured activities (Department for Children, Schools, and
Families, 2009). This document indicated that while the middle two approaches are ideal forms, the
other two forms at the ends of the continuum could also be useful for certain learning needs and
situations; therefore, a mixture and balance of these approaches may generate the best outcomes
for children (Department for Children, Schools, and Families, 2009).

Similarly, Pyle and Danniels (2017) noted that there is often a narrow definition of play-
based learning that equates it with child-directed practice, which can lead to uncertainty for

practitioners. In their study, Pyle and Danniels (2017) identified five types of play situated along a
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continuum: free play, inquiry play, collaboratively designed play, playful learning, and learning
through games. The authors argued that such a broad conceptualisation of play-based learning could
enable ECE teachers to implement play-based pedagogy without the fear of “hijacking play” (Pyle &
Danniels, 2017, p. 287). Edwards (2017) also noted the tension between the exploratory potential of
play as a freely chosen activity and the intentional teaching approach in promoting knowledge
development. Edwards (2017) proposed the Pedagogical Play Framework, which consisted of three
types of play (open-ended play, modelled play, and purposefully-framed play), to move beyond the
binary understanding of play and intentional teaching. Edwards (2017) argued that all play-types are
of equal pedagogical value and that these play-types can be used in multiple combinations. Overall,
literature indicates that conceptualising play-based learning as a continuum may help manage
tensions between free play and intentional teaching, enabling teachers to adopt flexible roles and
strategies to support children’s learning and development through a rich array of play experiences.
Taken together, this section reviews literature on intentional teaching and play-based
learning in ECE contexts. The literature indicates that there has been a growing interest in
intentional teaching within the ECE community, particularly in countries such as the United States,
Australia, and New Zealand. Drawing on sociocultural theory, intentional teaching positions teachers
to take a proactive role in supporting and extending children’s learning, rather than simply leaving
children to explore on their own. It is the intentionality, rather than the action itself, that justifies
intentional teaching practices. While research and policy advocate for intentional teaching, studies
also indicate that ECE educators may perceive tensions when embedding intentional teaching within
traditionally play-based contexts, particularly when play-based learning is narrowly viewed solely as
child-initiated free play. Researchers have suggested a broader conceptualisation of play-based
learning, defining it as a continuum with free play or unstructured play as one end, teacher-directed
or highly structured play as the other, and other types of play situated along this continuum. This
conceptualisation could help educators manage these tensions, allowing them to demonstrate

intentionality across a range of play activities while fostering valued learning outcomes.
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In the preceding sections of this Chapter, literature relating to this study has been reviewed
and synthesised. The current scholarship serves as the foundation for the present study and points
to the need to explore how Chinese student teachers construct their understandings of curriculum
and pedagogy within New Zealand ECE, as well as how they navigate their ITE journeys in a cross-
cultural context. Cross-cultural understanding is therefore central to this study. The next section
presents the theoretical resources identified through the literature review as potentially helpful for
this study.

2.2 Emerging Theoretical Resources from the Literature Review

The literature reviewed in this chapter identified three theoretical resources that appeared
potentially useful for this study: funds of knowledge, funds of identity, and third space theory. These
theoretical resources have been used in previous research to understand how learners draw on
culturally and socially situated knowledge, negotiate identities, and navigate learning across
different cultural and educational contexts. Their relevance in existing research suggested their
potential value for understanding the perspectives and experiences of Chinese student teachers.
However, these theoretical resources were not adopted at the outset of this study as a
predetermined theoretical framework guiding the formulation of the research questions and the
overall research design. Rather, their relevance became more salient as | engaged with the
qualitative data during Phase 2. As Varpio et al. (2020) argued, some researchers may hold many
theories in mind when starting a study and “it is not until data analysis processes are underway that
the researcher will determine which theory or theories should shape the final study interpretations
and conclusions” (p. 992). The timing of engaging with these theoretical resources is further
explained in Chapter 3 in relation to the study’s pragmatist worldview.

2.2.1 Funds of Knowledge and Funds of Identity

The term Funds of knowledge was defined by Moll et al. (1992) through a sociocultural lens

as “these historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential

for household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133). The term was coined to challenge
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the long-standing tradition of viewing children of colour and their families, as well as those with
migration backgrounds, from a deficit perspective (Hibbs, 2024; Hogg, 2011; Poole, 2017). The term
was built on the premise that “people are competent, they have knowledge, and their life
experiences have given them that knowledge” (Gonzalez et al., 2005, p. ix). In their seminal
ethnographic study of working-class Mexican communities in Tucson, Arizona, the United States,
Moll et al. (1992) challenged the narrative that these families were socially disorganised and
intellectually deficient; rather, they possessed ample cultural and cognitive resources that could be
intentionally incorporated into classroom instruction to support their children’s learning. Examples
of household funds of knowledge include agriculture and mining, economics, household
management, material and scientific knowledge, medicine, and religion (Moll et al., 1992). The
authors suggested that household visits could serve as a valuable methodological tool for teachers
to study funds of knowledge and draw on these funds to inform classroom teaching (Moll et al.,
1992).

While initially focused on children and students, the concept of funds of knowledge was
later extended to initial teacher education, particularly research involving student teachers from
non-dominant backgrounds (Hibbs, 2024). For example, Gupta (2006) argued that immigrant and
minority teacher candidates do not simply absorb the child development knowledge from teacher
educators and then apply it to practice. Instead, they enter the college classroom with existing
beliefs and personal funds of knowledge, which act as filters that mediate their professional learning
(Gupta, 2006). It is believed that when teacher candidates’ funds of knowledge are formally
acknowledged within the teacher-education classroom, their effectiveness as teachers can be
enhanced (Gupta, 2006, 2013). In contrast, failing to provide adequate space and support to
integrate these funds of knowledge into ITE programmes may turn these funds into barriers to
teacher development (Recchia & McDevitt, 2018).

In 2014, Esteban-Guitart and Moll further developed the funds of knowledge approach by

proposing a new concept termed funds of identity. They define funds of identity as “historically
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accumulated, culturally developed, and socially distributed resources that are essential for people’s
self-definition, self-expression, and self-understanding” (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 20144, p. 31). This
new concept serves as a complement to or a critique of the funds of knowledge framework (Hogg &
Volman, 2020). While funds of knowledge focus on the resources that families and communities
possess, funds of identity shift the focus to the resources that individuals develop and use to define
and understand themselves (McDevitt, 2023). As Esteban-Guitart and Moll (2014) explained, “funds
of knowledge become funds of identity when people actively internalize family and community
resources to make meaning and to describe themselves” (p. 33). In other words, all funds of identity
are funds of knowledge, but not all funds of knowledge are funds of identity (Esteban-Guitart,
2023a). Individuals may engage with their funds of knowledge differently (integrate, incorporate,
modify/transform, or reject) to develop their unique funds of identity (Hibbs, 2024). Researchers
argued that migrant teachers bring their diverse funds of identity to the host context, which may
require reorientation, but could be equally valid for their teaching (Rathore & D’Silva, 2024).

In some studies, the concepts of funds of knowledge and funds of identity have been used
together to refer to “a complete inventory of meaningful social knowledge, cultural competences,
and subjective productions” (Esteban-Guitart, 2023b, p. 11) that individuals develop through their
life trajectories (Charteris et al., 2018; McDevitt, 2023). Acknowledging the funds of knowledge and
identity that student teachers bring with them not only benefits their professional learning and
identity construction but also encourages these teacher candidates to recognise and value the rich
funds that children possess in their future teaching (Hibbs, 2024).

The concepts of funds of knowledge and funds of identity are potentially valuable in this
study as they (a) promote a strengths-based lens for understanding Chinese student teachers’
learning in ITE programmes, challenging deficit views that position them as needing to be filled with
a universal model of “good” practice; and (b) acknowledge the diverse and dynamic nature of each

Chinese student teacher’s funds of identity, suggesting that although they may share certain
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sociocultural experiences, these experiences are personally interpreted, selectively internalised, and
actively drawn upon in shaping their identities.
2.2.2 Third Space Theory

Third space theory is a postcolonial theory initially developed by Homi Bhabha (1994). From
Bhabha’s perspective, culture and identity are not fixed essences but are negotiated within the in-
between space of the cultural encounters of the coloniser and the colonised (Bhandari, 2022).
Bhabha framed the third space as a site where “contrasting cultural beliefs and oppressive,
dominant narratives come into contact” (Abraham, 2021, p. 2). It is a space where hybridity, new
interpretations and new meanings could be produced and generated (Bhabha, 1994, p. 37). The
concept of third space has since been adopted across various disciplines and research contexts.

For example, in geography, Soja (2008) used the notion of Thirdspace to challenge the
Firstspace—Secondspace dualism. From Soja’s perspective, Firstspace refers to the material/real
space, Secondspace refers to the mental/imagined space, and Thirdspace represents a new way of
thinking about and interpreting space that moves beyond the dualism (Borch, 2002; Soja, 2008).

An influential application of third space theory in education was the work of Moje et al.
(2004), in which the authors used the concept of third space to represent a reconstructed space
where discourses and knowledge from students’ first space (home, community, and peer networks)
meet those from their second space (more formalised institutions such as school). Moje et al. (2004)
argued that literacy teaching could benefit from integrating the diverse or even competing
knowledges and discourses within the constructed third space.

In existing studies, some researchers have used third space theory to explore culturally
diverse (student) teachers’ experiences. For instance, Ghim (2020) used Soja’s Thirdspace theory as
the theoretical framework to study Chinese transmigrant early childhood teachers in the United
States. Following Soja’s conceptualisation of Thirdspace, Ghim (2020) referred to Firstspace as the

real world, where Chinese transmigrant teachers experienced multiple transitions, Secondspace as
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Chinese transmigrant teachers’ interpretation of these lived experiences, and Thirdspace as a space
where reconciled practices are enacted (Ghim, 2020, pp. 21-23).

In a study of three immigrant early childhood student teachers from China, India and Korea,
Recchia and McDevitt (2018) explained third space as “a hybrid place where professional knowledge
and various funds of knowledge are brought in and negotiated to produce new knowledge” (p. 16).
Recchia and McDevitt (2018) used third space as a framework to understand how immigrant
teachers negotiate and navigate the potential differences between two types of knowledge and
practices. Although researchers may have different understandings of what constitutes first space
and second space, the essential point is that these spaces can be reconstructed to form a third space
where the binary thinking or separation could be disrupted (Abraham, 2021; Moje et al., 2004).

Third space theory is potentially helpful for this study because it suggests that when Chinese
student teachers’ funds of knowledge and identity encounter the professional discourses presented
in their ITE programmes, a third space might be constructed to allow them to negotiate and
reconcile different perspectives and identities. This space opens possibilities for rethinking,
negotiation, and the development of new understandings.
2.3 Chapter Summary

Chapter 2 presented a literature review relevant to this study, followed by an explanation of
the theoretical resources identified through the literature review as potentially useful for the study.

The literature review was structured around five areas. First, the review examined research
on culturally diverse student teachers’ experiences in ITE programmes to highlight commonly
encountered challenges and supports. Second, the review focused on research regarding Chinese
student teachers’ navigation of cross-cultural ITE programmes. Third, the review outlined ECE
traditions in Chinese societies to contextualise Chinese student teachers’ lived experiences. Fourth,
the review traced the evolving understandings of curriculum and pedagogy in the Aotearoa New
Zealand ECE context. Fifth, the review paid particular attention to intentional teaching and play-

based learning, highlighting the complexity of understanding these important concepts.
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The final section introduced funds of knowledge, funds of identity, and third space theory as
emerging theoretical resources. Their conceptual development and applications in previous research
were reviewed, providing a basis for considering their relevance to this study. The next chapter
explains how these resources were subsequently drawn upon as the research evolved within the

study’s pragmatist worldview.
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Chapter 3 Methodology and Methods

As introduced in Chapter 1, this study aimed to explore Chinese student teachers’
perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, with a particular focus on intentional teaching, in the
Aotearoa New Zealand ECE context. Central to this investigation was exploring the factors that
influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of teaching and learning, as well as the supports
and challenges related to their broader learning experiences within ITE programmes as they navigate
a cross-cultural context. The following five research questions (RQs) were proposed to address the
research aim and guide this study:

RQ1. How do Chinese student teachers understand curriculum and pedagogy in ECE contexts
in Aotearoa New Zealand?

RQ2. How do Chinese student teachers understand and implement intentional teaching in
child-centred, play-based, and culturally responsive ECE contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand?

RQ3. What factors influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy?

RQ4. How have ITE programmes facilitated Chinese student teachers’ understandings of
curriculum and pedagogy?

RQ5. What supports and challenges do Chinese student teachers describe in relation to their
ITE experiences?

The five RQs were structured to progress from broad foundational understandings to more
specific knowledge and practices. RQ1 established the foundational context by examining how
Chinese student teachers understood curriculum and pedagogy in ECE contexts in Aotearoa New
Zealand. As explained in Section 1.4.2, curriculum and pedagogy are concepts used to describe
approaches to teaching and learning, including what and how young children learn. Exploring
Chinese student teachers’ perspectives in curriculum and pedagogy provided a foundation for
subsequently examining their perspectives of intentional teaching. Given that ECE in New Zealand is

predominantly child-centred, play-based, and culturally responsive, RQ2 sought to explore how
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Chinese student teachers developed their understandings of intentional teaching and implemented
it within a context that differed from ECE traditions in Chinese societies. RQ3 served to identify the
key factors that influenced Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy,
including intentional teaching. Recognising that ITE plays a crucial role in shaping student teachers’
teaching beliefs and practices, RQ4 focused on how ITE programmes have facilitated Chinese
student teachers’ understandings of curriculum and pedagogy. Finally, RQ5 examined the broader
context for perspective development by exploring the supports and challenges that Chinese student
teachers described in relation to their ITE experiences. This question (RQ5) was designed to identify
supports that ITE programmes responded to Chinese student teachers’ unique needs, as well as the
challenges that constrained their professional learning within ITE. Insights from RQ5 were intended
to inform improvements in ITE practices to create a more culturally inclusive, responsive, and
supportive learning environment for Chinese student teachers, as well as those from other ethnic
minority backgrounds.

To address the proposed research aim and questions, a mixed methods approach with a
two-phase explanatory sequential design was adopted. This chapter first explains the pragmatist
worldview underpinning this study, then discusses the rationale for using a mixed methods
approach, followed by an overview of the research design. The processes of participant recruitment,
data collection, and data analysis for each phase are subsequently presented. Following this, ethical
considerations and mitigation strategies are discussed. This chapter concludes with a critical
reflection on researcher reflexivity and its implications for data collection and interpretation.

3.1 Pragmatist Worldview

According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2018), a worldview in mixed methods research
comprises a set of beliefs and philosophical assumptions about knowledge that inform a study. The
term “worldview” is often used interchangeably with “paradigm” (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). Different
worldviews can lead to different perspectives on ontology, epistemology, axiology, methodology,

and rhetoric, thereby shaping research decisions and actions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
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For the present study, a pragmatist worldview was adopted. A pragmatist worldview (or
pragmatism) sidesteps the dualism of objectivity and subjectivity, rejecting the forced choice
between the philosophical stances that there is only one singular reality independent of the
researcher and that all realities are entirely individual constructions (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). Rather,
it acknowledges that “there are singular and multiple realities that are open to empirical inquiry and
orients itself toward solving practical problems in the ‘real world’” (Feilzer, 2010, p. 8).

Moreover, a pragmatist worldview also prioritises the research question over the methods
being used (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). It moves beyond the long-standing quantitative and
gualitative debate, suggesting that quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods can be used flexibly,
as long as the methods chosen have the potential to answer what the researcher wants to know
(Feilzer, 2010). In other words, instead of arguing about which method is metaphysically superior, a
pragmatist worldview values what works in addressing the research question. As indicated by
Creswell and Plano Clark (2018), in pragmatism “the focus is on the consequences of research, on
the primary importance of the question asked rather than the methods, and on the use of multiple
methods of data collection to inform the problems under study” (p. 37). Therefore, the research
guestions guided the selection of a mixed methods research design combining quantitative and
qualitative data.

In addition, pragmatism does not require a study to remain bound to a predetermined
theoretical framework; rather, its problem-centred and processual orientation provides flexibility to
draw on theoretical resources as their relevance becomes apparent during the research process
(Gillespie et al., 2024). Accordingly, compatible with a pragmatist worldview, this study did not begin
with a predetermined theoretical framework that guided the formulation of the research questions
and the overall research design. The theoretical resources identified through the literature review,
as introduced in Chapter 2, were drawn upon as interpretive resources to deepen the understanding

and interpretation of the findings.
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Furthermore, Morgan (2014) argues that pragmatism is more than practicality and has a
strong bond to a social justice agenda because “pragmatism emphasizes that all aspects of research
inherently involve decisions about which goals are most meaningful and which methods are most
appropriate” (p. 1050). This emphasis also draws attention to the purposes and consequences of
research, including the ways in which research may contribute to socially meaningful change.
Therefore, alongside what the findings show, it is important to consider their implications and what
they may contribute to meaningful improvements in educational practice.

The ultimate intention of this study is to deepen understanding of this particular group of
student teachers through an examination of the factors shaping their understandings of curriculum
and pedagogy and their emerging teacher identities. In doing so, the study seeks to generate insights
that can meaningfully inform and strengthen pedagogical practice in initial teacher education.

3.2 Rationale for Using a Mixed Methods Approach

As articulated in the research aim, this study not only sought to explore Chinese student
teachers’ understandings of curriculum and pedagogy but also to explain how their perspectives
were shaped throughout their ITE learning journeys in a cross-cultural context. Given the complex
nature of this inquiry, neither quantitative nor qualitative data alone could provide a comprehensive
understanding in both breadth and depth. Therefore, a mixed methods approach, underpinned by a
pragmatist worldview, was selected to integrate both types of data (quantitative and qualitative) to
answer the research questions, rather than being constrained to a single type (Cook & Kamalodeen,
2020; Creswell, 2015, p. 2). Within the mixed methods approach, the quantitative component (Phase
1) aimed to identify trends and patterns in perspectives among a relatively large number of Chinese
student teachers, while the qualitative component (Phase 2) served to provide in-depth insights into
how these perspectives were formed, ensuring that the research questions were thoroughly

addressed.
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3.3 The Mixed Methods Design Overview

Among the three core designs within the mixed methods approach, an explanatory
sequential design was applied, which begins with collecting and analysing quantitative data and is
followed by a qualitative phase to explain or expand on the first-phase quantitative results (Creswell,
2015, pp. 37-38; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018, p. 65). In addition, while this study employed a mixed
methods approach, greater emphasis was given to Phase 2, the qualitative strand. Therefore, this
study could be categorised as a “quan - QUAL” design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018, p. 63).

A flowchart of the research design is provided in Figure 3-1. Phase 1 of this study involved an
online bilingual (English and Mandarin Chinese) survey conducted across New Zealand to capture a
broad range of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, particularly
intentional teaching. Although the survey was predominantly quantitative, open-ended questions
were also included, allowing participants to elaborate on their opinions. Phase 1 resulted in 53
responses, comprising 10 from the English version of the survey and 43 from the Mandarin Chinese
version.

Phase 2 consisted of two rounds of one-on-one semi-structured interviews with seven self-
nominated participants with diverse perspectives to deepen understanding of how Chinese student
teachers’ perspectives were shaped within their ITE programmes. Phase 2 also served to explore
more deeply Chinese student teachers’ ITE experiences to identify the supports and challenges that
were relevant to their professional learning. The seven participants for Phase 2 were purposefully
selected from a pool of 17 self-nominated participants from Phase 1 using a maximum variation
sampling strategy. This sampling process is explained further in Section 3.5.1.

The two-phase explanatory sequential design enabled the proposed research questions to
be addressed in both breadth and depth by analysing the quantitative and qualitative data. Finally,
the quantitative and qualitative findings from the two phases were integrated and synthesised in the

discussion chapter.
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Figure 3-1

The Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods Design

Online survey across
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3.4 Phase 1

This section presents the specific details of Phase 1 of this mixed-methods study, beginning
with participant recruitment, followed by the data collection process, and ending with the data
analysis procedures. The purpose of this predominantly quantitative phase was to establish a
baseline understanding of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy,
particularly intentional teaching, in the New Zealand ECE context. Phase 1 also served to provide an
opportunity for participants to self-nominate to participate in Phase 2.
3.4.1 Participants
3.4.1.1 Defining Chinese Student Teachers

The target population of this study is Chinese student teachers in New Zealand. Given the
centrality of culture in this study, Chinese is defined from an ethnic and cultural perspective rather
than being limited to citizenship. According to Kukutai (2004), ethnicity generally refers to “a cultural
group that has a common socio-history based on geographical, religious, ancestral or/and cultural
roots” (p. 86), making it a suitable criterion for selecting participants who share a common culture.
Additionally, contrary to the essentialist view of ethnicity, the constructivist perspective defines
ethnicity as a social construct that is not fixed but fluid, allowing individuals to self-identify with
multiple ethnicities, with affiliations that may change over time (Zagefka, 2009). Therefore,
individuals who self-identified ethnically as Chinese were included, rather than limiting the selection
to those holding Chinese citizenship. Such a definition of Chinese student teachers includes those
who are Chinese international students, Chinese immigrants, New Zealand-born Chinese, and others
of Chinese heritage.
3.4.1.2 Participant Recruitment

Based on the explanation above, the following criteria were established for selecting
participants. In this study, Chinese student teachers refer to those who are: (a) currently enrolled in
an ECE ITE programme approved by the Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand that leads to

teacher registration, and (b) self-identify ethnically as Chinese.
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ITE programmes in New Zealand are regularly monitored and reviewed by the Teaching
Council of Aotearoa New Zealand (hereafter referred to as the Teaching Council) to ensure the
quality of graduates. Only graduates from approved ITE programmes are eligible for teacher
registration and can become practising teachers in New Zealand. According to information on the
Teaching Council website (retrieved December 2023), there were 19 ITE providers offering 32 ECE
ITE programmes, including bachelor’s degrees, graduate diplomas, postgraduate diplomas, and
master’s degrees (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2023). To ensure the confidentiality of
participants and to minimise any likelihood of identification, the list of the ITE providers is not
included in the published thesis. Although Massey University was listed as one of the 19 providers, it
was excluded from the participant recruitment process due to ethical considerations regarding a
potential conflict of interest between my supervisors, who was the ECE ITE programme coordinator,
and the student teachers at Massey. This action of excluding Massey University student teachers
was taken to ensure participants’ autonomy and voluntary participation in this study.

In January 2024, the remaining 18 ITE providers were approached by email to ask for their
willingness and ability to distribute an online survey to students enrolled in their ECE ITE
programmes. At this stage, the ethics approval letter for this study (see Appendix 1) from Massey
University and the information sheet for Phase 1 (see Appendix 2) were provided to these ITE
providers for reference. Additional explanations and supporting documents were provided upon
request via email. For one ITE provider, a separate ethics application was submitted and approved
following institutional guidelines. (To maintain confidentiality, the ethics approval letter from this ITE
provider was not included in the thesis.) After the initial contact, 15 ITE providers confirmed their
willingness and ability to share the survey.

On 18 March 2024, a participant recruitment flyer (see Appendix 3) and the formal survey
(see Appendix 4) were sent to the 15 confirmed ITE providers for distribution to their students,
allowing those who self-identified as meeting the participant criteria to participate voluntarily. These

ITE providers were also informed that, in addition to recruiting participants through the ITE pathway,
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the flyer and survey would also be posted on Chinese and English social media platforms. One week
later, on 25 March 2024, | shared the flyer and survey on the homepages of my social media
accounts and in several accessible New Zealand ECE online discussion groups, including those on
Facebook, WeChat, and RedNote, to supplement participant recruitment.

3.4.2 Data Collection

3.4.2.1 Survey Instrument

The instrument used for data collection in Phase 1 was a self-developed online survey,
Chinese Student Teachers’ Perspectives of Intentional Teaching (CSTPIT), administered by Qualtrics.
The development of this CSTPIT survey was an iterative process, guided by my supervisors and
supported by members of the Early Years Research Lab at Massey University, which consists of
postgraduates and researchers in the field of ECE.

The CSTPIT survey (see Appendix 4) contains four sections:

1) General views on teaching and learning in ECE.
2) Views on intentional teaching.

3) ITE experiences related to intentional teaching.
4) Demographic information.

While this survey was predominantly quantitative, and most of the questions were closed-
ended, some open-ended questions were also included to allow participants to elaborate on their
perspectives.

At the end of the survey, participants were provided with a brief introduction to Phase 2 and
a link to the detailed information sheet for Phase 2 (see Appendix 5). Following that, participants
were then asked whether they were interested in participating in follow-up interviews. Those who
were not interested could submit their survey responses anonymously. Those who were interested
in Phase 2 could voluntarily share their contact information to be contacted regarding this

opportunity.
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As approved in the ethics submission, the contact information that interested participants
provided was purposefully linked to their survey responses, rather than kept separate, to allow for
the selection and recruitment of participants with diverse perspectives for Phase 2 based on their
survey responses in Phase 1. Participants were also notified that providing their contact information
would make their survey responses identifiable by the researcher, thereby ensuring informed
decision-making.
3.4.2.2 Language and Translation

Since participants in this study had varying proficiency levels in English, a Mandarin Chinese
version of the survey was developed to accommodate their language preferences. The decision to
provide a bilingual survey was based on the recognition that the language used in a study influences
not only the researcher—participant relationship but also the quality of the data collected (Cormier,
2018). Therefore, the choice of language in research matters. Researchers have a responsibility to
offer participants language choices whenever possible, rather than imposing the dominant language
(in this context, English) on them simply because they can use it, as a way to show respect and to
empower them.

The development process for the Mandarin Chinese survey is presented in Figure 3-2. First,
the original English version of the survey was translated into Mandarin Chinese by the researcher in
consultation with two Chinese doctoral students in ECE at Massey University. The translated version
was then back-translated into English by a registered professional translator in New Zealand (H.-Y.
Chen & Boore, 2010). The back-translated survey was subsequently compared with the original
English version, and any inconsistencies were identified and sent to an expert advisory group,
comprising three bilingual experts in the field of ECE, for further advice on the accuracy of
translation (Regmi et al., 2010). The expert advisory group consisted of two associate professors and
one practising ECE teacher in New Zealand. The entire translation process was supported by the
expert advisory group to ensure that the translation was socioculturally appropriate and

conceptually accurate (Younas et al., 2022).
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Based on the feedback from the expert advisory group, the Mandarin Chinese version of the
survey was revised and then piloted with 15 ECE teachers who self-identified as Chinese in New
Zealand, recruited through personal channels. Chinese teachers, rather than Chinese student
teachers, were selected for piloting for two reasons. First, because | had limited access to Chinese
student teachers at the piloting stage, | preferred to leave them for the formal survey. Second,
Chinese teachers had completed their ITE and were former student teachers, which made their
feedback equally relevant for the purpose of refining the survey. After piloting, final revisions were
made to the Mandarin Chinese survey.

The information sheets for Phases 1 and 2, which were included in the survey to inform
participants, underwent the same translation process to ensure conceptual equivalence between

the English and Mandarin Chinese versions (Sutrisno et al., 2014).
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Figure 3-2

Survey Translation Process

Original English survey

» Translated into Mandarin Chinese by the researcher in
consultation with two Chinese doctoral students

Translated Mandarin
Chinese survey

» Back-translated into English by a professional
translator

Back-translated English
survey

» Inconsistencies reviewed by an expert advisory group
for feedback on Mandarin Chinese translation

» Compare the back-translated English survey with the
original English survey

Revised Mandarin
Chinese survey

ﬂ » Piloted with 15 Chinese ECE teachers for refinement

Final Mandarin Chinese
survey
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3.4.2.3 Data Collection Period

The online survey, available in both English and Mandarin Chinese, was open for data
collection for three weeks (from 18 March 2024 to 8 April 2024). A total of 53 responses were
collected, with 10 completed in English and 43 completed in Mandarin Chinese. Further details
about the 53 participants can be found in Chapter 4.

3.4.3 Data Analysis

To merge the data from the two language versions of the survey and conduct the data
analysis, all collected closed-ended data were exported as values. These values were then combined
into a single Excel document and later imported into SPSS, enabling efficient statistical analysis.
Since this study did not aim to generalise findings to a larger population based on a small subset,
only descriptive statistics were conducted to summarise the characteristics of the data (Johnson &
Christensen, 2019, pp. 471-503). Tables and figures were created to facilitate the visual
interpretation of the data.

In addition, survey responses to open-ended questions were exported in textual form and
analysed in their source languages using reflexive thematic analysis to identify shared meaning
patterns (Braun et al., 2022). Given the limited qualitative data generated in the survey, manual
analysis was conducted in Excel instead of using qualitative data analysis software (e.g., NVivo).
Quoting practices were carefully considered to ensure accuracy and transparency in presenting the
gualitative data. When quoting, survey responses in Mandarin Chinese were translated into English
by the researcher for reporting purposes, while those originally in English were presented in their
original form. Only minor adjustments were made for readability when necessary, without altering
the intended meaning. In addition, explanatory notes were inserted in square brackets to clarify the
meaning or context wherever necessary.

3.5 Phase 2
This section outlines the specific details of Phase 2 of this study, beginning with participant

selection, followed by the data collection process, which included two rounds of one-on-one semi-
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structured interviews, and concluding with the data analysis methods. This qualitative phase aimed
to gain a deeper understanding of Chinese student teachers' perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy and to explore how these perspectives were shaped through their ITE journeys.

3.5.1 Participants

3.5.1.1 Participant Selection

At the end of the Phase 1 survey, participants were provided with the opportunity to self-
nominate for Phase 2. Ultimately, 17 participants self-nominated, including 15 from the Mandarin
Chinese survey and two from the English survey.

Since this phase aimed to capture a range of perspectives of Chinese student teachers and
explore the potential influential factors, a purposive sampling approach, specifically a maximum
variation sampling strategy, was applied among the 17 self-nominees (Johnson & Christensen, 2019,
p. 259).

Ten participants were initially selected based on their responses to a purposefully designed
survey question (Q3; see Appendix 4), which indicated their general preference for certain
approaches to teaching and learning in the early years, alongside demographic characteristics,
including gender, age, ITE programme type, and parenting experience. A detailed explanation of the
selection process can be found in Appendix 6.
3.5.1.2 Participant Confirmation

The 10 initially selected participants from the 17 self-nominees were contacted using the
contact information they provided at the end of the survey in Phase 1 to confirm their interest and
willingness to participate in follow-up interviews. Ultimately, seven participants confirmed their
participation by signing a consent form (see Appendix 7). Further details of the seven participants
can be found in Chapter 5. For those who were not selected or did not confirm their participation in

Phase 2, their contact information was omitted from the database.
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3.5.2 Data Collection

The data collection in Phase 2 included two rounds of one-on-one semi-structured
interviews with the seven participants, conducted in July 2024 and November 2024, respectively.
This interview method was chosen for the following reasons: (a) one-on-one interviews provide
better privacy protection for participants compared to focus groups, (b) semi-structured interviews
offer a moderately structured process while allowing flexibility for the interviewer to explore
unanticipated topics in greater depth, and (c) serial interviews, which refer to conducting multiple
interviews with the same participants, are better suited to providing rich and nuanced data
compared to single-session interviews (Goyes & Sandberg, 2024; S. A. Murray et al., 2009; Read,
2018).

In this study, the first-round interviews aimed to gather background information about the
participants and to initially explore their knowledge and perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy,
including intentional teaching. As the student teachers progressed further through their ITE
experiences, the second-round interviews sought to deepen the understanding of their evolving
perspectives within ITE programmes, as well as their perceptions of their ITE experiences. In
addition, prior to the second-round interview, participants were invited to voluntarily bring any
works or artefacts to help illustrate their implementations of intentional teaching.
3.5.2.1 Interview Protocol

To achieve the different aims of each interview round, two interview protocols were
developed to guide these interviews (see Appendix 8 and Appendix 9). Each protocol began with an
introduction to the interview process, followed by purposefully designed interview questions and
sub-questions. Tips for conducting interviews and useful probes for eliciting further details were also
included at the end of each protocol. The interview questions were carefully designed based on
relevant literature, initial survey findings, and participants' prior responses. Before the formal
interviews, the interview protocols were tested and refined with feedback from my supervisors and

three colleagues from the Early Years Research Lab at Massey University.
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3.5.2.2 Interview Process

The first-round interviews were conducted in July 2024, while the second round took place
in November 2024. The specific timeframe for the interviews was determined to capture
participants’ evolving perspectives as they gained more experience within ITE programmes over the
academic year. The interviews were scheduled at the participants’ convenience.

Given that participants were based in different cities across New Zealand, online interviews
via Zoom were selected as the most appropriate method. Prior to the interviews, participants were
fully informed about the interview process and their rights (e.g., the right not to answer any
particular question; ask the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview). Participants
also had the freedom to answer interview questions in English, Mandarin Chinese, or a combination
of both languages, based on their personal preferences.

The interviews were recorded using Zoom’s recording function following participants’
informed consent. The video recordings were subsequently deleted, and only the audio recordings
were retained for transcription. The two rounds of interview dates and recording durations are
presented in Table 3-1. Chinese pseudonyms were assigned to the seven interviewees to protect

their privacy.
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Table 3-1

Interview Dates and Recording Durations

Round 1 Round 2
Pseudonym Recording Recording
Interview date Interview date
duration duration

Aiai 2024-07-03 51 min 2024-11-04 63 min
Bowen 2024-07-14 93 min 2024-11-01 111 min
Enrui 2024-07-18 112 min 2024-11-18 115 min
Minghao 2024-07-02 54 min 2024-11-07 67 min
Ningning 2024-07-15 72 min 2024-11-08 80 min
Rongrong 2024-07-05 53 min 2024-11-03 49 min
Shanshan 2024-07-06 80 min 2024-11-24 131 min

3.5.2.3 Data Transcription

The interview recordings were transcribed verbatim by the researcher, and then the
transcripts were sent to participants for member checking to ensure the accuracy of the transcripts
(Birt et al., 2016). Given that all participants primarily used Mandarin Chinese during the interview
processes, while interspersed with limited English sentences and words in their responses, the
transcripts were preserved in their original language form. Explanatory notes were inserted in
square brackets to clarify the meaning or context wherever necessary.

To ensure systematic organisation and easy identification, a structured naming convention
was applied to the transcripts. For example, Ningning’s first-round interview transcript was labelled
“Ningning-1,” and Ningning’s second-round interview transcript was labelled “Ningning-2.” In total,
14 interview transcripts were generated from seven participants for data analysis. The combined

word count of these 14 transcripts was approximately 269,000 words.
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3.5.3 Data Analysis
3.5.3.1 Translation Decision

In this study, the interview data were analysed in their original language (primarily Mandarin
Chinese with limited English words or sentences). After the completion of data analysis, quotes and
themes were subsequently translated into English for reporting purposes. This translation decision
was informed by two key considerations: (a) analysing data in its original language, rather than
translating it prior to analysis, helps preserve the authenticity of participants’ expressions and
minimises the risk of misinterpretation or meaning loss due to early translation; and (b) given the
large volume of interview data (approximately 269,000 words), translating the entire dataset into
English prior to analysis would be highly time-consuming and labour-intensive (Abfalter et al., 2021;
H.-Y. Chen & Boore, 2010). Therefore, analysing the data in their original language and translating
selected excerpts at the reporting stage was both a beneficial and practical strategy.
3.5.3.2 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

Since the publication of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) influential work titled “Using Thematic
Analysis in Psychology,” thematic analysis (TA), as an effective qualitative data analysis method, has
gained popularity and been widely adopted in qualitative research. Braun and Clarke (2019) have
identified three types of TA approaches: coding reliability TA, codebook TA, and reflexive TA. Each
TA approach has its distinct philosophical assumptions and procedural practices (Braun & Clarke,
2019).

Braun and Clarke’s (2022) reflexive thematic analysis was adopted to analyse the qualitative
interview data in this study. Unlike other approaches to thematic analysis, reflexive thematic
analysis is a fully qualitative approach that understands meaning as contextualised and situated and
recognises the possibility of multiple interpretations of the same data (Braun et al., 2019). This
method was chosen because it recognises subjectivity as a resource and acknowledges the
researcher’s active role in generating themes and interpreting shared meanings (Braun & Clarke,

2022). The aim of reflexive thematic analysis is not to generate accurate and replicable codes and
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themes (a positivist or postpositivist stance), but rather to tell a coherent and compelling story that
is deeply grounded in the data and relies on researchers’ interpretation, which is influenced by
“their own cultural membership and social positionings, their theoretical assumptions and
ideological commitments, as well as their scholarly knowledge” (Braun et al., 2019, pp. 47-48).
Therefore, even the same data may be interpreted as having multiple meanings by different
researchers.

Braun and Clarke’s (2022) reflexive thematic analysis method involves six phases: (1)
familiarising yourself with the dataset, (2) coding, (3) generating initial themes, (4) developing and
reviewing themes, (5) refining, defining, and naming themes, and (6) writing up. The six phases were
followed as guidelines rather than strict rules in the data analysis process.

Initially, | familiarised myself with the dataset through multiple rounds of immersive reading
and re-reading. By treating each data item individually as well as the dataset as a whole, | formed an
initial impression of the interview data and documented my analytical thoughts that emerged during
this process. For example, | wrote the following memo: “It’s hard to distinguish the influence of ITE
and student teachers’ prior experiences on their overall views of teaching and learning, and their
specific views of intentional teaching” (memo—-2024.08.07). This thought partially informed my later
decision to revise the research question from exploring factors influencing Chinese student teachers’
perspectives of intentional teaching to the broader scope of factors influencing their perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy.

Given the large volume of transcripts, NVivo 14 was used to facilitate the coding process.
This software allowed me to code informative and interesting segments and group them across
different transcripts easily and systematically. Coding was conducted at both the semantic and latent
levels. Coding was understood not as an objective process, but as an interpretive and reflexive
process shaped by my perspectives, experiences, and theoretical knowledge. My positioning as a
Chinese ECE teacher educator and researcher, together with my experience as an international

student in New Zealand, functioned as a sensitising lens in the analysis, shaping what | attended to
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and how | interpreted participants’ accounts without predetermining the codes or themes. It should
also be noted that the analytical orientation of this reflexive thematic analysis was primarily
inductive, with coding and theme development driven principally by the data rather than by existing
theories (Braun & Clarke, 2022, pp. 55-57).

After completing the coding of the 14 transcripts, relevant codes that could be organised
around central concepts were collated to generate candidate themes. Themes in this study were
understood as patterns of shared meaning across data items, rather than topic summaries (Braun &
Clarke, 2022). These themes were generated actively by the researcher rather than emerging
naturally from the data. These candidate themes were further developed and reviewed through
repeated engagement with the dataset and existing research, with revisions made to ensure that
they meaningfully addressed the research aim and questions. Eventually, the final themes were
generated, each assigned a concise and informative name, with representative quotes selected and
interwoven throughout the findings chapters (Chapters 5, 6, and 7) to help elaborate participants’
perspectives. Consistent with the primarily inductive analytical orientation, the theoretical resources
introduced in Chapter 2 were brought more explicitly into the analytical process at a later stage,
after the initial coding and development of candidate themes. They were used as interpretive
resources to deepen the understanding and interpretation of the findings rather than to determine
the codes or themes. Although the data analysis process is described linearly, it was, in fact, iterative
and recursive, involving ongoing revision and refinement.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

This study closely followed Massey University’s Code of Ethical Conduct for Research,
Teaching and Evaluations Involving Human Participants, with a full ethics application submitted,
reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics Committee on 11 December 2023. A
copy of the ethics approval letter can be found in Appendix 1. Specifically, the following key ethical

issues were considered to ensure the ethical conduct of the research.
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Autonomy. Autonomy refers to individuals’ ability to make decisions of their own free will.
Throughout the research process, participants’ autonomy was upheld and respected. In both the
Phase 1 survey and the Phase 2 interviews, participants were offered the opportunity to participate
in this study voluntarily without outside pressure and to withdraw from this study without
experiencing any disadvantage. In addition, participants were provided with sufficient information
through detailed information sheets (in both English and Mandarin Chinese) to ensure that their
decisions about whether to participate were well-informed.

Special Relationship. As noted in Section 3.4.1, because one of my supervisors was the
programme coordinator of the ECE ITE programme at Massey University, student teachers at Massey
University may have felt obligated to participate in this study due to this special relationship.
Therefore, Massey University was excluded from the participant recruitment stage due to this
ethical concern. In addition, because | did not play any instructional role in ECE ITE programmes at
any of the listed ITE institutions, there was no special relationship between potential participants
and me that would affect their willingness or decision to participate in this study.

Cultural Responsiveness. Cultural responsiveness was a key consideration due to the highly
culturally focused nature of this study. First, Chinese student teachers were defined from an ethnic
and cultural perspective to include those who self-identified as Chinese, rather than being assumed
based on their nationality or citizenship. Second, since Chinese student teachers in this study
included Chinese international students, Chinese immigrants, New Zealand-born Chinese, and others
of Chinese heritage, their language abilities and preferences were expected to vary. In response to
this concern, participants were provided with a bilingual survey, in English and Mandarin Chinese,
and the opportunity to communicate in either language during the interviews. Third, to ensure that
the two language versions of the survey were conceptually equivalent, support was sought from an
expert advisory group, consisting of three bilingual experts who identified as Chinese and had

expertise in ECE.
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Privacy and Confidentiality. Throughout the research process, participants’ privacy was
strictly protected. Except for collecting contact information for the purpose of selecting participants
for Phase 2 interviews from the Phase 1 survey, as approved by the ethics committee, no other
identifiable information about student teachers and their ITE providers was collected. Pseudonyms
following Chinese naming traditions were assigned to the seven participants for Phase 2 to protect
their privacy. Additionally, general terms, such as associate teacher and teacher educator, were used
to replace any terms interviewees used that were potentially identifiable to a specific institution.
Furthermore, throughout the research process, the data collected were carefully stored on a
password-protected computer at Massey University to ensure confidentiality. No information about
the participants in this study was shared with any of the ITE providers.

Knowledge Generation and Sharing. In this study, | upheld the view that participants were
not merely information providers, but co-constructors of knowledge. Therefore, their inputs and
insights were highly valued. For example, after the interview recordings were transcribed, these
transcripts were sent to participants for member checking to ensure their accuracy. Regarding
knowledge sharing, survey participants in Phase 1 will be able to access a summary of the survey
findings by contacting the researcher directly via email or the online pathway on Google Drive that
was included in the information sheet upon completion. Interviewees in Phase 2 will be able to
receive a summary of project findings from the researcher upon completion. This knowledge-sharing
process was designed to acknowledge participants’ contributions to this study.

In addition, it should be noted that, although the consent form for Phase 2 included an
option for participants to review and comment on a personal case story, the presentation of the
thesis ultimately adopted a thematic reporting approach, drawing on excerpts from across
participants rather than presenting separate personal case stories. Therefore, as individual case

stories were not generated as outputs, this option was not activated.
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3.7 Reflexivity

Although this study employed a mixed methods research approach, greater emphasis was
placed on Phase 2, the qualitative strand of the research. As noted in Section 3.3, this study can be
categorised as a “quan > QUAL” design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018, p. 63). While Chapter 1
included a discussion of my positionality, reflecting on how my educational background, professional
experiences and identity shaped my research interest and the focus of this study, this section
presents a reflexive account of how my identity influenced my relationship with participants, the
data that | was able to collect, and my interpretation of participants’ narratives.

First, my shared cultural and linguistic background with participants played a significant role
in the research process. In the Phase 1 survey, 53 responses were collected, including 43 from the
Mandarin Chinese version and 10 from the English version. | would not have been able to collect this
number of survey responses had | used only an English version of the survey. In the Phase 2
interviews, the opportunities provided for participants to use either Mandarin Chinese or English
also enhanced participants’ willingness to share their views without being constrained by their
English language ability. In addition, as a member of the Chinese cultural community, it was easier
for me to build trusting relationships with participants who shared the same cultural background.
Within this relationship, my participants felt more comfortable sharing stories that might have been
difficult to tell in other contexts and to other interviewers.

Second, while my identity offered me an advantageous position in building connections with
my participants and engaging empathically with them, | noticed that my identity sometimes led me
to over-identify with participants’ perspectives. For example, when participants talked about how
some content had not been covered or sufficiently emphasised in the coursework, | initially viewed it
as a reflection of reality, without being fully aware that the data were collected solely from student
teachers’ perspectives. This risk of over-identification was mitigated through the support of my
supervisors, who offered alternative analytical perspectives during the review of my writing.

Therefore, in the findings chapter, | emphasised that these reported accounts reflected only the
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perspectives of Chinese student teachers and may not represent the full context, as data were not
collected from other stakeholders for cross-checking. This reflection is not intended to deny or
dismiss participants’ accounts, but rather to acknowledge the limitation inherent in relying on a
single perspective.

Third, my identity as a Chinese international student and my experiences of living in New
Zealand since 2022 also played a role in my analysis of the qualitative data. As explained in the
reflexive thematic analysis (Section 3.5.3), the researcher’s subjectivity is influential in analysing and
interpreting data. What | captured from Chinese student teachers’ accounts was closely linked to my
personal experiences. For example, my personal experiences of being treated with bias in New
Zealand (e.g., being verbally attacked at a bus stop, being ignored by café staff) made me more
sensitive to participants’ accounts relating to stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination.
Subsequently, these experiences of bias became an important theme in illustrating Chinese student
teachers’ challenges. Braun et al. (2019) noted that “many reflexive TA researchers do indeed have
some kind of social justice motivation” (p. 48). Similarly, although not initially foreseen or intended,
my data analysis process became increasingly informed by a social justice motivation, aiming to give
a voice to a group of marginalised student teachers whose perspectives and experiences may not
have been sufficiently heard in public discourse.

Further, | acknowledge the existence of multiple realities and that there could be alternative
interpretations had the data been analysed by another researcher. My thesis is not intended to
present the only correct story, but rather the one that | can tell from my perspective, based on my
cultural membership and social positioning, as well as my ideology and knowledge. Through
engaging reflexively with my positionality, assumptions, and analytic decisions, | aimed to ensure
methodological rigour, transparency, and coherence within the reflexive thematic analysis adopted

in this study.
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3.8 Chapter Summary

This chapter outlined the methodology and methods employed in this study. First, it
presented an articulation of a pragmatist worldview adopted to guide this study, followed by an
explanation of the rationale for using a mixed methods approach. It then provided an overview of
the two-phase mixed methods research approach with an explanatory sequential design, which
started with a quantitative phase and was followed by a qualitative phase. Phase 1 involved a
bilingual (English and Mandarin Chinese) online survey distributed across New Zealand through both
ITE providers and social media platforms. Phase 2 consisted of two rounds of one-on-one semi-
structured interviews with seven participants purposefully selected from a pool of 17 self-nominees
from Phase 1. Data analysis methods in both phases were explained in the respective sections.
Ethical considerations, including autonomy, special relationship, cultural responsiveness, privacy and
confidentiality, and knowledge generation and sharing, were discussed to ensure the ethical conduct
of this research. This chapter concluded with a reflexive account of how my identity influenced my
relationship with participants, the data that | was able to collect, and my interpretation of

participants’ narratives.
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Chapter 4 Findings from Phase 1

This study aimed to explore Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy, with a focus on intentional teaching, in New Zealand early childhood education (ECE).
Central to this investigation was exploring the factors that influence Chinese student teachers’
perspectives of teaching and learning, as well as the supports and challenges related to their broader
learning experiences within ITE programmes as they navigate a cross-cultural context. A two-phase
mixed methods explanatory sequential design was employed, with the first phase focusing on a
broad quantitative exploration of the research topic, followed by a qualitative phase that examined
it in greater depth.

To collect data in Phase 1, a bilingual online survey was distributed across New Zealand in
March 2024, yielding a total of 53 responses: 10 in English and 43 in Mandarin Chinese. While the
survey was predominantly quantitative, with most questions being closed-ended, open-ended
guestions were also included for narrative responses and to provide greater meaning to the
guantitative data. The quantitative data from closed-ended questions were exported to SPSS for
descriptive analysis to summarise key characteristics and trends (Johnson & Christensen, 2019, pp.
471-503), while the qualitative data from open-ended questions were manually analysed using the
thematic analysis method for patterns of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

This chapter presents participants’ demographic information in Phase 1 and the survey
results, which are structured according to the five research questions outlined in Chapter 3. These
results explore: (1) Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy; (2) Chinese
student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching; (3) perceived factors influencing Chinese
student teachers’ perspectives; (4) perceived influences of initial teacher education (ITE)
programmes on Chinese student teachers’ engagement with intentional teaching; and (5) described
supports and challenges within ITE. The survey results are presented with an initial level of

interpretation and will be discussed fully in combination with interview data in Chapter 8.
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4.1 Participants’ Demographic Information in Phase 1

Table 4-1 shows that of the 53 participants in Phase 1, seven participants (13%) identified as
male, 44 (83%) as female, one (2%) as gender diverse, and one (2%) preferred not to disclose their
gender. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 54 years (M = 33.66, SD = 7.76), with the majority (80%)
falling between 25 and 44 years. Regarding identity, 45 participants (85%) were Chinese
international students, six (11%) were Chinese immigrants, and two (4%) were New Zealand-born
Chinese.

Of the 53 participants, 47 (88%) had completed more than 10 years of education (including
schooling and tertiary education) in China, while three (6%) had 5 to 9 years, and three (6%) had
none. In addition, 26 participants (49%) had completed less than 1 year of education in New
Zealand, followed by 17 (32%) with 1 to 4 years, seven (13%) with 5 to 9 years, and two (4%) with
more than 15 years. One participant reported no educational experience in New Zealand, which may
reflect a mistaken selection, considering their current enrolment in an ITE programme in New
Zealand, or it could suggest that the participant had only just commenced the programme.

At the time of the survey, participants were enrolled in four types of ECE ITE programmes,
including 10 (19%) in bachelor’s degree programmes, 27 (51%) in graduate certificates/graduate
diploma programmes, two (4%) in postgraduate certificates/postgraduate diploma programmes, and
13 (25%) in master’s degree programmes. The four types of ITE programmes correspond to Levels 7,
8, and 9, respectively, in the New Zealand Qualifications and Credentials Framework (NZQCF) (New
Zealand Qualifications Authority, 2024). One participant (2%) did not specify the type of ITE
programme they were attending.

When participants were asked whether they had completed any other ECE ITE programmes,
either in New Zealand or internationally, before enrolling in their current programme, 44
participants (83%) reported having no prior ECE ITE experience, while nine (17%) indicated that they
had. Nearly two-fifths of the participants (n = 22, 42%) reported having parenting experience,

whereas the rest (n = 31, 58%) did not. In terms of ECE-related work experience, 28 participants
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(53%) had no prior experience, while 21 (40%) had less than four years. In addition, two participants
(4%) had between 5 and 9 years of experience, and two (4%) had 10 to 14 years. No participant
reported having more than 15 years of ECE-related work experience.

Table 4-1

Demographic Information of the Participants in Phase 1

Number Percentage
Demographic variable
n (%)

Gender

Male 7 (23)

Female 44 (83)

Gender diverse 1 (2)

Prefer not to say 1 (2)
Age

18-24 7 (13)

25-34 22 (42)

35-44 20 (38)

45-54 4 (8)
Identity

Chinese international student 45 (85)

Chinese immigrant 6 (112)

New Zealand-born Chinese 2 (4)
Years of education completed in China

None 3 (6)

Less than 1 year 0 (0)

Between 1 to 4 years 0 (0)

Between 5 to 9 years 3 (6)

Between 10 to 14 years 14 (26)
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Number Percentage
Demographic variable
n (%)

More than 15 years 33 (62)
Years of education completed in New Zealand

None 1 (2)

Less than 1 year 26 (49)

Between 1 to 4 years 17 (32)

Between 5 to 9 years 7 (23)

Between 10 to 14 years 0 (0)

More than 15 years 2 (4)
Enrolled ECE ITE programme

Bachelor’s degree (level 7) 10 (19)

Graduate certificate/Graduate diploma (level 7) 27 (51)

Postgraduate certificate/Postgraduate diploma (level 8) 2 (4)

Master’s degree (level 9) 13 (25)

Non-response? 1 (2)
Completed any other ECE ITE programme before current
enrolment

Yes 9 (17)

No 44 (83)
Parenting experience

Yes 22 (42)

No 31 (58)
Length of working experience related to ECE

No prior experience 28 (53)

Less than 1 year 11 (212)

Between 1 to 4 years 10 (19)

Between 5 to 9 years 2 (4)
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Number Percentage

Demographic variable

n (%)
Between 10 to 14 years 2 (4)
More than 15 years 0 (0)

Note. N = 53. Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.
#Missing responses were classified as “Non-response.”

These data indicated that the 53 participants in Phase 1 were a heterogeneous group. They
came from a range of ITE programmes and had diverse educational and life experiences in China
and/or New Zealand. Nevertheless, the cohort was predominantly female, consistent with trends in
the early childhood teaching profession, and largely comprised young adults identifying as Chinese
international students.

4.2 Chinese Student Teachers’ Perspectives of Curriculum and Pedagogy

Findings related to Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy
specifically focus on their understanding of teaching and learning in ECE. This involved examining
how they perceive the teacher’s role in children’s learning, preferences for different beliefs about
teaching and learning in ECE, and the learning domains they consider important for children. The
first two aspects relate to “how to teach,” while the third concerns “what to teach (for teachers)” or
“what to learn (for children).”

4.2.1 Beliefs About the Role of the Teacher in Children’s Learning

Informed by theory and research (Ashiabi, 2007; McArdle & McWilliam, 2005; Rose &
Rogers, 2012) and drawing on the research team’s professional knowledge, a list of 12 roles that
teachers commonly adopt in children’s learning was developed. Participants were asked to select
the three roles they considered most important, with the option to suggest additional roles if
needed. The results illustrated in Figure 4-1 indicated that facilitator, co-learner, and observer were
the three most frequently selected roles perceived as important, with carer closely following. Each

of these roles was selected by more than 20 participants. The other roles were selected less
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frequently in comparison, and the role of teacher was chosen only eight times. Assessor, leader, and
supervisor were the three roles least frequently selected by the participants. Notably, each role was
chosen at least twice, reflecting participants’ diverse perspectives regarding teachers’ roles in
children’s learning. No new roles were added to the existing list.

Figure 4-1

Important Roles Teachers Should Play in Children’s Learning

Facilitator I 26
Co-learner I 26
Observer I, 25
Carer | 2
Collaborator I 15
Guide NN o
Teacher IINEENENENEGEGEGNGNNE 3
Playmate |G 7
Friend NN 7
Supervisor NG o
Leader I 4
Assessor I 2

Count

Note. Each participant was asked to select three options.
4.2.2 Preferences for Different Beliefs About Teaching and Learning in ECE

Participants were also asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with
13 statements reflecting beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE, each of which may be associated
with different viewpoints along a continuum from child-led to teacher-directed. The statements
were collectively developed with my supervisors and informed by relevant literature (Hamre et al.,
2012; Hu et al., 2018). Participants responded to this question using a 5-point Likert scale ranging

from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Their responses are presented in Figure 4-2.
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Figure 4-2

Agreement Distribution Across 13 Belief Statements

- Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree - Strongly agree
Children are too young to benefit from - "
teacher-directed learning i R 2D 7% oS =
Child-initiated play, by itself, is not enough to 74% 57% 9%  15% I 17%
facilitate children’s learning
Teachers’ primary responsibility is to impart
knowledge and skills to children 2hs = GRS 2 9% =
Teachers should direct children’s learning 53% 38% 30% 15% I 17%
Children learn best from teacher-directed - =
activities 51% %) 45% 40% 6 9%
Teachers’ primary responsibility is to set up the I -
environment and observe children’s learning EZR 23S 0 A ks ks
Children learn best through free play. 8% E% 34% 58%
Teachers should not interrupt children’s play 4% I 25% 72%

Children need the guidance of the teacher to
support their learning

19% 49% 30% 79%
Children learn best with a mix of

2%
teacher-directed and child-led activities = ik e e
Children should experience culturally responsive 0% 389% 96%
learning environments
0%
2%

Playing with and alongside peers is important for 34% 96%

children’s learning
21%

Teachers should be intentional in supporting 5% 96%
children’s identity, language and culture

7
100% 50% 0% 50% 100%

Note. The percentages shown on the left represent the combined values of disagree and strongly
disagree; those on the right represent the combined values of agree and strongly agree.

It is evident from Figure 4-2 that some statements predominantly elicited disagreement
from participants. Specifically, 74% of participants disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement “Children are too young to benefit from teacher-directed learning,” indicating that they
believed children could benefit from teacher-directed experiences. However, more than half of
participants also expressed disagreement with the following statements: “Teachers’ primary
responsibility is to impart knowledge and skills to children” (57%), “Teachers should direct children’s
learning” (53%), and “Children learn best from teacher-directed activities” (51%). In addition, fewer
than 20% supported these three statements, while 30% to 40% held a neutral stance. These results
suggested that while participants acknowledged the potential benefits of teacher-directed learning,
they remained cautious about its use to avoid an entirely teacher-directed approach.

Another notable disagreement (74%) was directed at the statement “Child-initiated play, by
itself, is not enough to facilitate children’s learning,” suggesting that a high percentage of

participants held a positive view of child-initiated play and recognised its value in supporting
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children’s learning. Here, child-initiated play refers to play initiated by children, in which teachers
may still get involved at certain stages.

The statement “Teachers’ primary responsibility is to set up the environment and observe
children’s learning” generated the most divergent responses. Slightly over half of the participants
(51%) expressed agreement with this statement, while 17% remained neutral and 32% disagreed or
strongly disagreed. These varied responses reflected the complexity and difficulty of defining
teachers’ primary responsibilities.

Regarding free play, 58% of participants agreed with the statement “Children learn best
through free play,” and 72% agreed that “Teachers should not interrupt children’s play.” Fewer than
10% of participants disagreed with either of these two statements. This suggested that many
participants held the belief that teachers should step back and allow children to play independently
without any interruption.

Moreover, although participants generally disfavoured a teacher-directed approach, they
were aware of the importance of teachers in guiding children’s learning. Specifically, 79% of the
participants agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “Children need the guidance of the
teacher to support their learning,” and 89% expressed agreement with “Children learn best with a
mix of teacher-directed and child-led activities,” indicating a preference towards a mixed approach.
This was further supported by the participants’ comments, such as the following in the survey:

| believe children are competent learners, and their curiosities are the best motivation to

keep them exploring and learning. But the teacher also plays a critical role in children’s early

development journey, as they are developing their cognition and social-emotional skills along
with other [areas of] holistic development.

Another participant further elaborated that there is no need to adhere to a particular
approach, whether child-directed or teacher-directed, as both can contribute to the overarching goal

of supporting children’s learning.

83



I have to admit that when Chinese student teachers face such questions, there are often two
or even more perspectives involved in our analysis and thinking, as we have absorbed
different educational philosophies from both China and the West. When teachers’ dynamic
roles are broken down, especially when teachers have gained the experience to decide when
to join children’s learning and play, and when to withdraw, the distinction between child-
directed and teacher-directed approaches becomes blurred and less important, because
what the teacher aims to do is to maximise the positive learning outcomes.

Notably, this participant also pointed out the connection between educational philosophies
and culture, and articulated the complexity of navigating these differing views while constructing
their own beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE as a Chinese student teacher.

Finally, three statements received near-unanimous endorsement, each supported by 96% of
the participants. These three statements are “Children should experience culturally responsive
learning environments,” “Playing with and alongside peers is important for children’s learning,” and
“Teachers should be intentional in supporting children’s identity, language and culture.” These high
levels of agreement indicated a professional consensus around fundamental principles (i.e.,
relationships, family and community) that are explicitly articulated in New Zealand’s bicultural early
childhood curriculum, Te Whariki.

Furthermore, participants were asked to rate the importance of seven specific approaches
to teaching and learning, which were collectively developed in discussion with my supervision team,
drawing on insights from the ECE theory and literature. The seven approaches reflected the idea that
play-based learning in ECE can be understood as a continuum, with free play and teacher-directed
practice representing two ends, as introduced in the literature review chapter (see Section 2.1.5).
Participants responded using a five-point scale in which 1 represented "not at all important" and 5
represented "extremely important." The mean response for each category was calculated to

illustrate the overall trends.
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Figure 4-3

Perceived Importance of Seven Different Approaches to Teaching and Learning

Co-constructed | . 4.72
Culturally responsive | 466
Child-initiated | HEEEEG—— . 4.57
Peer mediated |, 4.38
Free play I 4.36
Teacher-guided [ £.26
Teacher-directed [N, 3.4

0 0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5 3 3.5 4 4.5 5

Note. One missing response in the teacher-directed category.

As shown in Figure 4-3, the ratings of the seven approaches to teaching and learning
generally aligned with participants’ responses to the previous survey question concerning
agreement or disagreement with the 13 belief statements. Specifically, the co-constructed approach
was rated as the most important by Chinese student teachers, reflecting their recognition of the
equally important roles of teachers and children in the learning process. The second most important
approach was the culturally responsive approach, which emphasises the significance of respecting
children’s language, culture, and identity. Child-initiated, peer-mediated, and free-play approaches
were closely followed, indicating an acknowledgement of children’s autonomy and peer learning.
Compared to the teacher-guided approach, the teacher-directed approach was seen as less
important, suggesting that participants valued the teacher’s supportive role while remaining wary of
overly directive practices.

4.2.3 Importance of Different Learning Domains

To understand what content participants considered important for children to learn, they

were asked to rate nine different learning domains on a scale from 1 to 5, with 1 representing not at

all important and 5 representing extremely important. The mean response for each domain was
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calculated to illustrate overall trends. The nine learning domains were primarily based on the
classification proposed by Epstein (2014) and were adapted to align with New Zealand’s ECE context
and feedback from the pilot.

As shown in Figure 4-4, social and emotional competence, physical development and health,
and language and communication were the three domains most highly prioritised by Chinese
student teachers, each receiving near-unanimous support with very little difference among them.
Creative arts ranked fourth, ahead of social science and literacy. In contrast, mathematics, science,
and technology were rated as relatively less important. These data indicated that participants
generally valued developmental domains over subject-related domains.

Figure 4-4

Importance of Different Learning Domains

Social and emotional competence | 06
Physical development and health | 8, 404
Language and communication | 491
Creative arts | .47
Social science | 304
Literacy N .29
Mathematics [N 374
Science I 3.66
Technology NN 358

4.2.4 Summary

Taken together, Chinese student teachers commonly viewed teachers as facilitators, co-
learners, and observers, rather than in more authoritative roles such as supervisors, leaders, or
assessors. In addition, participants showed the highest level of agreement with a mixed, co-
constructed, and culturally responsive approach to teaching and learning in ECE, indicating their

embrace of a culturally responsive environment where teachers and children co-construct learning,
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and both play important roles. A relatively higher level of endorsement was also found for the child-
initiated, peer-mediated, and free play approaches, reflecting their valuing of children’s autonomy in
initiating and guiding their learning and their appreciation of peer interactions. Among the two
approaches that received comparatively lower levels of endorsement, participants expressed more
support for the teacher-guided approach than for the teacher-directed approach, suggesting that
while they recognised the value of teacher guidance, they tended to be more reserved about more
directive practices. Furthermore, participants generally perceived developmental domains to be
more important than subject-related learning domains. Collectively, these views reflected that
Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy were not strongly aligned with
traditional Chinese educational philosophies, which are generally believed to be more teacher-
directed and subject-oriented.

4.3 Chinese Student Teachers’ Perspectives of Intentional Teaching

Although this study aimed to explore participants’ perspectives of intentional teaching, a
working definition was necessary to provide a reference point for interpreting their responses.
Accordingly, intentional teaching in this study was defined as the purposeful and deliberate actions
of teachers, drawing on both their knowledge of individual children and professional knowledge and
skills to provide meaningful, appropriate and culturally responsive curricular experiences for all
children in ECE (adapted from McLaughlin et al., 2016).

Findings related to Chinese student teachers’ understanding and implementation of
intentional teaching are reported below. The understanding aspect was examined by exploring
participants’ familiarity with the concept of intentional teaching, the definitions they offered, and
their attitudes. The implementation aspect was explored by asking participants to evaluate both
their own and other teachers’ intentionality in supporting children’s learning, as well as the

intentional teaching strategies they frequently used during practicum.
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4.3.1 Understanding of Intentional Teaching
4.3.1.1 Familiarity with Intentional Teaching

Participants were asked whether they had heard the term “intentional teaching” before the
survey. Those who responded “yes” were then asked how familiar they were with the concept. The
results are presented in Figure 4-5, which shows that, of the 53 participants, 39 had heard of the
term while 14 had not. Most participants reported having some degree of familiarity, ranging from
slightly familiar to very familiar, while one stated that they were not familiar with the term at all.
None of the participants indicated that they were extremely familiar with the concept.

Figure 4-5

The Extent of Familiarity with Intentional Teaching

extremely familiar

very familiar - [ 10
Had heard of
the term familiar [ 13
slightly familiar | 15

not at all familiar [ 1

Had not heard of

the term T 1

For those participants who had heard of intentional teaching, a follow-up question was
offered, asking them to indicate where they had heard or learned about this concept. As shown in
Figure 4-6, professional learning and development (PLD) sessions were identified as the main source,
followed by their ITE lectures or tutors, and reading materials provided to them. Some participants
also reported that their knowledge of intentional teaching came from associate teachers during
practicum, online websites, and peers. No sources other than those listed were reported by

participants.

88



Figure 4-6

Sources of Knowledge of Intentional Teaching

PLD sessions [ 21
ITE lecturers/tutors [ 19
Reading materials I 17
Associate teachers during practicum [N ©
Online websites NG 3
Peers I 3

Other (please specify) 0

Note. Participants were asked to select all options that apply.
4.3.1.2 Definitions of Intentional Teaching

Chinese student teachers who had heard of the term “intentional teaching” were asked to
write their understanding of it in their own words. Those who had not encountered the term were
invited to describe what they thought it might mean. A total of 35 responses were collected, and the
answers were then analysed and clustered to identify prominent patterns (themes) regarding the
definition (See Table 4-2). Overall, participants offered varied definitions of intentional teaching,
which fell along a continuum ranging from alignment to misalignment with the study’s adopted
definition (introduced at the beginning of Section 4.3). The differing understandings appeared to

relate to participants’ familiarity with the term.
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Table 4-2

Definitions of Intentional Teaching: Themes and Exemplar Extracts

Themes

Exemplar extracts

Teachers interact with
children with specific
purposes and/or

learning outcomes

Teachers consistently
being mindful of their
behaviours and

practices

Teachers identify and
make use of teachable

moments

A balanced approach

“Teach with a specific purpose and learning outcomes.”

“Interact with children with teaching purposes and plans.”

“Teachers need to have a clear understanding of the skills children should
develop before starting school, and apply intentional teaching in a
planned way based on each child’s situation.”

“Teaching with clear goals and specific tasks, adapting different teaching
methods based on the differences in learning domains and goals.”
“Continuously being mindful of what you are teaching, ensuring it meets
the child’s interests, development stage and learning needs within the
educational environment they attend.”

“You know what you are doing as a kaiako, observe children and
intentionally plan activities according to tamariki’s interests.”

“An intentional teacher is ... someone who can intentionally consider
what, how, and when to engage with children’s play and learning. An
intentional teacher is someone who can notice, recognise, respect, and
intentionally respond to every child’s culture, and who can help children
build their sense of belonging and cultural competence.”

“I think intentional teaching starts with the recognition of a teaching
moment and teachers’ approach to the learning.”

“The concept of intentional teaching holds that every activity and all
moments in an early childhood centre offer educational opportunities.
Teachers are expected to be skilled at identifying and making use of
these opportunities.”

“An intentional teacher is a teacher who can seize the teaching
moment.”

“Intentional teaching balanced the free play and teacher-led curriculum.
It’s like the braided river, children have the initiative to choose directions
of learning, but it’s up to teachers to ensure groups don’t go off the
‘riverbanks’.”

“Teacher involved play-based learning.”

90



The most prominent theme was that Chinese student teachers defined intentional teaching
as interacting with children with specific purposes and/or learning outcomes in mind. They
perceived intentional teaching as a deliberate and purposeful act. In addition, participants regarded
intentional teaching as involving teachers being consistently mindful of their behaviours and
practices, aware of their role as educators, and clear about what, how, and when to engage with
children. Some participants also highlighted the importance of identifying and seizing teachable
moments that emerged during children’s play. Furthermore, several participants viewed intentional
teaching as a balanced approach, using the metaphor of a “braided river” to illustrate the dynamic
interplay between children’s autonomy and teachers’ involvement and guidance. These
understandings were, to some extent, aligned with the working definition adopted for the study.

However, it was worth noting that some participants’ responses reflected potential
misunderstandings or misconceptions of the term. For example, one participant questioned why
New Zealand’s ITE programmes placed such strong emphasis on intentional teaching, arguing that
teaching, as a human behaviour, was inherently intentional. As the participant wrote: “I don’t
understand why we are being taught about intentional teaching. | used to be a language teacher for
adults, and from my perspective, how can teaching be unintentional?” This participant’s response
reflects a reasonable difference in how the concept is interpreted, especially given their language
teaching background. There is a difference in teaching as an inherently goal-directed and intentional
human activity and intentional teaching as it is theorised in ECE, where the term carries a specialised
pedagogical meaning. In addition, another participant equated intentional teaching with knowledge
transmission. A third participant associated intentional teaching with predetermined learning
results, which was in conflict with the flexible and child-centred nature of intentional teaching.

Generally, participants who had encountered the term previously were more likely to

demonstrate greater alignment with the study’s adopted definition than those who had not.
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4.3.1.3 Attitudes Towards Intentional Teaching

Given Chinese student teachers’ differing levels of familiarity with and understanding of the
term “intentional teaching,” the working definition adopted in this study was provided following the
preceding questions to establish a shared understanding from which participants could respond to
the latter questions. The working definition of intentional teaching was the purposeful and
deliberate actions of teachers, drawing on both their knowledge of individual children and
professional knowledge and skills to provide meaningful, appropriate and culturally responsive
curricular experiences for all children in ECE. This definition highlights the intentionality required in
teachers’ pedagogical decision-making, the knowledge and expertise needed to support such
decisions, and the characteristics of the curricular experiences provided.

After being introduced to the working definition of intentional teaching, participants were
asked how important they believed intentional teaching was for children. As shown in Figure 4-7,
nearly 90% of the participants considered intentional teaching to be important, very important, or
extremely important, while 11% believed it to be slightly important, and 2% thought it was not at all
important.

Figure 4-7
Perceived Importance of Intentional Teaching in General
Not at all

important, 2% Slightly important,
11%

Extremely
important, 25%

Important, 21%
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When asked whether the importance of intentional teaching would vary when applied to
children of different age groups, such as infants, toddlers, or young children, Chinese student
teachers expressed diverse opinions, with 'yes', 'no', and 'don’t know/not sure' each accounting for
approximately one-third of the responses (see Figure 4-8). Those who believed its importance would
change were further asked to explain their reasoning. The reasons they provided reflected an
awareness of children’s differences across age groups and the potential need for specialised
pedagogical practices. Many held the belief that children at different developmental stages have
varying needs and levels of cognitive ability. As a result, teachers need to adjust their teaching goals,
methods, or strategies to accommodate children’s developmental stages. For example, one
participant stated, “Different stages of child development determine teachers’ pedagogy in the
classroom.” Similarly, another participant wrote, “[You need to] adjust your teaching goals and
learning outcomes to suit the age and stage of the child.”

Figure 4-8

Views on Whether the Importance of Intentional Teaching Varies by Age Group

Don't know/Not

sure, 32% Yes, 32%

No, 36%

When asked whether they would use intentional teaching as part of their future teaching
practice, 91% of the participants expressed a positive attitude towards it, 2% expressed a negative

attitude, and 7 % were uncertain (see Figure 4-9).
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Figure 4-9

Willingness to Use Intentional Teaching in Future Practice

Don't know/Not sure, 7%

No, 2%

Yes, 91%

One participant wrote:

After reading the provided definition of intentional teaching, | think it would be great if it

could be fully implemented ... It is not just about achieving certain teaching goals, but also

involving individualised elements based on teachers’ knowledge and understanding of
different children.

This statement suggests that the provided definition of intentional teaching helped clarify
the concept and evoked participants’ interest in exploring and implementing intentional teaching in
the future. Meanwhile, although a high level of willingness to implement intentional teaching in
future teaching was reported, participants also acknowledged that it could be demanding in terms of
teachers’ capabilities and would require accumulated experience and ongoing practice. As one
participant put it:

The more intentional a teaching approach is, the more it seems to demand from teachers,

both in terms of their capabilities and the time they can allocate to their work. In an

educational environment with such open-minded philosophies, | hope teachers can receive

more support to better implement intentional teaching and ultimately benefit children.
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This narrative indicates that, for some participants, there were concerns that intentional
teaching may place increasing demands on teachers. Therefore, they expected to have more support
for teachers in this regard to facilitate effective implementation.

Overall, the majority of Chinese student teachers (around 90%) demonstrated a positive
attitude towards intentional teaching, regarded it as important for children across different age
groups, and expressed a willingness to implement it in their future teaching.

4.3.2 Implementation of Intentional Teaching
4.3.2.1 Evaluation of Their Own and Other Teachers’ Intentionality in Children’s Learning

Participants were asked to evaluate both their own and other teachers’ levels of
engagement in children’s learning, in terms of whether they were not engaged enough, at an
appropriate level of engagement, or too engaged. Participants were also asked to rate how
intentional they and other teachers were in supporting children’s learning.

Data in Figure 4-10 suggested a trend in which Chinese student teachers tended to perceive
other teachers’ engagement in children’s learning as more appropriate than their own. In contrast,
more student teachers rated their own engagement as either slightly too little or slightly too much
compared to their evaluation of other teachers. Very few participants indicated either their own or

other teachers’ engagement was far too little or far too much.
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Figure 4-10

Evaluation of Their Own and Other Teachers’ Engagement in Children’s Learning
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Far too little Slightly too little Appropriate Slightly too much  Far too much Don't know/Not
sure

m Other teachers m Student teachers themselevs

Note. One missing response in the participants’ self-evaluation.

Data in Figure 4-11 revealed that Chinese student teachers perceived both themselves and
other teachers as generally intentional in supporting children’s learning. Most of their responses fell
under frequently intentional, somewhat intentional, or always intentional categories, with slight
differences between the two groups.

Figure 4-11

Evaluation of How Intentional They and Other Teachers Were in Supporting Children’s Learning
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4.3.2.2 Frequently Used Intentional Teaching Strategies

Drawing from various sources (Hood, 2019; McLaughlin, Aspden, & MclLachlan, 2015;
Ministry of Education, 2019a; Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority, 2018), a list of
commonly accepted intentional teaching strategies was identified. Chinese student teachers were
asked to select the three intentional teaching strategies they had used most frequently during
practicum. Results in Figure 4-12 showed that encouraging was the most frequently used strategy,
having been selected by 26 participants, followed by modelling/demonstrating, which received 21
selections. Providing choices and learning opportunities, fostering curiosity and wonder, and co-
constructing/collaborating ranked third, with each selected by 17 participants. The least frequently
used strategies were questioning, challenging, and researching, each being selected by two or fewer
participants. No additional strategies were added beyond those listed.

Figure 4-12

Rank of Frequently Used Intentional Teaching Strategies

Encouraging I 06
Modelling/Demonstrating I I ) |
Providing choices and learning opportunities I |7
Fostering curiosity and wonder HEEEEEE SN |7
Co-constructing/Collaborating I |/
Scaffolding T 1)
Prompting I 9
Reflecting m——— 7
Describing/Explaining n—— 7
Listening m—— 5
Instructing I 4
Giving feedback 3
Commenting/Narrating mm—— 3
Questioning 2
Challenging mmm 2
Researching mm 1

Note. Two missing responses to this question.
When asked to share an example of their use of the listed intentional teaching strategies,

participants generally reported using multiple strategies in combination rather than applying them in
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isolation. Some examples they provided are presented below. It should be noted that these
examples reflect participants’ own understandings of intentional teaching and intentional teaching
strategies and may not fully align with the intended meaning of this approach.

Example 1: | was playing with the children in the sandpit. At first, | joined in just by being

present and observing. Later, | suggested, “Shall we try using this container to play with the

sand?” Then we played together, each in our own way, watching and learning from one
another. Some children copied how I played, while others didn’t. They continued playing in
their own way. | didn’t interfere or expect them to follow what | was doing. | respected each
child’s individual way of play.

Example 2: At a centre, | saw some children playing with sticks, building different shapes

freely without any clear intention. | walked over and made a triangle with the sticks, then

asked them, “What is this shape? It’s got three sides and three corners.” One of the children

answered, “Triangle.” Based on that, we went on to make a square, a pentagon, and a

hexagon together.

Example 3: There was a girl who loved drawing. She also enjoyed showing her dresses and

belongings to the teachers and her friends. Sometimes, she would even draw her own clothes

on paper. So, | prepared a dress template for her to colour and decorate. Later on, | also gave
her a piece of tablecloth that could be shaped like a dress. She painted on it, coloured it, and
used scissors, stickers, and glue to add all kinds of decorations. In the end, | helped her put
the finished dress on, and she proudly showed it off to everyone in the classroom. She looked
so proud, excited, and full of a sense of achievement.

In example 1, the participant provided choices and learning opportunities by
modelling/demonstrating while respecting children’s freedom to play in their own way. Example 2
illustrated how the participant intentionally expanded children’s mathematical knowledge through
questioning, modelling/demonstrating, and describing/explaining. In example 3, the participant

provided choices and learning opportunities for the girl based on observations of her interests and
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continued to encourage her to complete the dress. However, it should be noted that the teacher’s
use of a template in this example reflected a degree of teacher-directed practice and may not have
supported the child’s agency, creativity, and empowerment.
4.3.3 Summary

In this section, Chinese student teachers demonstrated varying levels of familiarity with the
term “intentional teaching.” After being provided with a formal definition of intentional teaching,
participants generally expressed a strong positive attitude towards it, acknowledging its importance
and indicating a willingness to implement it in their future practice. Regarding its implementation,
they generally believed that both themselves and other teachers were quite intentional in
supporting children’s learning, although they perceived other teachers as demonstrating greater
engagement. Encouraging, modelling/demonstrating, and providing choices and learning
opportunities were reported as the three most frequently used intentional teaching strategies, while
guestioning, challenging, and researching were the least. It appeared that strategies that were more
straightforward and easier to implement were used more frequently by participants, compared to
those requiring higher cognitive involvement. In addition, narrative responses also revealed that
intentional teaching strategies were often applied in combination rather than used individually.
4.4 Perceived Factors Influencing Chinese Student Teachers’ Perspectives

In this section, | present findings concerning factors that Chinese student teachers identified
as having influenced their perspectives. They were asked to select the three top factors they
believed had significantly influenced their perspectives of teaching and learning in ECE contexts, with
the option to indicate additional factors not listed. The results are presented in Figure 4-13.

New Zealand’s national early childhood curriculum, Te Whariki, was identified as the most
influential factor, followed by Chinese student teachers’ personal and cultural beliefs and values,
and professional learning and development. Childhood experience, working experience in ECE and

parenting experience were also recognised as having an impact on their views.
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Notably, initial teacher education experience was not widely acknowledged as a significant
influential factor. This low level of recognition may be attributed to participants’ unfamiliarity with
the term, rather than reflecting its actual influence. In fact, participants’ understanding of Te Whariki
was largely shaped by their initial teacher education experience. Therefore, its influence should not
be underestimated. Furthermore, one participant reported that the Chinese national ECE guideline
(i.e., Early Learning and Development Guidelines for Children Aged 3 to 6 Years) had a significant
impact on their perspective. A more in-depth exploration of the influential factors is reported as part
of the Phase 2 results (Chapter 6).

Figure 4-13

Perceived Factors That Significantly Influenced Participants’ Perspectives

Te Whariki I 31
Personal and cultural beliefs and values I 2 7
Professional learning and development I 27
Childhood experience NG 2 1
Employment or volunteer experience in ECE NN 13
Parenting experience NG 16
Initial teacher education experience I 10
Educational policies and regulations [N 5
Research studies or educational theories [l 3
Chinese national ECE guideline M1

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35
Count

Note. Each participant was asked to select three options.
4.4.1 Summary

These data demonstrated that participants’ perspectives were influenced by a range of
factors, from broader social and cultural contexts to more specific personal experiences and

learning, with some factors exerting a greater impact than others. Further exploration of these

factors was conducted during Phase 2 interviews and will be discussed in the following chapters.
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4.5 Perceived Influences of ITE Programmes on Chinese Student Teachers’ Engagement with
Intentional Teaching

In this section, the influence of ITE programmes on Chinese student teachers’ engagement
with intentional teaching is reported. Before diving into it directly, a more detailed description of the
participating cohort is provided to contextualise the results.

As stated in the demographic section at the beginning of this chapter, the Chinese student
teachers who participated in the Phase 1 survey were enrolled in four types of ITE programmes: 10
in bachelor’s programmes, 27 in graduate certificate or graduate diploma programmes, two in
postgraduate certificate or postgraduate diploma programmes, and 13 in master’s programmes. One
participant did not specify the type of ITE programme they were enrolled in. The duration of these
programmes ranged from one to three years. At the time of the survey, 38 participants were in their
first year, seven were in their second year, and four were in their third year. Four participants did
not indicate their year of study. In addition, participants reported varying lengths of practicum
experience completed within their respective ITE programmes, as illustrated in Figure 4-14. Eight
participants had less than 1 week of practicum experience, 23 had between 1 and 10 weeks, and 16
had more than 10 weeks. There were also two participants who could not recall the length and four
who did not respond.

These data indicated that participants came from a range of ITE programmes, were at
different stages of their studies, and had differing lengths of practicum experiences at the time of
the survey. This diversity reinforced that the perspectives gathered were drawn from a
heterogeneous group of Chinese student teachers enrolled in a variety of ITE programmes in New

Zealand.
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Figure 4-14

Weeks of Practicum Completed Within Respective ITE Programmes
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4.5.1 The Priority of Intentional Teaching in ITE Programmes

To explore how ITE programmes facilitated participants’ engagement with intentional
teaching, the participants were asked to indicate the extent to which intentional teaching was
prioritised in their respective ITE programmes, compared to play-based learning and culturally
responsive practice.

These priorities were assessed across three ITE components: course content, practicum, and
assessment tasks or assignments. Participants responded using a scale, with 1 representing not a
priority and 5 representing top priority. The mean value for each category was calculated to illustrate

the general trend. The results are presented in Figure 4-15.
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Figure 4-15
Priority of Intentional Teaching, Play-based Learning, and Culturally Responsive Practice Across Three

ITE Components

Culturally responsive practice [, 427

Play-based learning |, 4.43

Through
assessment

In course content ' During practicum tasks/assignments

Intentional teaching [ NG /06
Culturally responsive practice | NI £ O3
Play-based learning I 4.71
Intentional teaching [N 30
Culturally responsive practice || NI £ 3
Play-based learning I 4.65

Intentional teaching |, .15

A trend shown in Figure 4-15 was that play-based learning was perceived as the top priority
across all three components of their ITE programmes, followed by culturally responsive practice.
Intentional teaching was not prioritised to the same extent as the other two pedagogical
philosophies. Regarding the three components within an ITE programme, intentional teaching was
viewed as relatively more prioritised in course content and least prioritised during practicum. A
similar trend was observed for culturally responsive practice, whereas play-based learning was
viewed as most prioritised during practicum and least prioritised through assessment tasks or
assignments.

4.5.2 Ways That ITE Programmes Supported Chinese Student Teachers’ Engagement with
Intentional Teaching

Participants were also asked to indicate in what ways their respective ITE programmes had

supported their understanding and demonstration of intentional teaching by selecting all applicable

options from a provided list, with the opportunity to add additional responses if needed. The list was
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developed based on the professional knowledge and teacher education experience of the research
team. The results are presented in Figure 4-16.
Figure 4-16

Ways ITE Programmes Supported Chinese Student Teachers’ Engagement with Intentional Teaching

Providing reading materials on this topic

I 32

Making explicit connections to diverse cultural

perspectives of teaching and learning I 29

Encouraging reflection on practicum experiences

I 29

Observations of teachers and children in education

settings I 26

Encouraging reflection on previous teaching beliefs

I 2

Specific course content/lectures on this topic

I 2

Presenting examples, e.g., video, vignettes

I 20

Encouraging peer discussions and sharing of experiences

I 19

Providing feedback while on practicum, or in other

assignments I 15

Encouraging reflection on previous personal and

orofessional experiences I 18

Not applicable

B

Note. Two missing responses to this question. Participants were asked to select all applicable
options.

The results showed that ITE programmes facilitated Chinese student teachers' engagement
with intentional teaching most frequently through providing reading materials on this topic,
followed by making explicit connections to diverse cultural perspectives of teaching and learning and
encouraging reflection on practicum experiences. In contrast, encouraging peer discussions and
sharing of experiences, providing feedback while on practicum or in other assignments, and
encouraging reflection on previous personal and professional experiences were not frequently used

compared to others, although these ways still accounted for a certain proportion.
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4.5.3 Summary

These data indicated that intentional teaching was not viewed as being prioritised in ITE
programmes to the same extent as play-based learning and culturally responsive practice.
Furthermore, intentional teaching was perceived as relatively well integrated into course content
but was least emphasised during practicums. Participants reported learning about intentional
teaching through various means, with reading materials provided by teacher educators being the
most common source.
4.6 Experienced and Identified Supports and Challenges within ITE

This section elaborates on the supports and challenges that Chinese student teachers
experienced and identified within ITE. The challenges were investigated through an analysis of both
the frequency and narrative accounts of belief dissonance between student teachers’ personal
beliefs and those presented in either course content or practicum. The supports were examined in
terms of how participants’ cultural identities had been valued within their respective ITE
programmes.
4.6.1 Dissonance Between Personal Beliefs and Course Content or Practicum Experiences in ITE
Programmes

Participants were asked how often their own beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE
differed from course content and their practicum experiences within ITE. The results are presented
separately on the left and right sides of Figure 4-17 for comparison. Those who reported
experiencing such belief dissonance by selecting occasionally, often, or always were subsequently

invited to provide an example for further elaboration.
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Figure 4-17

Frequency of Belief Dissonance

Different from course content Different from practicum experiences

Non-response, 6% Non-response, 4%

Often, 13%
Never, 26%

Often, 17% Never, 28%

Occasionally, 49% Occasionally, 55%

According to the data presented on the left side of Figure 4-17, nearly half of the
participants (49%) reported that they had occasionally experienced dissonance between their own
beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE and the ideas presented in their course content, while
17% indicated that such dissonance often occurred. In contrast, 28% reported that they had never
experienced such dissonance. None of the participants selected always, and a small proportion of
participants (6%) did not respond to this question.

For Chinese student teachers who reported experiences of belief dissonance during course
content learning, the examples they shared reflected two key aspects. On the one hand, participants
expressed disagreement with some ideas introduced in their ITE courses, particularly regarding the
role of the teacher. For example, one participant offered a more extreme account, stating, “I can
hardly accept the idea that NZ ECE is not teacher-initiated, but play-based instead, because back in
my school days, it was highly subject-based and focused on collective learning.” Another participant
shared a similar but less intense view, commenting, “I think some knowledge, like math and literacy,
needs teacher-directed teaching.” Other participants held the opinion that teachers should not just
let children “purely play,” believing that children need teachers’ guidance; otherwise, children may

end up with limited learning outcomes. For example, one participant commented, “My teaching
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philosophy is that teachers should carefully observe and understand children in order to provide the
most effective teaching strategies rather than simply letting them play. This is because many
children are just playing without gaining much from it, and they need guidance from teachers.”
These examples demonstrated that some participants still experienced tensions between play-based
learning and the role of the teacher, particularly when play-based learning was enacted by
practitioners as a laissez-faire approach or perceived in this way by student teachers.

On the other hand, some participants recognised areas of initial differences and articulated a
shift from their earlier beliefs, which were shaped by their education and life experiences within the
Chinese cultural context, towards the philosophies introduced in their ITE courses. For instance, one
participant reflected:

The rote learning method in China is a nightmare for children. Chinese parents don’t value

children’s social skills. They only care about what was learned in math at school today and

what text was memorised in the Chinese Literature class ... | believe play can not only help
children learn some simple [verbal] expressions but also let them know learning is not that
boring.

Another participant stated, “Before, | cared more about children’s learning outcomes, the
final results. After taking the course, now | know that the experiences and processes are more
important than the results.” These examples illustrated that, when facing belief dissonance,
participants critically reflected on their previous experiences and developed new beliefs that aligned
with the ideas introduced in their courses.

Regarding the dissonance between Chinese student teachers’ personal beliefs and their
experiences on practicum, a similar trend emerged from the data, as shown on the right side of
Figure 4-17. Slightly over half of the participants (55%) reported occasionally experiencing such
dissonance, while 13% stated they often experienced it, and 2% indicated they always did. In
contrast, 26% indicated that they had never experienced such conflicts, while 4% did not respond to

the question.
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When invited to share examples regarding belief dissonance during practicum, 16
participants provided responses, which was higher than the number of examples (12) shared
concerning course content. Many Chinese student teachers expressed dissatisfaction with the
dominance of play and the absence of teaching in New Zealand ECE settings, echoing their earlier
remarks about the course content. They commented that the proportion of free play far exceeded
their imaginations and that there was too little intentional teaching. They believed that children
should not be engaged in “purely play” without any rules or guidance. They also criticised the lack of
teacher intervention in response to children’s challenging behaviours, noting that this sometimes led
to children hurting themselves and others.

Furthermore, some participants noted that their practicum experiences did not align with
the philosophies they had learned in their ITE courses, which they had come to accept as part of
their new belief system. For example, one participant commented:

Like what I learned at school [university/college], | know how important it is to follow the

Treaty of Waitangi. We need to use a lot of Mdori words in our centre. But sadly, | didn’t see

much at my centre, and | feel like most centres didn’t care about using te reo Maori.

The example demonstrated Chinese student teachers’ perceived inconsistency between
New Zealand’s ECE teaching philosophies in theory and their implementation in practice, which
created tensions for their professional learning.

Apart from disagreements with centres’ philosophies, participants also reported tensions
with other teachers during practicum. Some participants shared that they had encountered teachers
who appeared less enthusiastic about delivering a quality programme or who did not enjoy the
teaching profession and treated it merely as a job or a stepping-stone to residency. This contrasted
with their belief that ECE is a noble profession that should be undertaken by those who genuinely
love working with children. Some also described a perceived power imbalance between student
teachers and practising teachers, which made it difficult for them to offer suggestions when they

observed unprofessional practices. For example, one participant stated, “As a student teacher, if |
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see something | think is not professional, | cannot give any comment because other colleagues
wouldn’t listen.”

In addition, participants shared examples of how their beliefs had changed after becoming
aware of the dissonance between their earlier views and the philosophies and practices
encountered during practicum. For example, one participant remarked:

Previously, I liked to correct children, but now | guide them and allow them to discover things

for themselves. | no longer insist on correcting them because what is considered correct or

wrong can vary when we shift to a different lens.

Another participant noted that when they encountered conflicting teaching philosophies
with other teachers, they felt the need to reflect on whether other teachers’ perspectives were valid
and to adjust their own thinking and practice accordingly.

From the above findings, it was evident that dissonance between Chinese student teachers'
personal beliefs and the ideas presented in either course content or practicum was not uncommon,
with 66% and 70% of the participants reporting such experiences, respectively. The most frequently
reported areas of dissonance concerned the status of (free) play and the role of the teacher in
children’s learning. It was also worth noting that participants’ beliefs about teaching and learning in
ECE were not fixed; rather, these beliefs evolved throughout student teachers’ ITE journey as they
actively and critically engaged with differing perspectives. This process reflected their ongoing
growth in a cross-cultural context, contributing to the development of their professional beliefs and
the construction of professional identities.

4.6.2 Perceived Acknowledgement of Cultural Identity in ITE Programmes

To explore the support experienced and identified by Chinese student teachers within their
ITE programmes, particularly in relation to their cultural identity, participants were asked to what
extent they felt their cultural identity was valued. The results are presented in Figure 4-18. Slightly
over half of the participants (53%) reported that they believed their cultural identity had been

valued, very valued, or extremely valued in their ITE programmes, while 30% felt it was slightly
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valued or not valued at all. Additionally, 13% of the participants were unsure whether their cultural
identity had been valued, and 4% did not respond to the question. The results suggested that ECE
ITE programmes in New Zealand demonstrated varying degrees of responsiveness to student
teachers’ cultural backgrounds and identities. While some programmes responded effectively, with
over half of the participants reporting a positive feeling, others appeared to offer limited recognition
or support. Due to the length of the survey, only one question related to support was included.
Further exploration of the support experienced and identified by Chinese student teachers is
reported as part of the Phase 2 findings (see Chapter 7).

Figure 4-18
The Extent to Which Participants Believed Their Cultural Identity Was Valued in Their ITE
Programmes

Don’t know/Not Non-response  Not at all valued

sure 4% 4%
13%

Slightly valued
Extremely valued 26%

4%

Valued
41%

4.6.3 Summary

This section explored the supports and challenges experienced and identified by participants
within ITE. Overall, dissonance between Chinese student teachers’ own beliefs and the ideas
presented in their course content and practicums was frequently reported, posing potential
challenges for them. Regarding the support experienced and identified within ITE, the data indicated
that while some participants felt their cultural identities were valued, others did not share this

perception.
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4.7 Chapter Summary

In this chapter, the results of the Phase 1 survey were presented, which aimed to provide an
overview of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, with a particular
focus on intentional teaching in the New Zealand ECE context. It also aimed to provide an initial,
broad-level exploration of factors influencing Chinese student teachers’ perspectives, as well as the
supports and challenges they experienced and identified within their ITE programmes. The results
are summarised here and will be critically discussed in Chapter 8.

The 53 participants in this phase formed a heterogeneous cohort with varied educational
backgrounds and life experiences in China and/or New Zealand, though predominantly female and
largely comprising young adults identified as Chinese international students.

Regarding perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, participants generally positioned
teachers as facilitators, co-learners, and observers rather than in more authoritative roles. They
commonly endorsed a mixed, co-constructed, and culturally responsive approach to teaching and
learning in ECE, appreciating child-initiated play and teacher guidance, while remaining reserved
about more teacher-directed practices. They also considered developmental domains to be more
important than subject-related learning domains for children. Collectively, these perspectives
reflected a departure from the traditional early childhood education practices in Chinese culture,
which were commonly characterised as teacher-directed and subject-oriented (Bullough &
Palaiologou, 2019, p. 39; Li & Chen, 2017).

Participants also demonstrated varying levels of familiarity with the concept of intentional
teaching, which led to differing understandings that ranged along a continuum from alignment to
misalignment with the definition adopted in this study. Following the provision of a formal
definition, a near-unanimous positive attitude towards intentional teaching was reported.
Intentional teaching strategies such as encouraging, modelling/demonstrating, and providing choices
and learning opportunities were reported as most frequently used by the participants, and those

strategies, along with others, were often applied in combination rather than in isolation.
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Furthermore, data demonstrated that participants’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy, including intentional teaching, were shaped by a range of influential factors. Te Whariki
was identified as the most significant, followed by participants’ personal and cultural beliefs and
values, as well as professional learning and development. Other factors, such as childhood
experience, ECE-related working experience, and parenting experiences, were also noted by some
participants, though less frequently.

Notably, ITE programmes played a crucial role in shaping participants’ perspectives;
however, participants’ responses suggested perceived insufficient coverage of intentional teaching
within ITE. The data indicated that intentional teaching was perceived as not prioritised in ITE
programmes to the same extent as other pedagogical philosophies, such as play-based learning and
culturally responsive practice, particularly during practicums. Participants also reported learning
about this concept in various ways, with reading materials provided by teacher educators being the
most common source.

The misalignment between participants’ Chinese cultural backgrounds and the New Zealand
ECE context posed challenges for ITE providers in supporting participants to develop their
understanding of curriculum and pedagogy. The data revealed that belief dissonance was not
uncommon, occurring not only between participants’ pre-existing beliefs and new pedagogical
approaches but also between educational philosophies taught in class and those observed in
practice. Although slightly over half of the participants reported that their cultural identities were
valued within ITE programmes, findings suggest that further efforts are needed to support the wider
body of students.

In the next chapter, the results of the Phase 2 interviews will be presented to offer deeper

insights into these five research questions through participants’ detailed and rich narratives.
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Chapter 5 Findings from Phase 2 — Curriculum and Pedagogy

Chapter 4 provided a broad overview of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy in early childhood education (ECE) in New Zealand based on data collected
in Phase 1 through a predominantly quantitative survey conducted in March 2024. To provide a
more comprehensive understanding of these perspectives in both breadth and depth, seven self-
nominated participants from Phase 1 were purposefully selected for Phase 2, which involved two
rounds of one-on-one semi-structured interviews conducted in July and November 2024,
respectively. With participants’ consent, the interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim
by the researcher, and analysed in NVivo 14 using a reflexive thematic analysis approach (Braun &
Clarke, 2022, pp. 34—37). Data from the first-round interviews were initially coded, and the second-
round data were subsequently integrated, enabling coding to build on the existing codes while
allowing flexibility for the identification of new codes. Rather than being coded separately, the two
rounds of interview data were treated as a unified dataset to reflect their interconnected and
holistic nature.

To present the Phase 2 findings in an accessible format, the analysis is reported across three
chapters, each focusing on a specific aspect of the data. Chapter 5 first introduces the demographic
information of the seven participants, then reports the themes generated regarding Chinese student
teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in relation to Research Questions 1 and 2, as
outlined below:

RQ1. How do Chinese student teachers understand curriculum and pedagogy in ECE contexts
in Aotearoa New Zealand?

RQ2. How do Chinese student teachers understand and implement intentional teaching in
child-centred, play-based, and culturally responsive ECE contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand?

Chapter 6 focuses on the factors influencing Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of

curriculum and pedagogy, targeting Research Questions 3 and 4, as outlined below:
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RQ3. What factors influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy?

RQ4. How have ITE programmes facilitated Chinese student teachers' understandings of
curriculum and pedagogy?

Chapter 7 explores the supports and challenges experienced and identified by Chinese
student teachers in their initial teacher education (ITE) programmes, targeting Research Question 5,
as outlined below:

RQ5. What supports and challenges do Chinese student teachers describe in relation to their
ITE experiences?

According to Braun and Clarke (2022, pp. 131-133), although a combined results and
discussion section is often preferred in reflexive thematic analysis, it is also acceptable to present
results and discussion separately to align with thesis formatting conventions. Therefore, this chapter
and the following two chapters present themes generated through an active, interpretative, and
reflexive engagement with the interview data, supported by illustrative quotes with preliminary
analytic insights integrated within. Subsequently, key aspects arising from the four findings chapters
are discussed in Chapter 8.

5.1 Participants’ Demographic Information in Phase 2

Of the seven participants, three were male and four were female. One participant was aged
18-24, two were 25-34, three were 35-44, and one was 45-54. Six of the participants were Chinese
international students, while one was a Chinese immigrant who received her permanent resident
visa in recent years. In terms of their ITE programmes, one was enrolled in a bachelor’s degree
programme, three in a graduate diploma programme, and three in a master’s programme.

A further point to note is that New Zealand has a variety of ECE settings across the country
to serve its diverse communities. Therefore, in addition to variation in their ITE programmes,
participants also differed in their practicum experiences. Relevant to this study is that some, though

not all, participants reported experiences in centres where the leadership team was primarily of
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Chinese background and practices reflected Chinese cultural approaches to education. Other
placements were in centres where the leadership team was primarily of New Zealand or European
backgrounds and practices reflected Western cultural approaches to education. To distinguish these
two types of centres and to reflect the use of inclusive language in academic writing, the terms
“centres with Chinese leadership” and “centres with New Zealand/European leadership” are used in
this study. Here, “Chinese leadership” and “New Zealand/European leadership” refer to the cultural
backgrounds of the leadership teams.

Finally, to protect participants’ privacy, each was assigned a Chinese pseudonym for
reporting purposes (see Table 5-1). When quoting, references such as “Bowen-1" indicate excerpts
from participant Bowen’s first-round interview transcript, while “Bowen-2" refers to excerpts from
the second-round interview.

Table 5-1

Demographic Information of the Participants in Phase 2

Pseudonym Gender Age range Identity ITE programme
Bowen Male 18-24 CST Bachelor’s degree
Enrui Male 25-34 CST Master’s degree
Minghao Male 35-44 CST Master’s degree
Rongrong Female 25-34 CST Graduate diploma
Ningning Female 35-44 CST Master’s degree
Shanshan Female 45-54 CST Graduate diploma
Aiai Female 35-44 Cl Graduate diploma

Note. CST = Chinese international student; Cl = Chinese immigrant.

In the following sections, themes concerning Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy, including intentional teaching, in the New Zealand ECE context are
presented sequentially; however, the order does not necessarily reflect their relative importance. A

thematic map is given below to represent the themes visually (see Figure 5-1).

115



Figure 5-1

Thematic Map of Perspectives of Curriculum and Pedagogy
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In reflexive thematic analysis, a theme is not a topic summary but “a pattern of shared
meaning organised around a central concept” (Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 77). The function of a theme
is to capture shared ideas or meanings expressed by participants, either explicitly at the semantic
level or implicitly at the latent level. The themes generated in this study represented a mix of both
semantic and latent meanings.

In this chapter, the following themes are reported: (1) respecting children as foundational
to teaching practice; (2) play-based pedagogy is important for children’s learning; (3) negotiating
pedagogical orientations in a cross-cultural context; and (4) diverse understandings and
implementations of intentional teaching.

5.2 Theme 1: Respecting Children as Foundational to Teaching Practice

The first theme generated is “Respecting children as foundational to teaching practice.” This
theme captures how participants consistently emphasised respect as a core pedagogical stance in
the New Zealand ECE context. Through their narratives, respect emerged not merely as a general
attitude but as a professional value they came to appreciate deeply during their ITE programmes.
These experiences regarding respecting children contrasted with their prior experiences in China,
where, as they reported, children’s voices, agency, and individual differences were often overlooked.
5.2.1 Subtheme 1: Respecting Children's Choices to Affirm Their Agency

Participants believed that teachers should respect children’s choices rather than impose

adults’ will on them or force them to engage in activities in which they had no interest. Such respect
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was seen as an acknowledgement of children’s agency in the learning process. Play, especially free
play, was viewed as a valuable context in which this respect could be enacted.

For example, Bowen believed that respecting children was the key philosophy that his ITE
programme aimed to instil in him (Bowen-1). Moreover, when asked about the good aspects of ECE
in New Zealand, he commented:

| think it’s free play. Allowing children to make their own choices, rather than having teachers

impose restrictions or limit their options. They should be free to choose what they are

interested in. In China, people are used to parents or teachers making choices for children,
telling them what they should play with or what they should learn at a certain age. But here

[in New Zealand], we don’t do that. (Bowen-1)

Bowen’s comment demonstrated his support for free play, in which children have the
freedom to explore on their own and make their own choices on what to play and how to play. He
believed that this was something Chinese ECE centres could learn from New Zealand. In the second-
round interview, he further noted that respecting children’s choices was also a form of
empowerment:

An important point here is empowerment, one of the principles of Te Whariki. | think it’s the

first one [principle], empowerment, and in Maori it’s called whakamana. It means allowing

children to decide how they want to spend their day and giving them full rights. Yes, | think
this is a key feature [of ECE in New Zealand)], giving children full rights and truly viewing them
as human beings, just like any other adult. (Bowen-2)

Here, Bowen connected the idea of respecting children’s choices to his understanding and
knowledge of Te Whariki. Indeed, the principle of empowerment encourages educators to create an
environment where “children have agency to create and act on their own ideas” (Ministry of
Education, 2017, p. 18). His comment also suggested his belief that children should be treated as

competent individuals rather than as incapable or inferior beings compared to adults.
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Minghao also highlighted the principle of empowerment as one of the good aspects of ECE
in New Zealand. He stated, “It’s about giving children their own space and allowing them to develop
in their own direction and explore independently. | think this is better than in China, where children
were grouped together and subjected to cramming-style teaching” (Minghao-1). These narratives
suggested that both Bowen and Minghao drew on their personal experiences and prior knowledge
of ECE in China in shaping their understanding and appreciation of the professional value of
respecting children in New Zealand.

5.2.2 Subtheme 2: Respecting Children’s Individual Differences to Support Their Learning

Participants also stated that teachers should respect children’s individual differences,
acknowledging that they are at different developmental stages, develop at different paces, possess
diverse strengths, dispositions and learning needs, and have varied interests. Therefore, they noted
it is inappropriate to treat children according to a uniform standard but instead, should recognise
diversity and provide support in an individualised and responsive manner.

For example, Aiai felt that teachers in New Zealand ECE centres were quite respectful of
children’s individual differences and did not have the same requirements for all children. In contrast,
she remarked that in China, “teachers might require all children to sit still and listen attentively to
the lesson, which is a big difference” (Aiai-1). She further commented, “Certainly, | believe that for
children, even those of the same age, they’re at different developmental stages and their
developmental paces vary. So, | feel that here [in New Zealand], there is a greater respect for
children’s individuality” (Aiai-1).

Drawing on his observations of children during practicums, Enrui also noted that children
possess diverse talents. For instance, he stated, some children may have strong language abilities,
being fluent in both English and Chinese, yet struggle to solve a simple puzzle; conversely, another
child might demonstrate advanced physical skills but find it difficult to understand a simple math
guestion like one plus one (Enrui-2). Therefore, teachers need to be responsive to such individual

differences. He explained with an example of a child in his practicum centre:
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I noticed that he was very interested in mathematics because he would always arrange
things in a very orderly or symmetrical way, giving a strong sense of order. So, | designed
many activities to help develop his mathematical thinking. | believe this is their educational
philosophy, letting children engage in what they are interested in and what they are good at.
Therefore, when interacting with this child, | would use more of what they call “math
language” to discuss stuff with him and ask him questions. (Enrui-1)

Enrui’s example illustrated how he internalised New Zealand’s ECE philosophies and
intentionally applied strategies he had learned, such as using math language, to support children’s
mathematical thinking, guided by the principle of respecting children’s individual differences.

Furthermore, Bowen compared the Chinese ECE guideline, Early Learning and Development
Guidelines for Children Aged 3 to 6 Years (Ministry of Education, PRC, 2012), and Te Whariki
(Ministry of Education, 2017). He bought the Chinese guideline during his second year of study in his
ITE programme. After reading it, he felt that there were too many detailed prescriptive requirements
for children’s learning outcomes. In contrast, he noted, “You’ll find that Te Whariki doesn’t have
anything like that. It doesn’t set such specific goals for every single child or individual. That’s because
here, we respect children’s differences and understand that everyone is unique” (Bowen-1).

From Bowen’s narrative, it is evident that the idea of respecting children was embedded in
his teaching beliefs. It is also noteworthy that, although not required by his teacher educators, he
intentionally compared the Chinese ECE guideline with Te Whariki to enhance his learning and
understanding of ECE philosophy in New Zealand.

5.2.3 Subtheme 3: Respecting Children’s Languages and Cultures to Strengthen Their Identities

Participants also emphasised the importance of respecting children’s languages and cultures
in strengthening their identities. They noted that New Zealand ECE centres often have children from
diverse countries and cultural backgrounds, and therefore, teachers should be mindful of children’s
backgrounds and provide additional support for children from non-dominant backgrounds to affirm

their identities and foster a sense of belonging.
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Aiai recounted an experience during her ITE programme that profoundly refreshed her
thinking and left her emotionally touched:

One thing that really touched me was when | was studying the ECE course, the curriculum

[referring to Te Whariki] stated that teachers should respect children’s home languages. This

was something | hadn’t realised before. | used to think that if you came to an English-

speaking country, teachers would require you to speak English. In Chinese kindergartens,
children are required to speak Mandarin. You can speak your dialect at home, but you need
to speak Mandarin in kindergarten. So, | thought it would be the same here until | read in the
curriculum that teachers should try to speak to children in their home language. If you can
speak it, that’s great; if not, you can even try to learn it. This really touched me. I felt that this
education truly respects each child. (Aiai-1)

Aiai’s reflection focused on one of the key philosophies of Te Whariki, which is about valuing
and responding to children’s identity, language, and culture. As stated in the document, “Learner
identity is enhanced when children’s home languages and cultures are valued in educational settings
and when kaiako are responsive to their cultural ways of knowing and being” (Ministry of Education,
2017, p. 12). After comparing the two different philosophies and practices in New Zealand and
China, Aiai updated her views on language use in ECE centres and chose to align with the position of
Te Whariki.

Minghao also noted the importance of including children’s home languages and shared his
own experience with a Chinese child at his practicum centre:

For example, children from different cultural backgrounds here may need more support to

help them develop a sense of belonging ... In my previous centre, there was a Chinese child

who was not very willing to talk, perhaps due to limited English proficiency or simply a

reluctance to express himself. So, we introduced some Chinese songs and stories. Since he

probably mainly communicated in Chinese with his parents at home, he was, therefore, more

interested in listening to stories in that language. (Minghao-2)
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Minghao’s example reflected his belief that respecting children’s languages and cultures can
strengthen their sense of identity and foster a sense of belonging at the centre. He also utilised his
strengths as a Chinese student teacher to find suitable Chinese songs and stories for the child to
support the child’s engagement and connection to the learning environment.

In addition, Bowen also recognised the importance of incorporating te reo Maori and tikanga
Maori into daily practice to support the implementation of Te Whariki as a bicultural curriculum.
Bowen criticised what he saw to be a tokenistic application of te reo Maori and tikanga Maori in ECE
centres, calling for genuine integration rather than superficial application. As he explained:

| find it quite interesting when we talk about the implementation of te reo Maori and tikanga

Maori, which refers to the Maori language, culture, and traditions. | think this is a very

important aspect. However, in most Pakeha centres, centres run by people of European

heritage, it seems that the approach is more about meeting requirements or putting on a

display, whether it’s for the Ministry of Education or for parents ... Yes, | feel this is an area

that could be improved by genuinely integrating more Maori culture. (Bowen-2)

Bowen’s explanation indicated that he had developed a relatively good understanding of
bicultural practice through his ITE courses. However, the practices he observed during his practicums
often fell short of his developed belief in genuinely incorporating te reo Maori and tikanga Maori
into ECE learning environments. This phenomenon aligned with other researchers’ findings regarding
the limited implementation of Te Whariki as a bicultural curriculum in New Zealand ECE settings
(Williams et al., 2023). This finding is significant given that New Zealand is founded on the dual
heritage of Te Tiriti o Waitangi, and therefore, it is important to implement bicultural practices in
ECE to ensure Maori children can succeed as Maori (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 3).

5.2.4 Summary

This theme captures a shared belief among many participants that respecting children is

foundational to their pedagogical understanding of ECE practice. More specifically, it includes

practices that respect children’s choices to affirm their agency, respect children’s individual
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differences to support their learning, and respect children’s languages and cultures to strengthen
their identities. This belief was formed and developed during the participants’ ITE journey through
their active engagement with the delivered course content, especially content related to Te Whariki,
and their observed practices during practicums. They intentionally drew on and continuously
compared their prior educational experiences and knowledge of ECE in China to inform their current
understanding of the importance of respecting children and treating them as competent learners, as
learners with diverse needs, and as learners from diverse cultural backgrounds in the New Zealand
context.
5.3 Theme 2: Play-Based Pedagogy Is Important for Children’s Learning

The second theme generated is “Play-based pedagogy is important for children’s learning.”
Participants generally held the belief that ECE should adopt a play-based pedagogy and expressed
support for the play-based practices observed in New Zealand ECE settings. In contrast, they often
associated teacher-directed approaches with ECE practices in China and considered this pedagogy
inappropriate for young children’s learning.
5.3.1 Subtheme 1: Supportive of Play-Based Pedagogy

Many participants acknowledged the importance of play in children’s learning and
supported the view that teachers in ECE should support children to learn through play. For example,
Rongrong commented:

| think that, regardless of the centre’s philosophy, whether it is Montessori or Reggio Emilia,

play is always at the core. All kinds of learning are built upon the foundation of play. This is

its strength, as play is essential for children, whether they are under five or under ten years

old. (Rongrong-2)

People often think that the goals of children and adults are in conflict, as if children only

want to play, while adults only want them to learn. However, | don’t think these goals are in

conflict because children can actually learn many things through play. Adults, on the other

hand, do hope that children can acquire some knowledge while happily engaged in play.
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Therefore, | believe the best approach is to teach children during the process of play.

(Rongrong-1)

In her responses, Rongrong noted that ECE practices in New Zealand were predominantly
play-based, despite the diversity of centres. Rongrong’s comments reflected her belief that play is
important and valuable for children’s learning, and that play is not separate from learning but
inherently integrated with it. This understanding of play differs from how it is perceived in China,
where, as she explained, “play is more like a leisure” (Rongrong-1). This play-learning divide in
Chinese culture has also been highlighted in earlier studies. For instance, Lin et al. (2019) pointed out
that, due to the longstanding Confucian tradition of pursuing academic success, Chinese parents
often view play and learning as dichotomous. Similarly, K.-l. Vong (2012) observed that in traditional
Chinese culture, play carries a negative connotation amongst adults, which could hinder children’s
learning. Therefore, Rongrong’s belief in the integration of play and learning suggested the
transformative potential of ITE in shaping Chinese student teachers’ perspectives and fostering a
more holistic understanding of play and learning. Moreover, Rongrong’s comments also reflected
her opinion that the significance of play lies not in play itself, but in the learning that it leads to or
builds upon, particularly in terms of knowledge acquisition.

Aiai also expressed her support for play-based learning in New Zealand:

| attended kindergarten [in China] for three years when | was a child, and as far as |

remember, when we played, it was purely for play, like playing games such as “drop the

handkerchief” or kicking shuttlecocks. Those were play. But the play here [in New Zealand] is
quite different. For example, | once worked with a very good associate teacher, and she
would design many play activities to help children learn something. For instance, she even
made a shadow puppet theatre for the children. (Aiai-1)

| feel that the focus of play-based learning is learning. Play is not aimless play; it has learning

embedded in it, whether the learning is about survival skills, emotional management, or

actually learning knowledge. (Aiai-2)
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Aiai noted the differences between the play she experienced during her early years in China
and the play she observed in New Zealand. Her view echoed Rongrong’s belief that the value of play
lies in the learning it fosters, rather than in play itself. Play-based pedagogy was seen as important
because it helps children learn through play, whether the learning outcomes are physical, emotional,
or intellectual.

Similarly, Ningning expressed her support for the play-based pedagogy in New Zealand. She
described how her understanding of play evolved during her ITE journey:

Regarding the concept of play as learning, | really buy into it as well. | think this is a concept

that | might not have fully understood when | first came and started learning about it. But

after two practicums, I really feel that children can learn a lot through play ... Of course, this
learning still requires teachers to intentionally support them, rather than just standing there
and observing. (Ningning-2)

Although Ningning did not use the term “play-based learning” but “play as learning” in her
narratives, her description reflected an understanding that children can and should learn through
play. Moreover, Ningning emphasised that teachers should play a key role in intentionally supporting
children’s learning through play rather than acting passively, which aligned with the concept of
intentional teaching. As McLaughlin and Cherrington (2018) pointed out, intentional teaching
represents a shift away from a passive conceptualisation of the teacher’s role in children’s learning,
requiring teachers to be more active, purposeful, and deliberate in extending children’s experiences
through a play-based pedagogy.

Ningning’s experience also reflected a potential challenge faced by many Chinese student
teachers who received ECE in China, where play and learning were often viewed as separate rather
than integrated, and thereby shaped a particular understanding of the relationship between play
and learning. However, the three participants’ narratives presented above also suggested that ITE
can effectively reframe Chinese student teachers’ beliefs about play and foster their support for

play-based pedagogy in ECE.
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5.3.2 Subtheme 2: Opposition to Teacher-Directed Approaches

In addition to an appreciation for play-based pedagogy, participants also expressed an
opposition to teacher-directed approaches, which they often associated with ECE practices in China.
For instance, Shanshan stated, “I strongly oppose teacher-directed approaches that educate children
in a strict and harsh manner, no!” (Shanshan-1). Other participants recalled their own experiences or
their children’s experiences in ECE centres in China, described what teacher-directed approaches
might look like, and articulated their attitudes towards them:

In kindergartens in China, like the one my child attended, the approach is often more

teacher-directed. The entire process is led by the teacher, who decides what the children

should do, and then all the children do the same thing together. For example, they might all
do a craft activity, all go outside to play or whatever. (Rongrong-1)

From my impression, though it might be narrow and personal, most teachers in China tend to

lead and direct children’s activities, rather than truly respecting them. (Bowen-1)

Here, there is a strong emphasis on being child-led. It means we must start from the

children’s interests; it should not be teacher-led, definitely not teacher-led. It’s not about the

teacher telling the children what to do. This is different from how it is in China, where in the
morning, teachers ask the children to sit in a row of chairs and then tell them, “Today, our
tasks are ...” (Ningning-1)

These comments illustrated a recurring tendency among participants to associate teacher-
directed approaches with their memories of ECE practices in China. Drawing on these personal or
familial experiences, participants expressed a clear rejection of practices where children’s agency
and interests were overlooked, and children were expected to either listen passively to the teacher
or engage in collective, teacher-directed activities. Participants’ narratives suggested that, to them,
teacher-directed approaches represent a lack of respect for children’s individuality, which stands in
contrast to the child-centred, interest-driven, and play-based pedagogy they learned and

experienced in the New Zealand ECE context.
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5.3.3 Summary

Collectively, participants expressed positive attitudes towards play-based pedagogy,
regarding it as essential for children’s learning. They valued play not for its own sake, but for its role
in enabling children to learn through it. Their ITE experiences in New Zealand helped shape their
current understanding of the interconnectedness between play and learning, shifting away from
viewing them as separate entities, a commonly held view in Chinese culture. Furthermore, by
reflecting on their own and/or their children’s experiences in teacher-directed ECE settings in China
and contrasting these with New Zealand’s ECE practices, participants became more aware of the
limitations of teacher-directed approaches and articulated clear opposition to such practices.
5.4 Theme 3: Negotiating Pedagogical Orientations in a Cross-Cultural Context

The first two themes reflect participants’ shared views on respecting children and valuing
play-based pedagogy. This third theme, “Negotiating pedagogical orientations in a cross-cultural
context,” captures how the participants navigate the tensions and contradictions that arise in a
cross-cultural context in terms of understanding curriculum and pedagogy. The key concept
underpinning this theme is negotiation. Faced with such contrasting culturally embedded ECE
approaches, participants were engaged in an ongoing process of negotiating their pedagogical
orientations, striving to develop teaching beliefs that were reasonable and authentic to themselves,
whilst also meeting the expectations of the provider, such as the assessment of practicums. Of the
seven participants, four expressed the view that it is necessary to strike a balance between an
entirely free play approach and an overly structured learning approach, which they often described
as balancing New Zealand and Chinese approaches. In contrast, the remaining three saw no need for
such a balance. The perspectives of all seven participants are illustrated in the following two
subthemes.
5.4.1 Subtheme 1: Seeking A Balance Between New Zealand and Chinese ECE Approaches

Four participants (Ningning, Enrui, Rongrong, and Aiai) expressed some disagreement with

an entirely free play approach and a desire to balance it with a reasonable percentage of mat time
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activities or more structured learning that focused on knowledge acquisition. They often referred to
this balance as unifying New Zealand and Chinese ECE approaches.

For instance, Ningning shared her experience in an ECE centre where she completed her first
practicum and expressed discomfort with its approach, which she described as “100% free play”
(Ningning-1). Below are more detailed quotes reflecting her thoughts:

In the first ECE centre where | did my practicum, to be honest, there wasn’t any structured

learning at all. They didn’t have mat time. It was completely free play. They didn’t set up any

learning plans for the children, no tracking, testing, or assessment before, during, or after. It
was just purely free play. (Ningning-1)

But to be honest, after that first practicum, I’d say that centre wasn’t my ideal one, because |

felt like it was 100% play. It wasn’t like an 80% and 20%. It was 100% play. The role that

teachers played there was basically ... well, from my perspective, as a teacher there, you
could pretty much do nothing. The only thing you really had to do was make sure no major
accidents happened. (Ningning-1)

So, my ideal would be something like 80% and 20%. That is, for the 20%, maybe there could

be about half an hour each day for some kind of lesson with the children. But the lesson

would still be quite free, and the children can choose to join or not. There would be a topic
each day, or maybe one topic for the whole week, to share with the children. For example,
how a chick grows into a chicken, from a little baby chick to a big adult chicken. (Ningning-1)

Ningning’s comments reflected her discomfort with a purely free play approach, in which
children were encouraged to play freely with little or no adult intervention, and teachers were only
responsible for ensuring their safety. This idea was consistent with her earlier remark on play-based
pedagogy, in which she noted that teachers’ intentional support is necessary (“Of course, this
learning still requires teachers to intentionally support them, rather than just standing there and
observing”). It is important to note that Ningning was not against free play itself, but rather against

an approach that relied solely on free play. She believed that a reasonable proportion of time, 20%
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in her view, should be allocated to more structured activities such as mat time. However, Ningning
also emphasised that these structured activities should remain flexible, allowing children to decide
for themselves whether or not to participate. From her perspective, this kind of balance was not
only beneficial for children but also made her work as a teacher more meaningful (Ningning-1).

In the second-round interview, Ningning expressed greater satisfaction with the second
practicum centre, where teachers could intentionally prepare settings or design activities based on
children’s interests and provide some guidance. As she commented:

| think the centre where | did my second practicum was good. The idea of intentional

[teaching] or doing some setup or providing guidance during the children’s [learning] process

really matched with my own thinking. It’s like starting from the children’s interests and then

doing some intentional teaching and preparing activities for them, and that part really
matched with me. (Ningning-2)

Ningning’s reflection on her second practicum experience indicated her continued belief in a
balanced stance, in which teachers intentionally engage in children’s learning and provide guidance,
rather than adopting a completely free-play approach, such as the one she encountered during her
first practicum. Ningning’s account also reflected her evolving understanding of teaching, from
viewing teaching as more structured activities to seeing it as intentional practices that teachers
could embed in children’s learning. In addition, Ningning’s two practicum placements might also
indicate the presence of varied perspectives and practices of play-based pedagogy in New Zealand
ECE settings, with some relying more on free play and others viewing play-based pedagogy as a
continuum.

Similarly, Enrui shared his expectation for a balanced approach. As he stated:

| think Chinese people tend to be very focused on academic learning and are very result-

driven. New Zealanders might place a strong emphasis on children’s natural development. |

feel that when | become a teacher in the future, I’ll probably take a middle path. | want to
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find a balance between the two. | can’t just let children engage entirely in free play, but I also

can’t be like in China, where children are required to learn so many things. (Enrui-1)

He then compared his practicum experience in a centre with Chinese leadership with that of
his peers who undertook their practicums in centres with New Zealand/European leadership, and
highlighted differences in mat time activities.

Our lecturers told us that mat time is an activity that gives children a chance to settle down

and learn something, beyond just free play. But some of my classmates’ centres were really,

really extreme. Some of them only had one mat time a day, and even that could just be

singing a song. It would be over in less than five or ten minutes. But for me, | went to a

Chinese-run centre, and it was very academic. They had at least three, sometimes even four

mat times a day. And each mat time lasted between 20 and 30 minutes, usually around 25

minutes, with a very complete process. (Enrui-1)

Enrui was concerned about practices in both centres with Chinese leadership and those with
New Zealand/European leadership. He felt that the former placed too much learning pressure on
children, whereas the latter allocated too much time for free play. He stated that having two mat
times each day would be preferable to achieve the kind of balance he envisioned (Enrui-1).
Moreover, from Enrui’s perspective, the value of free play lies in its function as a means for teachers
to identify children’s genuine interests for designing interest-based activities, namely mat time. He
believed that free play is vital for children but saw no value in free play on its own, as he questioned,
“If they only have free play, then what can they learn?” (Enrui-1). For him, interest-based and
engaging mat time was a good example of play-based learning, an approach he endorsed (Enrui-2).

Enrui’s comments reflected his attempt to strike a balance between these two different
approaches. His experiences also serve as a reminder that the various types of ECE centres in New
Zealand (in this case, centres with Chinese leadership and centres with New Zealand/European
leadership) can contribute to the tensions in Chinese student teachers’ beliefs, along with their own

cross-cultural experiences. Moreover, Enrui’s comments reflected an initial understanding of free
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play and play-based learning that requires further clarification and theoretical grounding. On the one
hand, free play should not be treated only as a means for identifying children’s interests; it also has
intrinsic value in supporting children’s lifelong learning and development (Greve & Thomsen, 2016).
Free play serves as a fundamental context for children’s meaning-making and social-emotional
learning, contributing to their holistic development in ways that extend beyond immediate
observable interests or learning outcomes (Ahmed et al., 2023; Hewes, 2014; Stetsenko & Ho, 2015).

On the other hand, free play and play-based learning should not be regarded as two
separate pedagogical approaches. This binary thinking oversimplifies the complex relationship
between play and learning in early childhood contexts. Instead, according to Pyle and Danniels
(2017), play-based learning is better understood as a dynamic continuum, with free play and
learning through games or teacher-directed play activities at two opposite ends, while most
authentic early childhood experiences exist somewhere along this spectrum. Part of the teacher’s
role is to skilfully embed teaching and learning support within moments of play, including in child-led
free play. This continuum perspective acknowledges that play and learning are not mutually
exclusive but rather interconnected processes that can coexist and mutually enhance one another
depending on the level of adult guidance and the degree of child agency involved. This expanded
understanding suggests that effective early childhood pedagogy requires teachers to skilfully
navigate this continuum rather than adhering to rigid distinctions between play and learning
contexts.

Rongrong’s views were similar to those of the two participants (Ningning and Enrui) above.
She shared her experiences in several ECE centres in New Zealand, where the philosophy ranged
from pure play to highly structured learning (although, as she added, even the structured
approaches were generally quite loose and relaxed compared to centres in China). She expressed
discomfort with a completely hands-off approach and indicated a preference for a more balanced

stance:
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Personally, I'm not really in favour of “pure play”, as this is also related to my cultural
background. | feel that for young children, their personal experiences are, after all, limited, so
they might still need some guidance. It’s not that pure play is not okay; it’s just that this
totally hands-off approach... | can’t help but wonder: Is there something | can teach them
during their play? | think that if we expect learning to happen, there still needs to be some
guidance from the teacher. (Rongrong-1)

The centre I’m currently at is more play-based. It sits more in the middle ... It has play-based

learning, and the teacher would teach a bit of stuff. | think they strike a good balance. It’s

more balanced. (Rongrong-1)

From Rongrong’s account, her concern towards a completely hands-off approach is linked to
her Chinese cultural background, in which, as previous researchers have also noted, teachers are
seen as playing an essential role in children’s learning, and children are believed to learn better
through teacher guidance (S.-C. Wu & Rao, 2011). Rongrong further pointed out the limitations of
children’s personal experiences and the importance of teachers’ guidance in expanding children’s
experiences, especially in terms of academic learning, such as literacy and numeracy (Rongrong-2).
Therefore, in her view, a play-based pedagogy combined with some teacher-guided instruction was
the balance that she envisioned.

Likewise, Aiai shared a similar stance and articulated her expectation for a balanced
approach. As she commented:

| want their time to be more balanced, not having long periods of time each day just playing,

but also not spending too much time solely focused on academic learning. | hope they can

have a more balanced experience, somewhere between Eastern and Western approaches.

(Aiai-1)

| feel that here in New Zealand, they really respect children's natural instincts, value

individuality, and are very encouraging towards children. But when it comes to learning
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things, there really isn’t much. Sometimes it feels like you [referring to children] might not

actually learn much at all, because the overall environment here isn’t competitive. (Aiai-2)

Aiai’s comments reflected her partial acceptance of New Zealand’s approach, such as the
emphasis on respecting children, while also revealing her continued belief in the importance of
academic learning. She believed that a more balanced allocation of time between play and academic
learning would better prepare children for the competitive world beyond New Zealand in the future.
She referred to this balance as balancing Eastern and Western approaches.

Taken together, the narratives of these four participants (Ningning, Enrui, Rongrong, and
Aiai) reflected their endeavours to find a balance between opposing philosophies and practices.
However, what constituted a balance varied based on each participant’s understanding. In general,
on the one hand, they expressed concerns about entirely free play or a hands-off approach, worrying
that children’s learning, especially academic learning, might be limited without teacher guidance. On
the other hand, they disagreed with an overly teacher-directed approach, whether it was the kind of
practice in ECE centres in China or centres with Chinese leadership in New Zealand. Instead, they
preferred a certain degree of teacher involvement in children’s learning, aiming to expand children’s
experiences through teacher-led, teacher-guided or teacher-directed, yet flexible, interest-based,
and engaging activities. Although some participants' grasp of the interplay between play and
learning, particularly regarding free play versus play-based learning, warrants further exploration,
their current understandings provide a promising foundation for integrating intentional teaching into
their teaching beliefs.

5.4.2 Subtheme 2: There Is No Need to “Find a Balance”

Unlike the four participants in subtheme 1, the remaining three (Bowen, Minghao, and
Shanshan) believed that there was no need to strike a balance between New Zealand and Chinese
approaches. For example, Bowen stated:

People sometimes say, “Oh, look, in New Zealand they don’t teach anything, right? It’s

always free play.” Too much free play, they say, can lead to some problems, such as
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children’s challenging behaviours. But | don’t think there’s a need for balance. New Zealand

doesn’t need to balance with China, but China probably has something to learn from New

Zealand. (Bowen-2)

Bowen’s comment reflected his belief that there was no need to strike a balance between
ECE approaches in New Zealand and China. He attributed this stance to having begun his education
in New Zealand at a young age in high school. As he explained, “My personal values are half shaped
by China and half by New Zealand. That’s a small advantage for me. I’'ve experienced both sides, and
| can understand both perspectives” (Bowen-2). As a result, he identified more strongly with New
Zealand’s philosophies and experienced less tension in fully embracing ECE approaches in New
Zealand.

Minghao also expressed the view that there was no need to strike a balance. He explained,
“Different cultures are bound to have different understandings of their education, which is related
to their backgrounds and cultural heritage. Therefore, | don’t think it is necessary to impose a certain
culture or teaching philosophy on children” (Minghao-2).

Shanshan’s views shifted significantly between the two rounds of interviews. In the first
round, she remarked that Chinese education, or more broadly Asian education, was too excessive
and stressful, whereas New Zealand education was too relaxed (Shanshan-1). It would be beneficial
for children to integrate the two in some way (Shanshan-1). However, in the second round, she had
a significant shift in thinking:

When | first came here, | felt that children should be given more educational intervention. But

now I've changed my mind. Yes, I’'ve changed my view. (Shanshan-2)

Don’t bring things from the East Asian cultural sphere or the Confucian cultural sphere into

the West. Don’t mix them. Really, don’t; there’s no need. It’s too tiring. Eastern culture is just

too tiring. Let everyone be themselves and live freely and happily. | think that’s the ultimate

value and meaning of being human. (Shanshan-2)
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| think the New Zealand Government and the Ministry of Education should have this

awareness: when a culture is not good enough, measures should be taken to prevent it from

eroding a more civilised and better culture. (Shanshan-2)

Shanshan’s comments reflected her contrasting attitudes towards Chinese culture, or more
broadly Eastern culture, and New Zealand culture, or more broadly Western culture. She regarded
the latter as more civilised, developed, and free, whereas she viewed the former as inferior and
toxic. Based on this general perception of the two cultural types, she developed the professional
belief that New Zealand’s ECE approach is perfect and that there is no need to seek a balance. She
further proposed that New Zealand should introduce regulations requiring, for example, that a
centre with Chinese leadership must employ a manager with a New Zealand or European
background in order to ensure its educational philosophies remained aligned and to prevent what
she described as the “erosion” of New Zealand culture by Asian culture (Shanshan-2).

Taken together, these three participants (Bowen, Minghao, and Shanshan) expressed a
shared view that there was no need to find a balance between ECE approaches in New Zealand and
China. Their reasons included the understanding that each approach was rooted in its own cultural
background and therefore could not be balanced, as well as the perception that New Zealand’s ECE
approach was already optimal and did not need integration with Chinese or Eastern approaches. This
kind of full endorsement of New Zealand’s ECE approach, on the one hand, could contribute to
reduced tension for Chinese student teachers when navigating a cross-cultural context; on the other
hand, it could result in potential devaluation of their own culture and identity, as well as an
overlooking of their funds of knowledge, ultimately leading to a universalist perspective on teaching
and learning in ECE (Recchia & McDevitt, 2018).

5.4.3 Summary

This theme reflected participants’ endeavours to navigate tensions between two culturally

embedded ECE approaches and to negotiate their pedagogical orientations in order to develop

teaching beliefs that were reasonable and authentic to themselves. Two types of beliefs emerged
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from this negotiation. The first was a rejection of both an entirely free play approach and an overly
teacher-directed approach, leading participants to seek a balance between these extremes, which
they often described as a balance between New Zealand and Chinese approaches. This hybrid belief
was developed through the intersection, negotiation, and integration of participants’ funds of
knowledge and funds of identity (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a) with the authoritative discourses
they encountered in their ITE courses or during practicum, within a third space (Abraham, 2021). The
second belief was a full endorsement of New Zealand’s ECE approaches, with no perceived value in
finding a balance between these and those in Chinese culture. This belief more closely resembled a
one-way assimilation into the dominant norms in New Zealand and reflected limited activation of
personal funds of knowledge and identity in their ITE learning journey (Ong, 2025). This topic will be
explored in greater depth in the discussion chapter.

5.5 Theme 4: Diverse Understandings and Implementations of Intentional Teaching

Within the scope of curriculum and pedagogy, particular attention was given to intentional
teaching, a pedagogical approach emphasised in the updated New Zealand bicultural early childhood
curriculum, Te Whariki (Ministry of Education, 2017). This theme captures the varied understandings
of intentional teaching among participants as well as the resulting diverse implementations of it in
practice.

The analysis of participants’ perspectives of intentional teaching was conducted with
reference to the definition adopted for this study: the purposeful and deliberate actions of teachers,
drawing on both their knowledge of individual children and professional knowledge and skills to
provide meaningful, appropriate and culturally responsive curricular experiences for all children in
ECE (adapted from McLaughlin et al., 2016). The analysis also drew on the broader body of

scholarship on intentional teaching.
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5.5.1 Subtheme 1: Intentional Teaching as Acting with Clear Goals or Learning Outcomes in Mind

A shared meaning drawn from participants’ narratives is that they generally viewed
intentional teaching as teachers acting with clear goals or learning outcomes in mind, rather than
acting randomly or arbitrarily.

For instance, Rongrong shared her understanding of intentional teaching:

| think intentional teaching definitely has certain conditions. It has to be that the teacher

themselves has a goal ... | feel that, in most cases, the teacher needs to have a goal in mind,

knowing what they want to teach the child, and then see whether that teaching goal has
been achieved. Sometimes, though, while interacting with children, you might, without
realising it, notice a particular interest they have, and then become aware of it. And then,
you intentionally lead them ... teach them something. That seems to work as well. But either
way, the teacher must know what their teaching goal is. (Rongrong-1)

Rongrong believed that intentional teaching requires teachers to have a goal in mind; they
need to be purposeful in what they want to teach the children and then assess whether the goal has
been achieved. This part of her understanding reflects the element of intentional teaching as
teachers’ purposeful and deliberate actions, rather than something aimless, in which teachers are
unclear about what they want children to learn and how to achieve it. She also noted that, apart
from planned activities, intentional teaching can also occur in teachable moments identified during
interactions with children. This opinion, although not explicitly stated in this study’s definition, aligns
with Epstein’s and other researchers’ view that intentional teaching can occur through both planned
and spontaneous opportunities for children’s learning (Bassett, 2023, p. 6; Epstein, 2014, p. 5;
Higginbottom et al., 2023).

Moreover, Rongrong remarked that the goals come from the strands of Te Whariki, stating,
“All of these goals are informed by the learning outcomes outlined in Te Whariki” (Rongrong-1). This

reflects another element of intentional teaching, namely that the goals of such practices are not
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determined arbitrarily but are grounded in the learning outcomes listed in the national curriculum,
which encapsulate valued learning for children in New Zealand.

The following example illustrates Rongrong’s implementation of intentional teaching.

Example 1: Emotional Management

One of my successful implementations of intentional teaching... let me think [pause]. It’s not
about teaching academic stuff, but | still feel it counts as intentional teaching. It was about
teaching a four-and-a-half to five-year-old how to manage her emotions, and I think that’s also
intentional teaching because | had a very clear goal in mind.

There was this girl, about four and a half to five years old. I'm not sure what she was like at home,
but in the centre, whenever something didn’t go her way, she would just cry and keep crying, and
she wouldn’t stop. Of course, the other kids were affected, and the teachers were also quite
affected. What | did wasn’t tell her how not to cry, because honestly, | didn’t know how to make
her stop crying, but | told her that she could go to a place where she felt comfortable whenever
she wanted to cry and stay there for a while.

So, | took her around the classroom to see where she liked best, and she chose this reading corner
we had, which was made by putting up a bookshelf, and there were some photos of her friends as
well. Then | told her, “If you like it here, let’s set it up for you.” | found some cushions, two or
three, and a small soft toy from the centre, and | told her, “Whenever you want to cry, you can
come here and cry for a while.”

Eventually, | noticed that sometimes, when she cried, she would go there on her own. I’'m not sure
if it really worked, but | feel like it probably did. From my personal experience, | think it is helpful.
Having a place where you feel comfortable is, at least, helpful for managing your own emotions.
So, | would say that this counts as intentional teaching.

(Rongrong-2)

Rongrong’s example supported her view that intentional teaching involves teachers having a
clear goal in mind and acting deliberately to achieve it. In this case, her goal was to help the girl learn
to manage her emotions, which she addressed by providing a comfortable space where the child
could express her sadness and develop self-regulation skills (Ministry of Education, 20193, p. 37).
Importantly, she did not simply set up a space and direct the child to use it; rather, she respected the
child’s autonomy by inviting her to choose a place where she felt most comfortable. This behaviour
illustrates the purposeful and responsive dimension of intentional teaching. In addition, Rongrong’s
example highlighted her belief that intentional teaching is not limited to academic content but can

also encompass children’s social and emotional learning. Taken together, these actions reflect that
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Rongrong’s understanding of intentional teaching was contextually aligned with New Zealand’s child-
centred and holistic development ECE framework.

However, it should be noted that other strategies could also be effective in this situation,
such as actively communicating with the girl’s family to gather additional information about whether
she frequently cries, or reading social and emotional learning picture books with her and her peers
to support the development of emotional management skills.

Ningning also stated the importance of having a clear goal in mind and acting purposefully to
achieve it as the core of intentional teaching. For example, she commented on how useful
intentional teaching was for children:

| think it’s useful. But the point of usefulness for me is that I still come back to my own idea,

that intentional teaching must be purposeful. If, during a period, | have certain goals for a

particular child or for a group of children, then when | set this intentional teaching, it must be

directed towards that goal. Then | carry it out and keep trying, using different tools or
materials to achieve that teaching goal. (Ningning-1)

The example below, shared by Ningning, demonstrated how she intentionally sought to

promote a child’s social skills through water play.

Example 2: Water Play

If education is implemented based on children’s interests, | do think it is quite effective. For
example, | noticed that some children love playing with water. Infants, in particular, enjoy it very
much. So | came up with different ways to let them play with water. For instance, | let children use
a calligraphy brush dipped in water to write or draw on the ground outside. | mix water with sand,
or put a lot of balls in a paddling pool for them to play with. This can go on endlessly. | can think of
new variations every day for them to play with water.

But then, what is my goal? In this case, my response clearly fits their needs, because | see how
excited and happy they get when they touch water ... But what is my goal? If | just keep providing
them with what they like, for example, they like water, so | let them play with water every day,
then what is our teaching goal? We have Te Whariki, and we want children to achieve certain
outcomes. If we, as teachers, have goals, then we inevitably need to add more stuff to this
activity.

For instance, | might know that this child still has room to grow in terms of social skills, because
when he first arrived, he didn’t have friends and often played alone. | might think it would be
better for his future if he could play with other children. In that case, during water play, | could
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add more stuff to it. | could use a larger play area and invite other children to join in. This way, he
would have the opportunity to play in the same space as his peers, giving them opportunities to
interact.

But at the same time, | can’t force him, because just saying “Come on, make friends” won’t work.
My goal then becomes creating an environment that facilitates the growth | hope for. Whether
that goal is achieved, however, is beyond my control. For example, if this child prefers to play
alone and doesn’t enjoy having anyone nearby, if he values having the space entirely to himself,
then after trying once, | might notice that he reacts very negatively when other children come
close, showing [negative] emotions. In that case, | would know it needs to go more slowly, or that
| should try other ways to help him build a gradual learning curve, rather than trying to achieve
the goal all at once.

But my goal remains clear: | want him to develop social skills and be able to make friends.

(Ningning-2)

Ningning’s narrative and example reflected her belief that teachers should have clear goals
in mind and be intentional in their curriculum decisions, rather than simply following children’s
interests without purposefully extending their learning. In her example, she observed that children
were highly interested in water. Instead of merely planning a variety of water play activities, she
considered the potential learning that could occur within such activities. Ningning’s understanding
illustrates an important feature of intentional teaching, which advocates that teachers should take
an active rather than a passive role in supporting children’s learning (Lewis et al., 2019). Building on
this awareness, Ningning then decided to help a particular boy develop his social skills, drawing on
both the learning outcomes in Te Whariki and her daily observations of the child. This decision-
making process is consistent with the definition used in this study, which emphasises that
intentional teaching draws on both professional knowledge and knowledge of individual children.
Moreover, while achieving the intended goal was important to her, she also noted that teachers
should adopt alternative strategies if one approach proves ineffective. This sense of flexibility, in her
view, is also integral to intentional teaching.

Similarly, Bowen identified clear learning outcomes as an essential part of intentional
teaching. From his perspective, intentional teaching means that teachers need to be aware of what
they are doing and what value or implications their actions may have for children (Bowen-1). This
understanding is similar to that of Rongrong and Ningning above, and also aligns with the definition
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used in this study, which conceptualises intentional teaching as teachers’ deliberate and purposeful
behaviour with specific outcomes or goals in mind. Such intentionality is essential for positioning
teachers in a proactive and engaged role in children’s learning (M. Y. Chen et al., 2024). When asked
about the sources of these learning outcomes, Bowen pointed out that, in addition to Te Whariki,
teachers’ practical experience is also an important source (Bowen-1). This highlights the significance
of teachers’ practical knowledge and indicates that learning to be an intentional teacher is an
ongoing process. Moreover, Bowen noted that “teachers need to adjust their teaching strategies
based on children’s feedback to achieve the expected learning outcomes” (Bowen-1). This
emphasises the flexible nature of intentional teaching, which requires teachers to continuously
reflect on and adapt their practices in response to children’s needs, interests, and learning progress,
thereby distinguishing it from didactic teaching.

Taken together, these three participants (Rongrong, Ningning, and Bowen) viewed
intentional teaching as teachers acting with clear goals or learning outcomes in mind to extend
children’s learning and promote their development. These goals were not confined to academic
areas but also encompassed domains like social and emotional development, as illustrated in their
examples. They further noted that these goals often stem from Te Whariki, although some
highlighted that teachers’ accumulated practical experience can also serve as an important source.
While they shared these core understandings, each participant also contributed unique perspectives
on additional features of intentional teaching, including that it can occur in both planned and
spontaneous situations, that it should remain consistent with a child-centred curriculum, and that it
requires flexibility through continuous reflection and responsiveness to children’s feedback. Overall,
the three participants’ understandings were largely aligned with the definition of intentional
teaching adopted in this study and the wider body of scholarship, suggesting that their ITE

programmes had enabled them to develop relatively rich understandings of intentional teaching.
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5.5.2 Subtheme 2: Minimal Familiarity with Intentional Teaching

Of the seven participants, only the three in subtheme 1 (Rongrong, Ningning, and Bowen)
explicitly reported having heard about or learned about the concept of intentional teaching in their
ITE programmes. In contrast, the remaining four (Enrui, Minghao, Shanshan, and Aiai) had not.

For the three participants who had heard or learned about intentional teaching, the concept
was introduced primarily through course content (Ningning-1), literature (Rongrong-1), and
assignments (Bowen-1), whereas it was rarely mentioned during their practicum experiences. This
finding is consistent with the Phase 1 survey results, which indicated that intentional teaching was
most prioritised in course content and least during practicum (see Section 4.5.1).

In contrast, the four participants who reported limited opportunities to learn about
intentional teaching were constructing their own understanding of this term, drawing on elements
of their learning, but not necessarily in ways that align with the generally accepted definition of it.

For instance, Enrui reported that he had not encountered the exact term “intentional
teaching” in his ITE courses but felt it may be similar to the concept of scaffolding. As he explained:

The courses did not mention the exact term. However, | think there was a similar idea that

the teacher needs to provide a scaffold for the child during the teaching process, serving as a

framework or support structure. | feel this is somewhat similar, roughly equivalent, to what

you refer to as intentional teaching. However, compared with this notion of scaffolding, |
think intentional teaching is more in line with the Chinese perspective, that we should have
specific teaching goals and then design activities accordingly. In other words, it is somewhat
similar to scaffolding, but more academically oriented. (Enrui-1)

Enrui’s comment reflected his emerging understanding of intentional teaching. Specifically,
he associated intentional teaching with the idea of scaffolding, which he was more familiar with.
Scaffolding is a strategy in which adults provide temporary assistance to children, enabling them to
accomplish tasks they cannot achieve independently, with the support being gradually withdrawn as

children’s competence develops (van Kuyk, 2011). While scaffolding is clearly one of the strategies of
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intentional teaching, intentional teaching encompasses a variety of strategies, for example,
modelling and prompting, as outlined in the He Mapuna te Tamaiti: Supporting Social and Emotional
Competence in Early Learning (Ministry of Education, 2019a).

Moreover, Enrui thought that intentional teaching was more aligned with Chinese
approaches, perhaps because the term itself explicitly contains the word teaching. He believed that
intentional teaching involves teachers setting specific teaching goals and then designing activities to
achieve them. Based on this understanding, he regarded purposefully designed mat times as good
examples of intentional teaching. He further remarked that, from his perspective, it is unacceptable
for a teacher to randomly pick up some items/content to teach children during mat time. Instead,
teachers should observe children’s play to identify their interests first and then purposefully
determine the topics and plan for each mat time based on the identified interests (Enrui-1).
Although Enrui emphasised the importance of being purposeful and interest-driven in mat time, his
understanding restricted intentional teaching to mat time activities, without recognising that it also
commonly occurs in other play activities, routines, and transitions.

Minghao also reported that he had not heard about the concept of intentional teaching in
his ITE programme. For him, intentional teaching means that teachers adjust their teaching
strategies based on children’s feedback to better meet their needs, rather than adhering to a fixed
teaching plan. He commented:

I haven’t really heard much about intentional teaching. But | feel that it could be ... that

teaching should not be done in a rigid way. For example, some teachers, when preparing

lessons, might use the same lesson plans for many years or use the same lesson plans for
different age groups. But | think teachers should adjust their teaching strategies according to
the students’ situations to better meet their needs, rather than following the teaching plan
completely. | think there should be room for flexibility. (Minghao-1)

My understanding of unintentional teaching is that it might be completely teacher-centred.

In contrast, intentional teaching may be more child-centred, with greater attention paid to
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children’s feedback. If children show no interest in a particular teaching method, then you

would modify and refine the content, identifying which part caused them to lose interest and

deliberately making adjustments. (Minghao-1)

Minghao’s understanding highlighted the distinction he drew between unintentional and
intentional teaching, with the latter portrayed as being more child-centred rather than teacher-
centred. He emphasised the importance of responding to children’s interests and feedback, as well
as being flexible in teachers’ original plans. This interpretation partially aligned with the notion that
intentional teaching should be enacted in a child-centred context where children’s individual needs
are recognised and addressed. However, his account did not refer to clear goals or learning
outcomes, which are essential elements of intentional teaching.

Similarly, Aiai shared that she had not heard about the concept of intentional teaching in her
ITE programme. She remarked that intentional teaching might be similar to using play-based
learning to extend and promote children’s development, whether physically, mentally, or in areas
such as mathematics and the arts (Aiai-1). She also noted that it might be comparable to the
“observation—planning—assessment” approach that she learned in the courses (Aiai-1). This
interpretation reflected Aiai’s efforts to construct her own understanding of an unfamiliar term
based on the knowledge she had acquired from ITE. While using play-based pedagogy and the
“observation—planning—assessment” approach does not conflict with the philosophy of intentional
teaching, it does not capture its essence, which lies in teachers acting with clear goals and deliberate
strategies to purposefully help children achieve the learning outcomes articulated in Te Whariki.

Although Shanshan reported that she had already heard about the concept of intentional
teaching during her primary education ITE programme in China many years ago, this seems unlikely,
as intentional teaching was first formally proposed by Epstein in 2007 in the field of ECE and had not
yet been widely disseminated in China (Epstein, 2007). Her response suggested that she was framing
intentional teaching within a view of education that regards teaching as a form of conscious human

behaviour. As she commented:
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Actually, you know, back when | was studying primary education, we had already been

exposed to this kind of concept. And as a teacher, your education is definitely intentional.

How can you expect children to explore and improve entirely on their own? Let me give you

an example: if you put a person, actually not just a person but even a whole family, out on a

grassland to live, could they somehow invent all kinds of theories, and then build ships and

aeroplanes? Is that possible? No, no, no. All these scientific achievements, all these bodies of
knowledge, have been passed down from generation to generation. And this kind of
intentional education can bring enormous changes to people, really enormous changes. So,
this kind of intentional education is extremely important. (Shanshan-1)

Shanshan’s narrative highlighted the significant role of teachers in children’s learning and
development, which is consistent with one of the emphases of intentional teaching. She constructed
her own understanding of intentional teaching, interpreting all teaching as intentional because
teaching is a conscious human behaviour. However, it should be noted that not all teaching
behaviours can be considered intentional teaching according to the definition adopted in this study
and the wider research literature. As indicated in Belonging, Being and Becoming: The Early Years
Learning Framework for Australia, practices such as teaching by rote or continuing traditions without
critically considering their appropriateness to the current context cannot be regarded as intentional
teaching, but rather as contrary to its philosophy (Department of Education, Employment and
Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009). Therefore, Shanshan’s constructed understanding carries the
risk of being used to justify inappropriate practices if it is not fully clarified.

Taken together, due to the limited opportunities for exposure to the concept of intentional
teaching in their respective ITE programmes, these four participants constructed their own
understanding of it. On the one hand, these understandings reflected partial elements of intentional
teaching, such as emphasising teachers’ scaffolding role, being responsive to children’s feedback and
adjusting original plans accordingly, and using play-based pedagogy to extend children’s learning. On

the other hand, their minimal familiarity with intentional teaching in ITE constrained them from
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developing a deeper and more critical understanding of it. For example, they sometimes confined
intentional teaching to mat time activities or did not capture its nature as a specific pedagogy that
entails teachers’ constant awareness and intentions in helping children achieve learning outcomes.
Some also equated it with all teaching because teaching is a conscious human behaviour. Therefore,
further efforts are needed to ensure sufficient coverage and effective delivery of intentional
teaching in ECE ITE programmes, so that not only Chinese student teachers but all student teachers
can develop a rich and clear understanding of this important term in the New Zealand ECE context.
Without such efforts, student teachers may construct their own understandings of intentional
teaching that may be incomplete, inaccurate, or potentially misleading, which could potentially
hinder its effective implementation in practice.

5.5.3 Subtheme 3: Intentional Teaching Could Be Constrained by Many Factors

Regardless of their varying levels of familiarity with the term intentional teaching,
participants consistently expressed positive attitudes towards it, recognising its value for children’s
learning. At the same time, they also identified several factors that might constrain its
implementation in practice.

Some participants noted that children may respond in unexpected ways to teachers’
intentional teaching practices; therefore, teachers need to be flexible, responsive and try alternative
strategies or activities. Ningning shared her practicum experience with a child who was very
interested in water and loved water play, so she purposefully tied some pipes to the fence in the
hope of helping the child understand how water flows from top to bottom. However, the child
showed no interest in the flow of water and instead only enjoyed clapping the water drops falling
from the pipe. Ningning reflected, “Even though | deliberately set this up and genuinely hoped the
child would understand it, his response was something | could not control. But | think that’s okay. |
might try other [activities]” (Ningning-2). Although Ningning suggested trying another activity in such

situations, she could also have considered alternative teaching approaches, such as engaging with
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the child’s clapping behaviour, learning more about the child’s intention, and finding opportunities
for teaching within this activity.

Bowen shared a similar experience. He was reading a picture book with a child, but the
child’s attention was suddenly distracted by something else during the activity, and then the child
ran away. Bowen commented, “When this happens, you need to calm yourself down and try again
next time” (Bowen-2). These examples revealed that children are living individuals, not “robots with
pre-set programmes” (Aiai-2), and their responses to teachers’ intentional teaching behaviours may
not always align with teachers’ intentions.

Rongrong pointed out that differences between her philosophy and that of her colleagues or
the centre, as well as a high teacher-child ratio, may also limit the implementation of intentional
teaching. As she commented:

After all, in the teaching process, you are not teaching a class entirely on your own, so

coordination with your colleagues is also involved. Sometimes you may want to do

something, but your colleagues might feel it is not suitable for the children, and in that case,
you may not be able to carry it out. Another practical issue is that you might want to run an
activity, but the ratio does not allow it ... So, it involves some practical working conditions,
such as rostering arrangements with other teachers, communication with colleagues, and,
most importantly, the centre’s philosophy. Some centres do not place particular emphasis on
intentional teaching, so you may not be able to bring too much of your own philosophy into
the centre. (Rongrong-1)

Rongrong’s comment revealed that intentional teaching is not something a teacher can
implement entirely at their own discretion. Sometimes ECE centres or colleagues may not support
the intentional teaching pedagogy but prefer instead a stronger focus on free play. This kind of
dissonance between teaching philosophies within the teaching team could limit the teacher’s ability
to implement intentional teaching in practice. In addition, the teacher-child ratio can also act as an

obstacle, restricting the teacher’s capacity to intentionally engage with an individual child or a group
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of children. Therefore, as Rongrong suggested, effective communication and collaboration with
colleagues are essential for implementing intentional teaching.

A further factor was raised by Ningning, who commented that the absence of a sustained
plan may also constrain the practice of intentional teaching. She observed that during her practicum,
teachers’ awareness of intentional teaching was particularly strong immediately after the monthly
staff meetings; however, this awareness gradually faded over time. Ningning suggested that centres
should have a sustained plan for the children and outline what teachers need to do each week to
support them, which can help teachers maintain a continuous awareness of intentional teaching
(Ningning-1).

Taken together, participants' narratives revealed that intentional teaching is not an easy task
that can always be successfully implemented at teachers’ discretion and on their own. It could be
constrained by many practical factors, including children’s unexpected responses, different teaching
philosophies within the centre or the team, a high teacher-child ratio, and the absence of a
sustained plan.

5.5.4 Summary

This theme shows that participants held diverse understandings of intentional teaching and
demonstrated varied implementations of it. This diversity largely stemmed from differences in their
opportunities to learn about the concept during their respective ITE programmes. Among the three
who had opportunities to learn about intentional teaching, there was a shared understanding that it
involved teachers acting with clear goals or learning outcomes in mind, which aligned with the
definition adopted in this study. In contrast, the remaining four participants, who had no such
exposure, demonstrated their efforts to construct their own understandings of the term based on
their existing knowledge. While these understandings reflected certain elements of intentional
teaching, they were at times incomplete, inaccurate, or even misleading. In addition, participants
across the sample highlighted that various practical factors could constrain the effective and

successful implementation of intentional teaching. Overall, these findings suggest that ITE providers
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may benefit from examining whether intentional teaching is sufficiently covered within coursework
and practicums, not only for Chinese student teachers but also for the entire student teacher cohort,
in order to support the development of a rich and clear understanding of this important concept.

5.6 Chapter Summary

This chapter presented themes generated from the Phase 2 interviews regarding Chinese
student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, including intentional teaching in the
New Zealand ECE context.

The first theme, “Respecting children as foundational to teaching practice,” reflected a
shared belief that participants developed during their ITE journey in New Zealand, including
respecting children’s choices to affirm their agency, respecting their individual differences to support
their learning, and respecting their languages and cultures to strengthen their identities. The second
theme, “Play-based pedagogy is important for children’s learning,” highlights participants’ collective
support for a play-based pedagogy over a teacher-directed approach. Together, these two themes
form the foundation of participants’ stance on teaching and learning in ECE, suggesting the
effectiveness of their ITE programme in preparing future teachers in the New Zealand ECE context.
Notably, in developing these beliefs, participants intentionally and continually drew on their own
and/or familiar experiences and knowledge of ECE in both China and New Zealand to inform their
learning and understanding of curriculum and pedagogy.

The third theme, “Negotiating pedagogical orientations in a cross-cultural context,” captures
participants’ efforts to navigate tensions between two culturally embedded ECE approaches and to
negotiate their pedagogical orientations in developing beliefs that felt reasonable and authentic to
themselves. Of the seven participants, four supported a balance between an entirely free play
approach and an overly teacher-directed approach, often described as balancing the approaches of
New Zealand and China. This hybrid belief appears to stem from an active use of their funds of
knowledge and identity to engage in dialogue with the professional discourses of ECE in New

Zealand within a third space. In contrast, the remaining three participants fully endorsed ECE
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approaches in New Zealand and saw no need or value in such a balance. Their responses suggested a
one-way assimilation into the dominant norms, in which their funds of knowledge and identity were
silenced, thereby potentially limiting their capacity to enrich ECE pedagogies in a culturally diverse
society.

The fourth theme, “Diverse understandings and implementations of intentional teaching,”
reflected participants’ varied interpretations of intentional teaching and the resulting diverse
practices. These differences were found to stem from varied levels of exposure to the term in their
respective ITE programmes. For those three who reported prior learning opportunities, intentional
teaching was generally understood as teachers acting with clear goals or learning outcomes in mind,
aligning with the definition adopted for this study. By contrast, participants who reported no such
learning experiences constructed their own understandings, which, while reflecting elements of
intentional teaching, were at times incomplete, inaccurate, or misleading, thereby potentially
hindering its effective implementation in practice. In addition, participants across the sample noted
that various practical factors could constrain the implementation of intentional teaching, making it a
challenging task for teachers. Therefore, greater efforts are needed to ensure that not only Chinese
student teachers but also all student teachers develop a rich and clear understanding of this
important concept.

In the next chapter, | will present the themes generated from the interview data on factors
influencing Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, with particular

attention to the facilitative role of ITE in this process.
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Chapter 6 Findings from Phase 2 — Influential Factors

As noted at the beginning of Chapter 5, the findings from Phase 2 are presented across three
chapters (Chapter 5, 6, and 7) to facilitate easier engagement, with each focusing on a particular
aspect of the data. This chapter reports on the themes related to factors influencing Chinese student
teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in early childhood education (ECE), with
particular attention to the facilitative role of initial teacher education (ITE) in shaping these
perspectives. In doing so, it aims to address Research Questions 3 and 4, as outlined below:

RQ3. What factors influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy?

RQ4. How have ITE programmes facilitated Chinese student teachers’ understandings of
curriculum and pedagogy?

After conducting reflexive thematic analysis, four themes were generated: (1) Significant
influence of initial teacher education, (2) Varied influence of cultural background, (3) Underlying
influence of upbringing and educational experiences, and (4) Distinct influence of being a parent.
Although the themes are presented sequentially for reporting purposes, this order does not
necessarily indicate their relative importance. A thematic map is provided below to represent the
themes visually (see Figure 6-1).

Figure 6-1

Thematic Map of Factors Influencing Perspectives of Curriculum and Pedagogy

Distinct Influence of Being a Parent Significant Influence of Inital
g /'— Teacher Education

Influential Factors ]

Underlying Influence of Upbringing Varied Influence of Cultural
and Educational Experiences Background

In this study, course-based learning refers to the learning that occurs through coursework,

usually delivered by teacher educators within tertiary institutions. This coursework typically includes
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engagement with educational theories, ECE policies and regulations, guiding documents such as Te
Whariki, teaching standards, ethics, and other professional knowledge necessary for teacher
preparation. However, it is important to note that, in some cases, participants used expressions such

” u

as “theory,” “theories,” or “theoretical stuff” to refer broadly to all course-based learning content. In
addition, the terms “centre-based practicum experiences” or “practicum experiences” are used to
describe student teachers’ learning experiences during practicum in ECE settings. Together, course-
based learning and centre-based practicum experiences constitute the two central components of
ITE programmes in New Zealand.

Another important point to note is that the data were reported solely from the Chinese
student teachers’ perspective, representing only their own perceptions and understandings. Their
accounts may not necessarily reflect the actual circumstances, as this study did not collect data from
other stakeholders, such as teacher educators or associate teachers, to enable cross-checking.

6.1 Theme 1: Significant Influence of Initial Teacher Education

Theme 1 highlights the significant influence of ITE in shaping participants’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy by facilitating the development of new beliefs, promoting reflection on
existing beliefs, and supporting integration of course-based learning and practicum experiences.
6.1.1 Subtheme 1: Facilitating the Development of New Beliefs

One of the key influences of ITE on Chinese student teachers, as reported by participants,
was to facilitate the development of new beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE. These beliefs
were considered new because participants had not previously thought about them or recognised
their importance before beginning their ITE journey in New Zealand. These beliefs included (a)
respecting children’s identities, (b) valuing social and emotional learning, (c) supporting inclusive
education, and (d) fostering connections with families and the wider community.

For example, Enrui shared his learning experience of a course related to identity in his ITE
programme, which left a deep impression on him. In this course, as he described, the teacher

educator discussed Maori, Muslim, and refugee issues, drawing on relevant social events to illustrate
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the importance of respecting people’s identities and creating an inclusive and diverse environment.
After being exposed to such ideas in this course, Enrui came to realise the importance of respecting
children’s identities. As he commented, “The children we work with probably come from different
cultural backgrounds, and their families might come from different ones too. It’s all connected, so
we need to learn to be inclusive and to value diversity” (Enrui-1). Enrui’s account suggests that a
certain course focusing on identity provided him with new insights into ECE and helped him develop
new beliefs that he may not have been fully aware of before taking the course.

Similarly, Rongrong described the influence of a course in her ITE programme on her
understanding of the importance of social and emotional learning. During the interview, she
frequently talked about social and emotional development. When asked where this kind of
knowledge came from, she responded:

We had a course specifically about social and emotional development. It mainly talked about

children’s development [in that area] ... one of the papers for the course was about how to

better develop children’s social and emotional competence through positive guidance.

(Rongrong-1)

Rongrong’s account suggests that the course may be a key source of her belief in children’s
social and emotional development. Through engaging with the course content and completing
related assignments, she appeared to have developed a belief in valuing children’s social and
emotional development. Moreover, this belief seemed to be reflected in her own parenting
practices. Rongrong’s child was attending an ECE centre in New Zealand. She described how she
collaborated with the teachers at the centre to support her child in developing social and emotional
competencies by using positive guidance strategies both in the centre and at home to address
challenging behaviours (Rongrong-1). Rongrong’s example suggests that she actively applied the
knowledge and established beliefs from her ITE learning in her parenting practices.

In addition to course-based learning, centre-based practicum experiences played a crucial

role in fostering student teachers’ new beliefs. For example, Aiai reported that her practicum
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experiences strongly influenced her belief in supporting inclusive education. She explained that
during her practicums in New Zealand ECE settings, she encountered several children with autism,
which was surprising to her because she had rarely seen neurodiverse children in ECE settings in
China. As she noted, children with additional learning support needs in China usually attend special
schools or are taught at home (Aiai-1). In contrast, Aiai observed that in New Zealand, the majority
of children are educated in mainstream centres, where children with additional learning support
needs are supported to learn alongside their peers and receive assistance from government-
provided early intervention specialists (Aiai-1). She commented, “I think this is really good. It gives
them a chance to interact with children without special needs ... The environment is quite inclusive”
(Aiai-1). Aiai’s account illustrated how practicum experiences substantially reshaped her views on
the education of neurodiverse children in ECE settings.

Notably, Aiai also put this new belief about supporting inclusive education into practice in
her own parenting. Aiai shared how she encouraged her child to show kindness and support to a boy
with special needs in the centre, to respect his differences, and to include him as a friend during play
rather than exclude him (Aiai-1). Moreover, Aiai’s experiences of inclusive education in her ITE
programme even had an impact on her future career plans, as she shared in the second-round
interview:

During this process, | realised that | actually have a stronger interest in inclusive education. |

feel that | may have more patience when working with children with autism, and | want to

know more about this area. As for my future plans, my initial thought is to take a relevant
programme, and perhaps later | may focus more on this direction. (Aiai-2)

Aiai’s example illustrates that the influence of practicum experiences regarding inclusive
education was far-reaching, extending beyond her professional beliefs in ECE to her parenting
practices and career planning.

Likewise, Bowen reported that he had learned a lot during a specific practicum with an

infant age group. Through his experiences with infants and their families, Bowen developed the
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belief that fostering stronger connections with families and the wider community is essential. As he
explained:

It is when you truly understand the child and build connections with their whanau, their

families, their hapori, and the community that you can more easily understand the child’s

needs. Yes, this was one of my strongest impressions. [You] must establish connections with
the whole family and the wider community. (Bowen-2)

Bowen’s account indicated that he actively interpreted his practicum experiences and,
through this process, recognised the importance of building connections with families and
communities as a means to better respond to children’s needs, which is a core principle of Te
Whariki (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 20).

Taken together, these accounts highlight the significant role of ITE in shaping participants’
perspectives by facilitating the development of new beliefs through both course-based learning and
centre-based practicum experiences. The findings reported in this section are valuable, as they
reaffirmed Levin and He’s (2008) claim that “teacher education programs can and do have an
influence on teacher candidates’ beliefs” (p. 66). More specifically, examples of these newly
developed beliefs include respecting children’s identities, valuing social and emotional learning,
supporting inclusive education, and fostering connections with families and the wider community.
As mentioned at the beginning of this section, these beliefs were considered new to Chinese student
teachers, as they had not previously thought about them or recognised their importance, likely due
to their unique life experiences within Chinese culture, where such ideas were not a focus. Through
engagement with new ideas and practices within ITE programmes, participants came to recognise
the importance of these pedagogical beliefs and demonstrated a commitment to enact them in their
future teaching. It is also noteworthy that, for some participants, the influence of ITE extended

beyond beliefs about ECE to shape their parenting practices or their career aspirations.
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6.1.2 Subtheme 2: Promoting Reflection on Existing Beliefs

In addition to facilitating the development of new beliefs (Subtheme 1), the findings of this
study indicate that ITE shaped participants’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy by prompting
reflection on beliefs formed prior to their ITE studies. In some cases, participants may have explicitly
referred to “reflection”; in other cases, while they did not use this term, reflective thinking was
implicitly demonstrated in their narratives. Participants’ reflections were primarily focused on beliefs
about (a) children’s play and learning, (b) the teacher’s role in children’s learning, and (c) the image
of the child.

First, many participants reported reconsidering or adjusting their prior beliefs about
children’s play and learning prompted by new knowledge or experiences. For example, Rongrong
shared her belief change about children’s learning, as she remarked:

| feel that many teachers with a Chinese background, including myself, tend to think first

about what [knowledge] children are supposed to learn when designing an activity. After

learning this course and gradually gaining more teaching experience, | have started to
change. | still think children need to learn, but what they learn is no longer limited to
academic aspects. For example, they can also learn through physical activities. Even during
their own free play, they can gain something. So, the content of learning has become
broader. However, overall, | still want children to learn something. | always feel that if, after
an activity, the child hasn’t learned anything, then that time was wasted. (Rongrong-1)

Rongrong’s comment reflected a partial shift from her earlier belief. Initially, shaped by a
culturally ingrained knowledge-based tradition, she tended to equate children’s learning with
academic outcomes gained from teacher-designed activities. Through coursework and practicum
experiences, she developed a broader conception of learning that aligned more closely with holistic
views of learning, as outlined in Te Whariki. This suggests that exposure to new knowledge and
practices prompted Rongrong to reconsider her prior beliefs. However, as her account suggested

that some of her pre-existing beliefs remained (e.g., “I still want children to learn something” and “if,
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after an activity, the child hasn’t learned anything, then that time was wasted”). Rongrong’s example
indicates that she was on a journey of reconciling her established beliefs with new pedagogical
philosophies encountered in her ITE programme. It also suggests that the new knowledge and
experiences served to expand, rather than replace, her prior beliefs about children’s learning.

Likewise, Minghao shared his changing belief about children’s messy play. He commented:

Like the Chinese parents at the centre, they might find it hard to accept seeing their

children’s clothes with all sorts of colour stains every day and everything in a mess. At first, |

might have had the same feeling, but now I’'ve become less bothered by it. | can accept this
kind of messy play and the concept of learning through play in this kind of [messy]
environment. | think that, over time, my perspective would ... well, not completely change,
but | would take the local context more into account. (Minghao-2)

This narrative highlighted two contrasting cultural perspectives on children’s play,
particularly messy play. In the Chinese context, parents may interpret stained clothing as a sign that
their children were not properly cared for in kindergarten. In contrast, within the New Zealand
context, such stains are often viewed as evidence that children were fully engaged in exploring their
environment through hands-on and bodily experiences. Although Minghao initially found it difficult
to accept such play due to his prior cultural expectations, he adjusted his perspective as he became
more accustomed to the local context and came to appreciate the educational value of messy play
through his ITE experiences within the New Zealand context. His account suggested that he was
seeking to negotiate between his prior beliefs and the local philosophy, viewing them as neither
right nor wrong, but culturally and contextually grounded (e.g., “take the local context more into
account”).

Moreover, Enrui shared his updated understanding of free play and its relationship with
learning. He commented:

Take free play as an example. When | first started my programme, | thought free play just

meant letting children play on their own. | couldn’t understand how it was possible for them
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to learn anything through play. To be honest, although | highly appreciated and respected

their educational approach overall, free play was the only thing I really could not understand

at the beginning. Then, during my first practicum, through my personal experience of being
with the children, | came to realise that the focus of free play is not on the children but on the
teacher. It is through the teacher’s observation [during children’s free play] that their
interests can be identified. It was through this process that | came to understand how
important free play truly is. (Enrui-2)

Enrui’s narrative reflects a growing appreciation for free play. Initially, he conceptualised
free play as children playing on their own while teachers did nothing. He questioned how children
could learn from free play without teachers’ involvement, suggesting a belief that children need to
learn from teachers. Gradually, as he gained more first-hand experience with children’s play and
observed other teachers’ practices, he came to recognise the value of free play and emphasised the
importance of teachers actively observing children’s play to gain information rather than doing
nothing. This act of observation may be interpreted as a precursor to subsequent intentional
engagements or actions, representing a positive shift towards positioning teachers in an active
rather than a passive role in responding to children’s play, which, to some extent, aligns with the
idea of intentional teaching. As noted by M. Y. Chen et al. (2024), “What determines whether
educators are enacting intentional teaching is not the action, but the intentionality” (p. 1382).
Although observation may appear inactive, it can still demonstrate teachers’ intentionality when
such actions or inactions are based on a purposeful decision. Therefore, Enrui’s account illustrates a
subtle shift in his prior beliefs about play and a growing awareness of intentionality as a teacher. It
also highlights that there may be various ways of interpreting intentional teaching, from purposeful
observation through to active engagement.

The second reflection focus was on the teacher’s role in children’s learning. For instance,
Shanshan shared her shift in belief through her explicit reflection during the practicum. She

commented:
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When we write our practicum reports, there is a model called Stop—Think—Change, a three-
stage model. It means that when you encounter a problem, you need to stop, then think and
reflect. Am | doing right? Let me give a practical example. When | first went to the centre for
my practicum, whenever the children were doing something, | preferred to step in and help.

Then my associate teacher told me not to intervene, but to let the children explore on their

own and give them space. | realised that, in our Chinese educational background, there is a

greater tendency to intervene and interfere, sometimes even to control ... When this

happened, | stopped to reflect. What are the results of my reflection? We should not involve
or intervene too much, or even control. We should let go, give them more space to explore,
and only provide help and support when they truly need it. (Shanshan-1)

Shanshan’s account reflects the contribution of a reflective resource, the three-stage model,
provided by her ITE provider, in helping her confront tensions that arose during practicum. At the
beginning of her practicum, as Shanshan described, she showed a tendency to step in and offer help
to children, which she linked to her Chinese educational background. This tendency could be
interpreted as being related to her upbringing in a Chinese society, where she may be more familiar
with Chinese traditional teaching approaches that emphasise teachers’ instruction. As indicated in
earlier studies, Chinese teachers and parents place greater value on teachers’ intervention and
guidance in children’s play compared to their German counterparts (S.-C. Wu et al., 2018; S.-C. Wu &
Rao, 2011). However, with the guidance of her associate teacher and the support of a reflection tool,
Shanshan noted that she would now “not involve or intervene too much,” but rather give children
more space to explore independently and offer help only when they “truly need it.” While it signifies
a shift away from a teacher-directed approach, this kind of step back may not fully reflect the
intentions of intentional teaching, which emphasises teachers’ active and purposeful role in
organising learning experiences for children, rather than acting primarily passively or responsively

(Ranson & Cameron, 2023). Shanshan’s account also highlights the ongoing challenge of finding a
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balance between engaging with children without taking over the direction of play and ensuring that
teachable moments are not missed in supporting their development.

The third focus of reflection was on beliefs about the image of the child. Ningning explained
that reflection formed a significant part of her ITE study, and through the learning journey, her
understanding of the image of the child had shifted. She commented:

We’re always doing reflection. In the first half of the semester, our assignments already

required reflection, and in the second half, reflection is also required. I’'m not sure how it is in

China, but at least here in early childhood education [ITE programmes], | feel like reflection

makes up about 50 per cent. It feels like we’re constantly asked to reflect on our past, our

present, and our findings. It’s really all about continuing to reflect. (Ningning-1)

One aspect is the image of the child. My perception has completely changed. Previously,

without much exposure [to ECE], | thought of the child as a blank slate who knew nothing.

However, after my two practicums, | realised that even infants are very intelligent, highly

competent, and also very independent. Moreover, children are capable of setting their own

challenges and challenging themselves. Therefore, my image of the child has become entirely
different. (Ningning-2)

Ningning’s accounts illustrate the significant role of reflection in her ITE programme and how
student teachers were supported by their teacher educators to reflect on their experiences and
beliefs. As she indicated, reflection was required and promoted throughout her ITE studies. Through
such reflective engagement with her learning, Ningning shifted her image of the child from a deficit-
oriented to a strength-oriented view, seeing children as capable, intelligent, and independent
learners. This finding highlights how teacher educators can purposefully use reflection to help
student teachers develop a more agentic and capable conceptualisation of children within ITE,
particularly among those whose image of the child may have been constructed through distinct

cultural perspectives (Burke, 2024a).
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Taken together, these narratives indicate that, beyond fostering new beliefs, ITE also
influenced participants’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy by promoting reflection on the
beliefs they had formed prior to their ITE studies. The findings show that reflections centred on
Chinese student teachers’ beliefs about (a) children’s play and learning, (b) the teacher’s role in
children’s learning, and (c) the image of the child. These focal areas suggest potential conceptual
challenges for student teachers from Chinese backgrounds, providing insights for ITE providers to
offer more targeted support in the future. The findings also highlight the importance of accessible,
easy-to-use reflection tools (e.g., the three-stage reflection model) and sufficient opportunities and
time for student teachers to examine and engage with their prior beliefs. From the theoretical lenses
of funds of knowledge and funds of identity, which refer to the historically accumulated, culturally
developed, and socially distributed resources that student teachers with immigrant backgrounds
bring with them (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014b), Chinese student teachers’ prior beliefs can be
understood as shaped by or derived from these funds (Monzdé & Rueda, 2003). Therefore, there is
value in recognising that student teachers from Chinese or other ethnic minority backgrounds are
not simply expected to replace their prior beliefs with new ones. Rather, value lies in acknowledging
their funds of knowledge and identity as resources (McDevitt, 2023), and in supporting them to
engage with culturally and contextually grounded perspectives, as they learn to navigate between,
negotiate, or integrate these perspectives within a third space in ITE programmes (Recchia &
McDevitt, 2018).

6.1.3 Subtheme 3: Supporting Integration of Course-Based Learning and Practicum Experiences

The third pathway through which ITE shapes Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy is supporting the integration of course-based learning and practicum
experiences. Such integration enables student teachers to apply, examine, and reflect on the
pedagogical philosophies introduced in their coursework within authentic ECE settings, thereby
bridging “the knowing and the being” (Whatman & MacDonald, 2017, p. 2), and ultimately

contributing to the development of their professional beliefs.
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First, some participants acknowledged that their ITE programme structure achieved a good
balance between course-based learning and centre-based practicum opportunities. It should be
noted that while participants sometimes used the term “theory” in their narratives, they often
employed it broadly to refer to the wider course-based learning content rather than theory in a
narrow sense. For example, Ningning commented:

| think this process [is good]. | feel that during the first half of the semester, it was not only

about spending half of the time learning from books, but also about observing in practice

how teachers carried out their daily routines, what they said and did, how they behaved, and
how they organised their work throughout the day. (Ningning-1)

From my own learning experience, | feel that the courses I’m taking now are really good. I've

been listening carefully, and they have truly helped me make a big shift. | think that without

these courses, if | had been thrown straight into a centre on the first day, | definitely wouldn’t
have managed. They did a lot of groundwork, so I felt that from both the theoretical and
practical sides ... They helped us to be well prepared for the transition. (Ningning-2)

Ningning’s accounts illustrate her appreciation for her ITE programme, which provided her
not only with a solid course-based grounding but also with opportunities to observe other teachers
and become familiar with ECE environments. As Ningning’s accounts indicate, the course-based
learning enabled a shift in her beliefs about ECE, laying the foundation for her understanding and
interpretation of teaching practices during practicums. Moreover, as she stated, when such course-
based learning was combined with centre-based practicum experiences, they collectively prepared
her for the ECE teaching role, ensuring a smooth transition to the teaching profession.

Shanshan also valued the opportunities her ITE programme provided for integrating course-
based learning with practicum experiences. She commented:

| think this way of learning is really, really good, and | strongly agree with it ... For example,

when you come across questions in your work [referring to practicums], you might find the

answers while learning the theories. Or when you’ve just learned some theories, you can
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immediately use them to guide your practice. | think this approach is really great.

(Shanshan-1)

Because, you know, if you just learn the theories but don’t put them into practice, the effect

of your learning will be quite limited. And your understanding of those theories probably

won’t go very deep either. (Shanshan-1)

Shanshan’s narrative highlights her understanding of the reciprocal relationship between
theory and practice, or more specifically, course-based learning and centre-based practicum
experiences. As she indicated, on the one hand, theories can help address problems that arise in
practicum situations and guide practices. On the other hand, practicums provide opportunities to
examine and test theories through student teachers’ active application, thereby deepening their
understanding of those theories. Shanshan’s account echoed Aiai’s reflection that “practicum is
actually a process of putting philosophies into practice, a process that helps you deepen your
understanding of those philosophies” (Aiai-2). Together, these accounts suggest that some
participants appeared to value the integration of course-based learning and practicum experiences,
viewing them as mutually reinforcing in shaping their professional beliefs and pedagogical practices.

However, it is worth noting that centre practices are not always aligned with pedagogical
philosophies taught by teacher educators in ITE courses. When such misalignment occurred, the
practices observed in centres appeared to shape Chinese student teachers’ acceptance and
endorsement of the pedagogical philosophies presented in ITE courses. For instance, Enrui described
the tension he experienced between the pedagogical philosophy introduced in coursework and the
practices he observed in one practicum centre, particularly regarding how to manage children’s
challenging behaviours. He stated:

What we learned in the courses was presented in a very perfectionist and idealised way. It

was all about how we should respect children and so on. But honestly, if you see a child in the

centre constantly pushing others down, at that moment you really feel there is no need to

say anything to him, you just want the other child to push back, you know? (Enrui-2)
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It [referring to the course] always mentions things like, in one sentence, respect children and

understand them, but it never really tells you how to actually solve these problems. (Enrui-2)

When | realised that what | had learned from the textbook was not really applicable ... for

example, when a child kept pushing others down, | tried to get down and patiently talk to the

child, saying, “What if your friend pushed you down? How would you feel?” | attempted this
approach twice, but it did not work. | then noticed that the teachers in the centre simply said,

“Stop, no, thank you.” | thought that was a good strategy. From that, | understood how

teachers in this centre deal with such situations. (Enrui-2)

Enrui’s comments suggest that he perceived a gap between learning about respecting
children and receiving practical strategies for managing children’s challenging behaviours. His
account of “push back” also indicates that he was in the process of reconciling his personal beliefs
with the pedagogical philosophies presented in ITE courses. While he attempted to apply the
philosophy of respecting children, he found that the strategies of reasoning and perspective-taking
under this principle appeared to be ineffective in such situations. Consequently, he showed an
inclination towards adopting the observed practice within the practicum centre of using firm, brief
directives such as “Stop, no, thank you” to align with the centre’s approach. It should be noted that
other centres may employ different strategies from those observed in Enrui’s practicum centre in
responding to children’s challenging behaviours.

Although Enrui’s case represents a single instance, it highlights how practicum experiences
may, in some cases, diminish the influence of coursework, especially when student teachers have
not yet consolidated their understanding of pedagogical philosophies and related strategies. It also
reveals that centre practices may not always align with the ideas presented in ITE coursework, which
could hinder the development of a consistent and coherent understanding of teaching and learning
in ECE. Therefore, it may be beneficial to investigate further how ITE providers can create spaces

that support student teachers in critically evaluating and negotiating centre practices, comparing
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them with their own personal beliefs and pedagogical principles, such as those outlined in Te
Whariki, while developing intentional and context-sensitive approaches to teaching.

Taken together, participants’ narratives illustrate how ITE programmes influence Chinese
student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy by supporting integration of course-
based learning and centre-based practicum experiences. As participants indicated, course-based
learning served as a foundation for interpreting ECE centre practices, while practicums provided
opportunities to apply the acquired knowledge through active practice. These two types of
connected and integrated learning within ITE institutions and ECE centres were viewed by some
participants as mutually beneficial, collectively contributing to the development of their teaching
beliefs. However, some data revealed that when centre practices were misaligned with pedagogical
philosophies presented in ITE courses, student teachers’ acceptance and endorsement of certain
philosophies were affected, leading to their questioning of the effectiveness of course-based
learning. The finding suggests a need for further consideration of the status and relationship of
course-based learning and practicum experiences in ITE programmes. Importantly, if course-based
learning is treated as unimportant, student teachers may only be able to reproduce what they have
observed in practice without being able to “identify, critique, or alter the philosophical and
ideological bases in which those practices are grounded” (Couch et al., 2022, p. 2).

6.1.4 Summary

This theme highlights the significant influence of ITE on shaping participants’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy. Analysis of participants’ narratives revealed that ITE exerted its influence
through facilitating the development of new beliefs, promoting reflection on existing beliefs, and
supporting integration of course-based learning and practicum experiences. Newly established
beliefs included respecting children’s identities, valuing social and emotional learning, supporting
inclusive education, and fostering connections with families and the wider community. Reflection on
existing beliefs centred on children’s play and learning, the teacher’s role in children’s learning, and

the image of the child. Well-structured ITE programmes also supported participants in integrating
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their course-based learning and centre-based practicum experiences, enabling them to transform
theoretical knowledge into internalised beliefs through active application and examination in
practical contexts. Overall, the theme reaffirmed the essential role of ITE, including both course-
based learning and practicum experiences, in shaping student teachers’ pedagogical beliefs (Vartuli
& Rohs, 2009; Wall, 2016; Yuan & Lee, 2014). It also suggests that the development of student
teachers’ professional beliefs is a complex and dynamic process, intertwined with prior beliefs, new
beliefs, taught knowledge, and practical encounters, which opens up space for deeper exploration of
the moments, tensions, and interpretations shaping student teachers’ evolving pedagogical stances.
In addition, the findings indicate that ITE may benefit from recognising Chinese student teachers’
funds of knowledge and funds of identity, as well as encouraging critical dialogue with culturally and
contextually grounded pedagogical perspectives in both coursework and practicums.

6.2 Theme 2: Varied Influence of Cultural Background

Theme 2 discusses the perceived varied influence of Chinese student teachers’ cultural
background on their perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE. While four participants (Enrui,
Aiai, Rongrong, and Ningning) articulated that their cultural background had a generally positive
influence, the remaining three (Bowen, Minghao, and Shanshan) considered it less significant in
shaping their perspectives.

Notably, participants’ perceptions of the influence of their cultural background appeared to
correspond with their positions on whether it was necessary to integrate ECE approaches in New
Zealand and China (see Section 5.4, Negotiating Pedagogical Orientations in a Cross-Cultural
Context). Specifically, the four participants who regarded their cultural background as having a
generally positive influence were more inclined to pursue integration between approaches in New
Zealand and China, whereas the three who considered their cultural background less significant

tended to emphasise assimilation into dominant local norms.
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6.2.1 Subtheme 1: Cultural Background was Perceived as Having a Generally Positive Influence

Of the seven participants, four (Enrui, Aiai, Rongrong, and Ningning) perceived their Chinese
cultural background as exerting a generally positive influence on their perspectives of curriculum
and pedagogy in ECE. It should be noted that, when discussing Chinese culture, participants also
referred to the education system within it, indicating that they viewed education as an inseparable
part of culture. While they acknowledged that Chinese culture and the education within it
encompassed both positive and negative aspects, they tended to see their Chinese cultural
background as an asset that contributed positively to the development of their teaching beliefs.

For instance, Enrui provided a detailed account of how he perceived Chinese culture and
education, as well as how his cultural background had shaped his pedagogical beliefs. He stated:

| believe that everything has both positive and negative sides, and it depends on how you

make use of them. | think the education system in China certainly has its own advantages.

(Enrui-1)

I have always believed that my cultural background is an advantage for me and has played a

positive role. Since everything has two sides, | believe it has brought me more positive than

negative influences, because | approach it with a positive mindset. (Enrui-1)

| think the influence of my cultural background is just what | said ... It probably explains why |

let children engage in free play, but at the same time, | still feel the need to do intentional

teaching. This is what my cultural background expects of me. (Enrui-1)

These narratives suggest that Enrui held a generally appreciative stance towards his cultural
background. While acknowledging that Chinese culture and education have both positive and
negative aspects, he tended to view his background as a positive influence because, as he stated, he
approached it with a positive mindset. In addition, Enrui indicated that due to the influence of his
cultural background, he perceived a need to include both free play and intentional teaching for
children in ECE. This may be explained by the idea of intentional teaching resonating with his

Chinese cultural background, within which teachers value their role in children’s learning (Lin et al.,
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2021). However, the distinction between intentional teaching and a teacher-directed approach
should not be overlooked. While Enrui’s understanding of intentional teaching may still be
developing, this integration of free play and intentional teaching points to a promising way in which
participants can draw on their cultural background and heritage to make sense of, and reconcile,
new learning in ITE.

Building on this reflective awareness of how his cultural background informed his
pedagogical choices, Enrui further articulated a broader understanding of engaging with one’s
cultural background, stating, “I think every cultural background has its own strengths. What matters
is to integrate those strengths with your current work, while avoiding the rigid belief that everything
from your own background is always correct” (Enrui-2). This account indicated that he recognised
the dual potential of cultural background to empower or constrain student teachers’ perspectives,
depending on whether it was applied flexibly and constructively.

Aiai expressed a similar idea, stating that every culture has both strengths and weaknesses,
and that the key lies in learning from the strengths of others to compensate for one’s own
weaknesses. She stated:

I actually think that every culture, of course, has both positive and negative aspects. What

matters more is to make use of the positive aspects of your own culture. (Aiai-2)

Chinese education, of course, has many aspects that we often criticise as not good. But | also

believe there are positive aspects. For example, this kind of standardised education has

enabled many of us to go abroad and see the wider world. (Aiai-2)

| think that, as individuals, we should take in the good aspects from others to make up for

what is less good in our own. But at the same time, we should not completely deny our own

culture. (Aiai-2)

These narratives indicated that Aiai also adopted a critically reflective stance towards her
cultural background, recognising both its strengths and weaknesses rather than taking a one-sided

view. She was aware that Chinese education has often been criticised, but she also emphasised that
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its positive outcomes for individuals should be equally acknowledged. Importantly, Aiai highlighted
the need and value of learning from the strengths of different cultures, which helps explain why this
group of participants was inclined to unify ECE approaches in New Zealand and China to achieve
what they call a balance.

Aiai further illustrated her stance with an example from her own parenting practice. She
explained that in Chinese culture, parents often prefer to sleep in the same room as their children
because they value closeness; whereas in Western culture, children commonly sleep in their own
rooms, separate from their parents, due to the emphasis on independence. She concluded, “You can
take the good aspects of Western culture and apply them in your own family, but that does not
mean you have to turn your family into one that operates in the same way as a Western family”
(Aiai-2). This finding is valuable as it revealed that Aiai was developing an understanding that there is
no single correct, decontextualised, or universalist way of educating and parenting children. The
finding also highlights Aiai’s acknowledgement and preservation of the perceived strengths of her
home culture, while resisting the pressures to devalue her cultural identity and to assimilate into the
host culture.

Likewise, Rongrong commented that she perceived the influence of her Chinese cultural
background as generally positive. She recognised that China’s large population may have shaped a
highly competitive society, which in turn often generated parental anxiety about children’s
education and an overemphasis on academic success (Rongrong-2). However, as she remarked, “I
think there are still many good things [in my own culture]” (Rongrong-2). Rongrong further argued
that it would be best to integrate the positive aspects of different cultures into one’s own teaching
practices. As she explained, “If we could combine the good parts from both Chinese and Western, or
say New Zealand and some Asian countries, that would be the best” (Rongrong-2). This account
demonstrates her inclination to integrate or unify different educational philosophies and practices in

ECE contexts, rather than adopt a “fit-in” pattern of thinking.
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Ningning also emphasised the positive influence of her cultural background, noting that it
enabled her to view ECE from different perspectives. She explained:

I think it [referring to the cultural influence] is positive because it has helped me to know how

| want to approach my future work in early childhood education. Since | have seen A, B, and

even C, | now have a clearer position regarding my future choices, the kind of working
environment | want, and how | would like to educate young children. (Ningning-1)

Like the three participants above, Ningning’s narrative reflected an appreciative view of her
own cultural background. She regarded her background as an asset, rather than a deficit. She
believed that her distinctive Chinese cultural background, together with her cross-cultural learning
experiences in New Zealand, enabled her to adopt multiple perspectives on ECE issues and to
develop hybrid beliefs informed by those perspectives, which she viewed as beneficial for her future
teaching.

Taken together, the four participants (Enrui, Aiai, Rongrong, and Ningning) adopted a critical
yet appreciative stance towards their own Chinese cultural background, viewing it as having a
generally positive influence on their perspectives. While acknowledging certain limitations (e.g., an
overemphasis on academic success), this group of participants noted that the positive aspects of
Chinese culture/education should not be overlooked (e.g., valuing the teacher’s role in children’s
learning). They tended to view their Chinese cultural background as an asset rather than a deficit
that enriched their professional perspectives. This stance enabled them to appreciate the ECE
philosophies in New Zealand while preserving or integrating valued aspects of their home culture,
demonstrating both an intentional resistance to the “fit-in only approach” (Xu et al., 2025, p. 11) and
an emerging effort to develop hybrid beliefs. This finding may help explain why this group of
participants perceived a need to seek balance between ECE approaches in New Zealand and China,
integrating or unifying them where possible (see Section 5.4, Negotiating Pedagogical Orientations in
a Cross-Cultural Context, for more descriptions of their perspectives). Future research could further

explore how student teachers with non-dominant backgrounds view their home culture, how that
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stance affects their pedagogical orientations, and how they might be supported to view and utilise
their cultural backgrounds as assets in their professional development.
6.2.2 Subtheme 2: Cultural Background was Perceived as Less Significant

Unlike the four participants in Subtheme 1, the remaining three (Bowen, Minghao, and
Shanshan) perceived their Chinese cultural background as less significant in shaping their
perspectives. While Bowen and Minghao acknowledged that their cultural background might have
influenced them, they regarded this influence as limited. They believed their views were shaped
more by the local New Zealand ECE context they encountered through ITE. Shanshan articulated a
more pronounced position, viewing her cultural background as having minimal influence as she
intentionally sought to distance herself from Chinese culture. In terms of pedagogical orientations,
compared with the subgroup in Subtheme 1, Bowen, Minghao, and Shanshan seemed to place
greater emphasis on assimilation than on integration.

For example, in the first-round interview, Bowen acknowledged that his Chinese cultural
background exerted some influence on his perspectives, but only to a limited extent. He explained
that this limited influence was because “I spent most of my teenage years here in New Zealand, and |
received my education here” (Bowen-1). His account reveals the varied life experiences of Chinese
student teachers, which may shape their perceptions of the influence of their Chinese cultural
backgrounds. In the second-round interview, Bowen more explicitly described the influence of his
cultural background as neutral, rather than positive or negative (Bowen-2). Compared to the
influence of his cultural background, he regarded the local ECE context in New Zealand, provided
through his ITE programme, as more significant in shaping his perspectives. Moreover, although
Bowen acknowledged that a cross-cultural background could provide Chinese student teachers with
additional lenses, he believed that respecting the local context was more crucial for them, indicating
a tendency towards assimilation. He commented:

Cultural background is important because it can provide you with different perspectives. But

more importantly, you need to show respect [to the local context]. You must first be aware of
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the broader environment, respect this environment, respect Te Whariki, and respect how this

environment functions. (Bowen-2)

This account suggested that, in Bowen’s view, ECE in New Zealand has its own principles and
practices rooted in its culture and society, and that what he and other Chinese student teachers
mostly needed to do was to respect and fit into local norms. He therefore further stated that New
Zealand did not need to learn from China to achieve what other participants (i.e., the four
participants in Subtheme 1) described as a “balance.” Bowen commented, “I think it is unnecessary
to seek a balance. New Zealand doesn’t need to balance, but China may have something to learn
[from New Zealand]” (Bowen-2). Bowen’s account indicated that he did not perceive a need for
mutual adaptation or integration, instead reflecting a tendency towards assimilation to the New
Zealand norms. It also suggested that, from his perspective, his funds of knowledge and funds of
identity were of limited relevance to his development as an ECE teacher in New Zealand.

Similarly, Minghao believed that his cultural background had a limited influence on his
perspective, noting that “the influence of cultural background may not be as great as imagined”
(Minghao-1). This indicated participants’ varied perceptions of the importance of their cultural
backgrounds on their pedagogical perspectives. Minghao further explained how he believed
international student teachers may adjust their beliefs to align with the local context:

When they [international student teachers] come here, they would adapt and adjust

according to the current environment and culture ... | think many of them may no longer

adhere strongly to the ways of thinking rooted in their original cultural backgrounds; instead,
they are likely to accept some of the influences from the local educational environment.

(Minghao-2)

Minghao’s narrative suggests that, although he acknowledged the cultural influence on
student teachers’ prior beliefs, he attributed greater importance to the host culture’s local context in
shaping their current beliefs about educating children, thereby highlighting the adaptable and

malleable nature of teaching beliefs. For Minghao, as for Bowen, what mattered most for
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international student teachers was respecting and adapting to the local context. Accordingly,
Minghao perceived no necessity to integrate Chinese ECE philosophies into New Zealand (Minghao-
2). Minghao’s account implies that, while funds of knowledge and funds of identity may inform
student teachers’ prior beliefs, engagement with these funds may not be particularly emphasised or
prioritised in his ITE programme through the creation of a third space for negotiation and dialogue.
However, this situation may vary across ITE programmes.

The third participant in this group, Shanshan, expressed a similar but more pronounced
view, perceiving her cultural background as having minimal influence in shaping her perspectives.
Shanshan stated that she deliberately distanced herself from Chinese culture, as she perceived it as
problematic and contributing little to the world compared with Western cultures. She commented:

Just think about it, over all these years, how many Chinese people have won a Nobel Prize?

How many inventions and creations have come from Chinese people? What contributions has

China brought to the world’s civilisation and progress? If we ask ourselves honestly, are there

any? Yes, but far, far, far too few. (Shanshan-1)

It sounds harsh, doesn’t it? A Chinese person denying her own culture. It sounds harsh, but

this is the reality. (Shanshan-2)

My cultural background has had little influence on me. Because most of the time, | don’t

agree with those ideas, and there are many cultural phenomena that | actually don’t really

like. (Shanshan-2)

| think the New Zealand Government and the Ministry of Education should be aware that

when a culture is not good enough, measures should be taken to prevent it from eroding a

more civilised and better culture. (Shanshan-2)

Shanshan’s accounts suggest a particular stance towards Chinese culture. Due to her
perceptions of the negative aspects or limitations of Chinese culture, Shanshan showed a tendency
to “deny” her own cultural background and to distance herself from its influence. As Shanshan

described, she disagreed with many ideas associated with Chinese culture and regarded these ideas
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as a potential risk of “eroding” New Zealand’s culture, something she believed should be prevented.
Consistent with this attitude, Shanshan appeared to see limited need to bring or integrate her funds
of knowledge and identity into her professional learning journey. Instead, Shanshan seemed to place
greater emphasis on conforming and assimilating to the local norm. Shanshan’s perspective suggests
diversity among Chinese student teachers in how they view their Chinese cultural background and
whether they regard it as a resource or a deficit for their professional development. Future research
could further explore this phenomenon by examining the relationship between student teachers’
perceptions of their own culture and their pedagogical choices.

Taken together, the three participants (Bowen, Minghao, and Shanshan) tended to consider
their cultural background as less significant in shaping their perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy. For Bowen and Minghao, although they acknowledged some cultural influence, they
described it as relatively limited and not as substantial as might be assumed. Bowen and Minghao
believed that respecting and adapting to the local context was more important for student teachers
of international backgrounds. Shanshan articulated a more pronounced position, viewing her
cultural background as having minimal influence, as she reported intentionally distancing herself
from it based on her attitude towards Chinese culture. In contrast to the four participants in
Subtheme 1, who viewed their cultural background generally as an asset, this subgroup tended to
downplay its significance in shaping their pedagogical perspectives. These varied perceptions
reported in Theme 2 highlight the diversity among Chinese student teachers in how they view their
Chinese cultural background, which appeared to shape their pedagogical orientation towards
integration or assimilation.

6.2.3 Summary

This theme discussed the varied perspectives participants held on curriculum and pedagogy
in ECE, and how these perspectives were shaped by their cultural backgrounds. Specifically, while
four participants perceived their cultural background as having a generally positive influence, the

remaining three regarded it as less significant. Notably, participants’ perceptions of cultural
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background appeared to shape their pedagogical orientations. When they viewed their cultural
background as having a positive influence, they sought to integrate or unify philosophies and
practices from both cultures. In contrast, when they viewed their cultural background as less
significant, they tended to place greater emphasis on assimilation into the local dominant norm. The
two different pedagogical orientations of these subgroups resonate with Berry’s (1997) acculturation
framework, which suggests that non-dominant groups who value both their heritage and host
cultures tend to pursue integration, whereas those who privilege the host culture over their heritage
culture tend towards assimilation. Such varied acculturation strategies may lead to differences in the
extent to which participants draw on their cultural heritage and construct their identities as ECE
teachers in cross-cultural contexts.

6.3 Theme 3: Underlying Influence of Upbringing and Educational Experiences

Theme 3 illustrates how participants’ upbringing and educational experiences, spanning
both family, institutional, and self-education contexts, shape their perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy. Overall, six participants reported such influences. While some discussed them in broad
terms, others provided more specific examples. It should be noted that no subthemes are presented
in this theme. As Braun and Clarke (2022, p. 88) explain, subthemes are optional and do not need to
be applied across all themes.

First, Ningning, Shanshan, and Bowen generally stated that their upbringing and educational
experiences had certain influences on their teaching beliefs, and these influences were more implicit
than explicit. For example, Ningning commented, “I know that my memories of my own
kindergarten days may not be very vivid now, but | believe they must still remain in some corners of
my mind, and they inevitably influence me every single day” (Ningning-1). Her account suggests that
she emphasised the underlying influence of her own childhood experiences in ECE settings and
regarded them as a definite factor shaping her beliefs.

Similarly, Bowen remarked that he had spent his childhood and early adolescence in China

before coming to New Zealand. Therefore, he thought his upbringing and educational experiences
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may have had some influence on his teaching beliefs (Bowen-2). Likewise, Shanshan believed that
education has a great impact on a person, likening it to the operating system for a computer. She
commented:

Actually, | think a person is like a computer, and one’s educational background is like the

operating system installed on it, right? If the operating system you install is advanced and of

a higher version, then the computer will certainly run more efficiently, and its functions will

be more powerful. So yes, | believe educational background has an enormous impact on a

person ... It essentially shapes one’s soul. (Shanshan-1)

Shanshan’s comment reflects an understanding of education as more than shaping one’s
mind; she viewed it as fundamentally transformative, shaping one’s soul. The metaphor of likening
one’s educational background to the operating system for a computer might also suggest Shanshan’s
view that a person’s educational experiences influence how they function and engage with the
world. It should be noted that, for Shanshan herself, this education was more about self-education.
As Shanshan indicated in Section 6.2.2, Subtheme 2 of Theme 2, she did not appreciate many
aspects of Chinese cultural and educational traditions. Therefore, she deliberately distanced herself
through self-learning and self-reflection, particularly by engaging with Western educational theories
(Shanshan-1).

More specifically, the data revealed that participants utilised their upbringing and
educational experiences as sources for reflection, drawing on them to apply what they perceived as
positive and to avoid what they perceived as negative, which echoed an earlier study on the
influences of childhood experiences on workers’ commitment to caring for vulnerable children
(Brannen et al., 2009).

For example, Enrui, Rongrong, and Minghao all reported that they disliked the collectivism in
the Chinese education system and intentionally avoided such practices in their own teaching in the

New Zealand ECE context, instead placing greater value on individualism. Drawing on Enrui’s

175



example, when asked about his childhood experiences, he explicitly stated that he disliked
collectivism:

Everything had to be done collectively. Even when it came to playing games, such as “Eagle

Catches Chicks,” you had to join in. No one would ask whether you wanted to participate;

they would simply ask you to line up and start ... Every child was required to comply. I felt it

was extremely disrespectful, and the experience was very unpleasant for me. It left a deep
impression on me. (Enrui-1)

Following this, when asked whether he would adopt a less collectivist approach in his future
teaching, Enrui responded that he had never held a collectivist mindset, not even during his
practicum, as he valued critical thinking and reflection (Enrui-1). Because he disliked such collective
activities, Enrui stated that he preferred to avoid them in his own practice. He then shared an
example from his practicum in which a boy did not want to eat during kai time but was required by
another teacher to do so. Later, Enrui discovered that the boy did not want to eat because he
associated eating with having to sleep afterwards. Enrui then shared this information with his
associate teacher and head teacher for further solutions. Enrui stated, “I think this is an example of
anti-collectivism, where you cannot try to control him, because everything has its underlying
reasons” (Enrui-1). Enrui’s reflection and example illustrate that these participants critically
evaluated their educational experiences and sought to avoid practices that they perceived as
negative in their own teaching, particularly collectivism, which is a prominent characteristic of
traditional Chinese culture that emphasises teachers’ authority and children’s conformity (Fike,
2020, p. 22; W. Zhu et al., 2024).

Apart from avoiding practices that they perceived as negative, participants also sought to
apply those they perceived as positive in their own upbringing and educational experiences. For
example, Bowen shared that he had attended a public Montessori kindergarten in China, which he

described as a happy and positive experience.
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What | remember is that every day | could choose exactly what | wanted to do. For example,
in the kindergarten classroom, there were many areas available. There was a reading corner,
an area for cooking activities, another one for building blocks, and so on. Each day, children
could freely choose among these options. (Bowen-1)

This kindergarten experience appeared to affirm Bowen’s valuing of children’s agency in
deciding what to do during play (see Section 5.2.1, Respecting Children's Choices to Affirm Their
Agency). Although Bowen noted that his childhood memories were not very clear, he was certain
that his kindergarten experience was happy, which partially shaped his belief that the Montessori
approach is beneficial in ECE because it emphasises and promotes independence. Bowen further
explained that, having been nurtured to be independent from a young age, he valued this quality
and expected children to do things on their own and develop independence (Bowen-1).

In addition, Bowen mentioned that his upbringing experiences in his family of origin were
quite influential in shaping his perspectives.

Since childhood, | have had a close and intimate relationship with my parents. Of course,

there were arguments, but not many. They respected my ideas, and because of this, when |

later worked in ECE centres, | naturally respected the ideas of children. Therefore, | believe
that one’s family of origin has an enormous influence on a person (Bowen-1).

This account reflected Bowen's interpretation of how his early family relationships shaped
his professional beliefs, suggesting that respect for children’s voices in his teaching was also rooted
in the respect he had received from his parents. Bowen’s narratives, whether referring to his
kindergarten or family experiences, provided an example of how participants drew on their
perceived positive experiences to translate into their own teaching beliefs.

It is noteworthy that Bowen’s example revealed the heterogeneity of upbringing and
educational experiences among participants who share the same cultural background. Depending on
the era in which they attended kindergarten, the type of kindergarten they attended, the social and

economic context of their family, as well as parents’ educational beliefs and practices, Chinese
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student teachers may have had varied growing-up experiences, which may or may not align with
Chinese educational traditions. This variability suggests it is not appropriate to treat Chinese student
teachers as a homogeneous group; rather, they should be understood as encompassing both shared
and diverse upbringings and educational experiences, which contributed to their current different
perspectives. These insights invite broader inquiry into how funds of knowledge and identity and
third space theory can help explain the ways student teachers negotiate between personal histories
and professional discourses during ITE.
6.3.1 Summary

Taken together, this theme illustrates the underlying influence of participants’ upbringing
and educational experiences across family, institutional, and self-education contexts on their
perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE. Although recollections of these experiences may
have faded, the feelings and views associated with them have endured and continue to shape
participants’ views. More specifically, participants drew on these experiences as sources for
reflection, applying what they perceived as positive (e.g., Montessori educational approach;
authoritative/democratic parenting) and avoiding what they perceived as negative (e.g.,
collectivism). The narratives also highlight that participants who share the same cultural background
show both commonalities and differences in their growing-up experiences. These insights invite
more targeted research on international or immigrant student teachers’ diverse funds of knowledge
and funds of identity developed through their personal histories, and on how these funds interact
with professional discourses within the space of ITE in host countries.
6.4 Theme 4: Distinct Influence of Being a Parent

Theme 4 focuses on the specific influence of being a parent on the perspectives of four
participants (Minghao, Shanshan, Rongrong, and Aiai). For these participants, being a parent was
perceived as highly influential, as it fostered an eagerness to learn about educational theories,
provided first-hand experience in interacting with children, and offered insights into the ECE their

children received in China and/or New Zealand. These parenting experiences appeared to have

178



informed and enriched their perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE, enabling them to
interpret and compare practices through a cross-cultural lens.

For example, Shanshan explained why parenting experience was influential for her:

I think for me, [the influential factor] is my parenting experience. When you are raising and

educating your own child, you naturally start to think about these issues. Many people do not

really think about such issues because they are not relevant to them. But once these things

become relevant to you, you are more likely to consider them ... When | was bringing up my

child and came across these issues, most of the time | was looking at the latest educational

theories, and a lot of those were from Western, European-American countries. (Shanshan-2)

Shanshan’s account revealed that her engagement with ECE issues began even before
entering her ITE programme in New Zealand, through her parenting experience in China. For
Shanshan, parenting a child created a strong motivation to explore educational philosophies in ECE.
Although she was raising a child in China, Shanshan stated that she relied more on Western theories
than on traditional Chinese philosophies, which was consistent with her earlier remark about her
preference for Western cultures over Chinese culture. Shanshan described her parenting philosophy
as “entirely Westernised” (Shanshan-2), which may have contributed to her embracing ECE
philosophies and approaches in New Zealand.

Similarly, Minghao also noted the influence of his parenting experiences:

You can gain some first-hand information from interacting with [your own children], from

your daily communication with them, and from observing their development. This helps you

understand what kinds of support and environment children at this age need, and how they

might respond. Sometimes you can even try out an educational philosophy as a small

experiment with your own child. (Minghao-2)

The narrative reflected Minghao’s appreciation of his role as a parent, which enabled him to
gain first-hand and rich knowledge of children’s learning interests and developmental needs through

daily parenting practices. Such knowledge of and experiences with children, as Minghao indicated,
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may contribute to student teachers’ development as ECE teachers in creating appropriate
environments and providing support for children. It also suggested that for Minghao, the family
setting served as a low-stakes context for trying out ideas and refining them through feedback from
his own child. These aspects illustrated why Minghao regarded parenthood as influential in his ITE
journey.

Moreover, being a parent provided these participants with rich opportunities to conduct
cross-cultural comparisons between ECE in China and New Zealand, which contributed to the
development of their pedagogical perspectives. For instance, drawing on his child’s ECE experience
in China and his observation of ECE in New Zealand, Minghao noted some differences. Minghao
explained that in China, there was a strong focus on teaching and academic results, whereas in New
Zealand, children were provided with spaces to explore freely on their own (Minghao-1). In addition,
Minghao observed that in China, children frequently engaged in group activities such as flag-raising
ceremonies or singing competitions, whereas in New Zealand, such activities were relatively less
common, and children had more freedom to pursue their own interests (Minghao-1). This different
emphasis on collectivism and individualism has also been highlighted in Theme 3 when participants
reflected on their own educational experiences. It suggests that collectivism, as a prominent
characteristic of Chinese culture, remains an enduring and deeply embedded feature of its education
system across generations.

Comparing her child’s ECE experiences in China with her observations in New Zealand,
Shanshan criticised the high teacher-child ratio in Chinese public kindergartens, feeling that more
teachers were required. Shanshan argued that such ratios limited teachers’ capacity to attend to
children’s individual needs and, in order to avoid accidents, compelled them to impose stricter
discipline by requiring children to sit still and listen (Shanshan-1). In contrast, Shanshan appreciated
the lower teacher-child ratios and ECE practices in New Zealand, stating, “If | had to choose, | would
choose to educate my child in the New Zealand way” (Shanshan-1). Shanshan’s comments reflect

her understanding that a low teacher-child ratio benefits children, as it enables teachers to observe,
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understand, and intentionally respond to individual learning needs. In addition, as Shanshan
indicated, low teacher-child ratios may also help to reduce conflicts among children, as children may
have relatively more resources and space to explore within the ECE environment and greater access
to teacher support. Such cross-cultural comparisons contributed to her appreciation of ECE provision
in New Zealand.

Rongrong shared that, although her child attended a Montessori kindergarten for several
months in China, she felt that its practices differed from the authentic Montessori approach.
Rongrong explained that teachers in that kindergarten imposed many rules and regulations on
children, such as how to place their hands, how to sit, and how to use chopsticks or spoons
(Rongrong-1). However, after moving her child to New Zealand for ECE, Rongrong observed that
there were fewer rules and regulations, noting, “They don’t expect children to conform to one single
correct way of doing things” (Rongrong-1). Rongrong’s comments illustrate how a particular
educational philosophy may be implemented differently across cultural contexts and individual
settings. The differing emphasis on rules and regulations in Chinese and New Zealand ECE settings
might also be understood as reflecting divergent orientations towards teachers’ directions and
children’s autonomy in two cultures.

Aiai made a detailed comparison between her son’s ECE experiences in New Zealand and
those of her niece in China, who was of a similar age. She noted that both Chinese and New Zealand
ECE provisions had their respective strengths (Aiai-1). Her comparison can be organised into four
dimensions: the ECE environment, children’s development, children’s caregiving, and pedagogical
practices.

ECE environment. Aiai noted that her niece’s kindergarten offered many opportunities for
children to be immersed in traditional Chinese culture, such as wearing Hanfu (traditional Han
Chinese clothing) and learning to use Chinese calligraphy brushes. In contrast, children in New
Zealand were often provided with recycled materials and loose parts, such as rocks and bottles, to

support play. It should be noted that while Aiai appreciated the more formal and professional
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clothing and materials, the value of loose parts should not be underestimated, as they promote
creativity, imagination, and innovation (Cankaya et al., 2023).

Children’s development. Aiai also observed that her niece appeared more knowledgeable
and capable, as shown by her ability to recite many classical Chinese poems and act as a host for
kindergarten activities. In comparison, from Aiai’s perspective, although her son seemed “silly,” he
displayed a strong sense of security because he received more companionship and interaction from
his parents than Aiai’s niece, whose mother was very busy with work. As Aiai stated, “My son may
look a bit silly, but he seems to have a strong sense of security. Both of us [referring to the parents]
spend quite a lot of time accompanying him” (Aiai-1).

Children’s caregiving. Moreover, according to Aiai, children in China received more
caregiving support from extended family members, particularly grandparents who often co-reside
with them and take on additional caregiving responsibilities. In contrast, in New Zealand, children’s
caregiving often relied more on the nuclear family, which in turn contributed to greater parent-child
interaction. In addition, Aiai noted that in China, children were often provided with a formal hot
lunch at kindergarten, whereas in New Zealand, children often brought their own lunch boxes,
containing items such as candies and cookies, which she found concerning from a Chinese mother’s
perspective.

Pedagogical practices. Furthermore, Aiai pointed out that, in China, teaching practices
tended to be rule-bound, with teachers establishing role models for other children to follow,
communicating less with families, and offering limited support for children with special needs. In
contrast, teachers in New Zealand imposed fewer rules and regulations, respected children’s
diversity and individuality, fostered close connections with families, and created a more inclusive
environment with stronger supports for children with additional learning support needs.

Overall, by comparing the experiences of her son and her niece, Aiai identified differences
between ECE in China and New Zealand from her perspective and recognised the strengths of each.

As her accounts indicate, these differences are rooted in cultural values, family structures, nurturing
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practices, parental expectations, and ECE philosophies. Aiai’s parenting experiences contributed to
her development of pedagogical beliefs and practices through a cross-cultural lens.
6.4.1 Summary

Taken together, Theme 4 highlights the distinct influence of parenthood on certain
participants’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in ECE. As reflected in the data, being a
parent motivated them to engage with ECE-related issues before entering ITE, provided first-hand
insights into children’s learning and development, and offered opportunities for close observation of
ECE practices in both China and New Zealand. Through cross-cultural comparisons, participants
generally characterised Chinese ECE as more academically oriented, collectivist, teacher-directed,
and rule-bound, whereas New Zealand ECE was perceived as more individualised, emotionally
supportive, inclusive, and valuing of children’s agency. These perceptions appeared to strengthen
these participants’ appreciation of the New Zealand approach, although this may not be the case for
all Chinese parents. These findings invite further inquiry into the influence of parenthood on student
teachers’ perspectives, specifically in cross-cultural contexts.
6.5 Chapter Summary

This chapter examined four key factors influencing Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy in ECE, with particular attention to the role of ITE in these perspectives.

The first theme, “Significant influence of initial teacher education,” highlighted the pivotal
role of ITE in shaping participants’ perspectives by facilitating the development of new beliefs,
promoting reflection on existing beliefs, and supporting integration of course-based learning and
practicum experiences. Newly established beliefs included respecting children’s identities, valuing
social and emotional learning, supporting inclusive education, and fostering connections with
families and the wider community, which were aspects that participants had not previously
considered or recognised as important before entering ITE in New Zealand. Reflection on existing
beliefs centred on children’s play and learning, the teacher’s role in children’s learning, and the

image of the child. Through reflection, participants engaged in a process of reconciling their prior
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beliefs with new knowledge and experiences. In addition, well-structured ITE programmes
supported participants in integrating their course-based learning and centre-based practicum
experiences, enabling them to transform learned knowledge into internalised beliefs through active
application in practical contexts.

The second theme, “Varied influence of cultural background,” reflected participants’
differing perceptions of how cultural background influenced their perspectives. Four participants
regarded their Chinese cultural background as a generally positive influence, while the remaining
three considered it less significant. There seems to be a link between participants’ perceptions of
cultural influence and their pedagogical orientation, particularly regarding whether they sought to
integrate or unify ECE approaches in New Zealand and China. Those who viewed their cultural
background positively tended to believe that valuable elements of Chinese culture could be
integrated into New Zealand’s ECE approaches, whereas those who viewed their Chinese cultural
background as less significant were more inclined towards assimilation into the dominant local
norm.

The third theme, “Underlying influence of upbringing and educational experiences,”
illustrated the deep-seated and underlying influence of participants’ own upbringing and educational
experiences on their perspectives. Although memories of such experiences may have faded, the
influence remained enduring and continued to shape participants’ views. Importantly, data indicated
that participants were not simply teaching the way they were taught, which is a commonly cited
assumption in the literature but has also been questioned by other studies (Cox, 2014; Oleson &
Hora, 2014). Rather, Chinese student teachers engaged in a critical evaluation and interpretation of
their past experiences, drawing on them as resources for reflection; reproducing what they
perceived as positive (e.g., Montessori educational approach; authoritative/democratic parenting)
and avoiding what they perceived as negative (e.g., collectivism).

The fourth theme, “Distinct influence of being a parent,” focuses on the unique impact of

parenting experiences among the four participants who were parents. First, their role as parents
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motivated them to engage with ECE-related issues, including educational theories, even before
entering ITE. Second, parenting provided them with rich first-hand insights into children’s learning
and development, which contributed to the development of their pedagogical beliefs and
competencies. Third, being a parent provided opportunities to closely observe ECE practices in both
China and New Zealand, enabling cross-cultural comparisons that appeared to strengthen their
appreciation of New Zealand’s ECE philosophies and practices, although this may not be the case for
all Chinese parents.

It should be noted that this chapter has examined only four prominent influential factors
that were widely shared among this group of participants. Other factors, such as prior professional
experiences in the ECE field (Horsley & Bauer, 2010), are not discussed here, not because they are
unimportant in shaping student teachers’ perspectives, but because they were not evident among
the seven participants for this study, none of whom reported ECE teaching experiences before ITE.
Nevertheless, such unaddressed factors may influence other cohorts of Chinese student teachers
and therefore warrant further investigation.

In the next chapter, | will move beyond specific curriculum and pedagogical perspectives to
consider the broader ITE context in which participants’ beliefs were shaped. The analysis will focus
on the supports and challenges that Chinese student teachers encountered and identified as they
navigated their ITE learning journey in a cross-cultural context. These insights may inform future ITE

practices in supporting student teachers from similar cultural backgrounds and beyond.
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Chapter 7 Findings from Phase 2 — Supports and Challenges

Building on Chapters 5 and 6, this chapter reports on findings from Phase 2 regarding the
supports and challenges that Chinese student teachers described in relation to their initial teacher
education (ITE) experiences. This analysis aims to provide insights for future ITE practices to better
support student teachers from similar or other non-dominant cultural backgrounds. In doing so, it
addresses Research Question 5:

RQ5. What supports and challenges do Chinese student teachers describe in relation to their
ITE experiences?

This research question (RQ5) was developed based on the increasingly recognised view of
“teacher learning as identity learning” (Beijaard, 2019, p.1). Learning to teach for student teachers is
not only about developing understandings of curriculum and pedagogy or mastering teaching skills
and competencies, but, more importantly, about constructing their identity as teachers (Garner &
Kaplan, 2019). How student teachers view their role as teachers significantly influences their
commitment to the teaching profession, as well as their pedagogical beliefs and practices (Suarez &
McGrath, 2022). Rushton et al. (2023) defined teacher identity as “socially constructed, dynamic and
hybrid, that is shaped by discourse, narrative and emotions, and influenced by social and
organisational contexts” (p. 3). Teacher identity is a concept that combines and integrates both the
personal and professional aspects of identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004).
Within the ITE learning journey, student teachers engaged in an ongoing process of negotiation,
construction, and reconstruction of who they are and who they are becoming. This identity learning
process can be even more complex for student teachers with international or immigrant
backgrounds, as they need to cross borders and reposition themselves while navigating cultural
differences between home and host cultures (Rathore & D’Silva, 2024; Xu et al., 2025). Recognising
the complexity of identity learning processes, the findings in this chapter aim to present the

supports and challenges within ITE that either open or constrain spaces for Chinese student teachers

186



to negotiate and construct their identities as early childhood education (ECE) teachers in Aotearoa
New Zealand.

The supports and challenges discussed here encompass both those directly experienced by
participants and those not personally experienced but identified by participants as relevant to
Chinese student teachers more broadly. The chapter is organised into two sections, focusing on
supports and challenges respectively. Within each section, the generated themes and subthemes
(where applicable) are presented. It should be noted that the supports and challenges discussed
here are drawn solely from the participants’ perspectives, as this study did not collect data from
other parties. Therefore, the findings reflect only the participants’ perceptions, which may not fully
represent the full context. The intention of presenting these data is not to criticise any individual or
institution, but rather to offer a source of reflection that may help the sector gain a better
understanding of Chinese student teachers’ experiences and respond more effectively to their
specific needs, as well as those of students from diverse cultural backgrounds in ITE in New Zealand.

To protect privacy, generic terms have been used to replace potentially identifiable
expressions in participants’ data. For example, the term associate teacher (AT) is consistently used to
refer to the qualified teacher at the practicum centre who provides day-to-day guidance and
assessment for student teachers, regardless of the specific titles used in different ITE programmes.
Similarly, the term teacher educator is consistently used to refer to tertiary-based faculty involved in
ITE.

It is worth noting that, because each participant focused on different aspects of supports
and challenges in their narratives, the data may not be evenly distributed across themes and
subthemes. Although efforts were made to uphold the principle of presenting diverse participants’
voices, some participants’ accounts may appear more prominently than others within particular

themes or subthemes.
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7.1 Challenges Experienced and Identified by Chinese Student Teachers

This section reports on four themes generated from the analysis of the challenges that
Chinese student teachers experienced and identified during their ITE journey, including: (1) Biases
across the ITE and ECE sectors, (2) Challenges in drawing on prior experiences, (3) Inadequate
practicum support, and (4) Restricted agency in practicum contexts. Together, these four themes
illustrate how these challenges limited opportunities for Chinese student teachers to develop and
construct their professional identity as ECE teachers in New Zealand.

Although the themes are presented sequentially for reporting purposes, this order does not
necessarily indicate their relative importance. A thematic map is provided below to represent the
themes visually (see Figure 7-1).

Figure 7-1

Thematic Map of Experienced and Identified Challenges

p
Restricted Agency in Practicum Biases Across the ITE and ECE
Contexts /— Sectors

Challenges

[ Inadequate Practicum Support ] Experiences

-
Challenges in Drawing on Prior ]

7.1.1 Theme 1: Biases Across the ITE and ECE Sectors

Theme 1 focuses on the biases that Chinese student teachers encountered during their ITE
journey, both in ITE environments and ECE practicum settings. Stereotyping, prejudice, and
discrimination represent three forms of social bias towards a group and its members: stereotyping is
the process of associating specific characteristics with a group; prejudice refers to an attitude
reflecting an overall evaluation of a group; and discrimination involves biased behaviours or unequal
treatment directed at a group and its members (Dovidio et al., 2010, p. 5). These three types of
biases appeared to be explicitly or implicitly experienced and identified by some of the Chinese

student teachers.
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For example, Ningning shared that she felt the teacher educator team offered as much
support as they could to her and her peers; however, she argued that they could be more culturally
responsive (Ningning-2). Ningning noted that some teacher educators seemed to have only a limited
understanding of Chinese student teachers and appeared to be relying on stereotypes against
Chinese or outdated resources in interpreting them (Ningning-2). Ningning commented:

Why did | say their understanding is limited? Actually, what | mean is that our generation, if |

define a generation as roughly ten years, is very different. What they understand about

China is probably still the China of thirty years ago ... The reason | say this is because once,

when | was talking with a teacher educator about Chinese students, he/she recommended an

article to me. He/she said that he/she found it very interesting and that it helped him/her

understand how Chinese students think. But after | read the article myself, to be honest, | did

not really buy into it. (Ningning-2)

Some teacher educators may be senior. The Chinese people they met in the past were

probably from those earlier generations. But the Chinese students coming here now are not

the same. If they use those old ideas to define who we are, that’s just not right. (Ningning-2)

Ningning’s accounts reflect her emphasis on the generational differences that exist among
Chinese students. Ningning indicated that, due to the influence of past experiences with earlier
generations of Chinese people or outdated resources (e.g., articles published many years ago), some
teacher educators may have developed, to some extent, a limited and stereotyped understanding of
Chinese students, particularly younger generations. Thus, teacher educators’ limited knowledge may
have constrained their ability to understand and interpret Chinese student teachers’ thinking
appropriately. Ningning’s account also highlights her emphasis on her identity as a new-generation
Chinese student, resisting being defined by teacher educators in a simplistic and stereotyped way.
Drawing on a food example, Ningning further illustrated her point, saying that some teacher
educators may feel that Chinese people are not accepting of New Zealand food, but, for her

personally, it is quite acceptable. Her narrative, “l ate mixed food in China before. | ate both foreign
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food and Chinese food” (Ningning-2), may serve as a metaphor for the blended, transcultural
identity of a younger-generation Chinese person shaped not only by Chinese traditions but also by
Western cultures introduced to China in a globalised context.

Considering the profound social transformation and rapid economic development that have
occurred in China over the past decades, generational differences may be more prominently
reflected among Chinese individuals (Sun & Wang, 2010). Therefore, to avoid continued stereotyping
and misunderstandings, Ningning suggested that “we probably need people like you [referring to the
researcher] to introduce us ... that we are professional, we grew up in such an environment, and we
have seen the world that they had” (Ningning-2). Ningning’s narratives reflect her expectations for a
more culturally sensitive interpretation and understanding of the Chinese student teacher cohort,
which could benefit from further in-depth investigation.

In addition, Shanshan described the prejudice and discrimination she experienced during her
practicum. Shanshan explained that when she first entered a practicum centre, she felt that other
teachers were not very friendly towards her and showed signs of prejudice. Shanshan stated, “For
example, when | am in a new environment, people may see me as Chinese, and their attitude
towards me may not be respectful or friendly when I first enter the setting” (Shanshan-1). Shanshan
speculated that such prejudice may have stemmed from negative perceptions of Chinese people
formed through widely reported unfavourable anecdotes about Chinese immigrants, particularly
those from older generations who grew up during an under-resourced era in China. Although not
explicitly indicated by Shanshan, such prejudice and discrimination may also have historical roots
and may have been exacerbated by political factors (Ip, 2013; L. S. Liu et al., 2023). Within such an
environment, Shanshan stated, “l can only use my own actions to show them that the new
generation of Chinese people who have received higher education is different” (Shanshan-1).
Shanshan’s accounts suggest that while the unwelcoming environment did not provide her with the
space to embrace and celebrate her cultural identity, she nonetheless demonstrated a sense of

agency and responsibility in challenging negative perceptions of Chinese people. Shanshan’s
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accounts also illustrate her expectation for an equitable, friendly, and inclusive environment where
she can be welcomed and accepted as a valuable member.

Furthermore, Shanshan noted that Chinese or Asian student teachers were often treated
unequally and differentiated from their Pakeha peers, which may represent a more explicit form of
discrimination during practicum. Shanshan stated that she had both observed and heard from her
Chinese peers that some associate teachers would only ask Asian student teachers to do the
cleaning tasks and other chores, whereas Pakeha student teachers were not required to do so.
Shanshan remarked:

It’s like when you’re doing your practicum in a centre, you can see that there are also other

white students there. The white students never do the cleaning, and the teachers don’t dare

to ask them to. But they’ll ask the Asian students to do it ... This is really, really unfair to the

[Asian] students. (Shanshan-2)

Sometimes you do not dare to make a complaint. Many people, especially Chinese and other

Asian students, don’t usually make complaints. In fact, they [referring to associate teachers]

particularly avoid doing so with white students because they know that white students have

a much stronger awareness of their rights. (Shanshan-2)

Shanshan’s comment seemed to suggest that she perceived Asian student teachers,
compared with those of Pakeha backgrounds, might be more likely to take on additional workloads
during their practicum, possibly due to an assumed lack of awareness of their rights. Asian student
teachers’ reluctance to advocate for their rights may stem from a lack of trust in institutional
feedback mechanisms, which are designed to support students in voicing concerns. This
interpretation resonates with earlier findings that Asian international students tend to be less likely
to use university support services when encountering problems (J. J. Lee & Rice, 2007). While
acknowledging that these accounts were reported solely from Shanshan’s perspective and may not
represent the full context, the finding nevertheless highlights the need for a more focused

examination of international student teachers’ experiences in relation to bias. It also indicates the

191



importance of strengthening Chinese and other Asian student teachers’ trust in feedback
mechanisms so that they can voice their concerns and be supported to challenge the structural
racism, whether held consciously or unconsciously by others.
7.1.1.1 Summary

Theme 1 points to a concerning challenge related to social biases, including stereotyping,
prejudice, and discrimination, faced by Chinese student teachers across both institutional
environments and practicum settings. In institutional environments, participants perceived that
some teacher educators appeared to interpret Chinese student teachers through stereotyped
lenses, which was likely due to their reliance on prior experiences with earlier generations of
Chinese people or on outdated resources. In practicum settings, participants described instances of
feeling unfriendly treatment that appeared to stem from prejudice, as well as instances of
experiencing discriminatory practices whereby Asian student teachers were asked to take on
additional workloads compared with their Pakeha peers. These findings are significant as they
suggest a need for more focused examination of the experiences of Chinese and other international
student teachers. These findings also highlight participants’ expectations to be understood in
culturally sensitive ways and underscore the importance of continued efforts to foster culturally
responsive and inclusive environments free from bias, so that all people’s cultural identity can be
affirmed and valued.
7.1.2 Theme 2: Challenges in Drawing on Prior Experiences

Theme 2 illustrates the challenges Chinese student teachers encountered when drawing on
their prior cultural and learning experiences during practicums in New Zealand. Participants’
accounts show that these experiences did not always transfer smoothly into the local ECE context.
Some participants reported difficulties in relying on their culturally shaped expectations of children’s
behaviours, as these expectations did not always align with what they observed in New Zealand ECE

settings. In addition, several participants described difficulties in applying their prior learning
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experiences in practice, especially when these experiences were not recognised or valued within
practicum settings.
7.1.2.1 Subtheme 1: Difficulties in Relying on Prior Cultural Expectations

Some participants noted that China and New Zealand hold disparate cultural expectations of
children’s behaviours in ECE settings, which posed challenges for them because they could not rely
on their previous cultural expectations to respond to certain situations.

For example, at the early stage of her practicum, Ningning viewed children’s messy play as
something she found challenging to accept. Ningning explained:

| remember in my first week, | was standing by the sandpit and saw this kid bury themselves

in the sand, with their whole body covered except for the head. And | was thinking, “Oh my

gosh, their parents must be losing it!” [laughs]. But when | saw the parents come to pick up
the kid, they were totally fine and even looked pretty happy. | thought, yeah, | guess that’s
just how kids are, right? (Ningning-1)

This narrative reflects Ningning’s struggle to reconcile the child’s behaviour in the sandpit
with her pre-existing cultural norms about what constitutes acceptable behaviour in ECE settings. In
China, where Ningning’s cultural expectations were formed, children are often expected to avoid
engaging in messy play activities (e.g., water and sand play) because Chinese parents tend to be
concerned about health and safety issues and dislike the messiness (Hu et al., 2016). However, after
observing how parents in New Zealand responded at pick-up time, Ningning became more aware of
the local cultural expectations and more accepting of messy play, as she reflected, “I guess that’s just
how kids are, right?” (Ningning-1).

Minghao also reported challenges related to health and safety concerns, particularly
regarding messy play. Minghao explained that Chinese and New Zealand parents often react
differently to such activities:

If it were Chinese parents, for example, when they come to pick up their child and see them

covered in all kinds of paint, they would probably say, “Why are you so dirty again?” But
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foreign parents wouldn’t react like that, because they usually have two or three sets of spare

clothes in their bags. (Minghao-2)

As a Chinese parent himself, Minghao’s account illustrates his ambivalence towards fully
appreciating messy play. Minghao expressed concern that children engaging in such activities might
face health and safety risks, such as accidentally drinking water mixed with sand (Minghao-2). On
the one hand, Minghao’s account may suggest a need for ITE programmes to consider supporting
Chinese student teachers in recognising the value of messy play for children’s sensory development,
creativity, and imagination (Casey & Prendiville, 2020; Yin et al., 2014). On the other hand,
Minghao’s ambivalence towards messy play can also be seen as a strength in his professional role. As
a Chinese parent himself, Minghao brings a culturally informed understanding of the concerns that
other parents, particularly those from similar backgrounds, might have about messy play.

Furthermore, Ningning shared an incident at her practicum centre involving an eight-month-
old who fell while climbing up a small slope outdoors. Ningning described how nervous she felt at
that moment and reported ongoing tension in supporting children’s risky play. As Ningning
indicated, Chinese teachers may be less supportive of such behaviours to avoid incidents, especially
as they are aware that Chinese parents may hold strong cultural viewpoints about safety and risk-
taking (Ningning-2). Ningning’s comment on Chinese parents’ concerns is supported by a recent
study, which found that, primarily due to the influence of personal experiences and public media,
Chinese parents were concerned about the safety risks associated with outdoor risky play for
children (P. Wu et al., 2025).

In contrast, New Zealand’s updated national early childhood curriculum, Te Wharaki, as
noted by Hanrahan and Duncan (2019), adopts a positive stance towards risk and risk-taking and
encourages children to engage in risky play within a challenging environment, a perspective that
contrasts with Ningning’s cultural expectations. As Ningning commented, “I feel like the biggest
challenge is about recognising the boundaries of children’s abilities. When children challenge their

own limits, | feel that | do not yet have sufficient experience to respond appropriately” (Ningning-2).
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Ningning’s account suggests that she may need more experience before feeling confident in
effectively supporting children’s risky play activities. Ningning’s account also demonstrates a
reflective stance and a commitment to children’s safety and well-being, which teacher educators
might draw on to extend student teachers’ culturally located views by providing more practical
experience and support. In this way, student teachers like Ningning could feel better equipped to
support children’s risk-taking while ensuring their safety.

The narratives in this section illustrate that, due to the strong emphasis on health and safety
concerns in China, Chinese student teachers may have developed disparate cultural expectations of
children’s acceptable behaviours in ECE settings, which created challenges or tensions for them in
accepting messy and risky play. The findings suggest that, in addition to providing sufficient support
to help Chinese student teachers understand the developmental benefits of such activities, it is
important to allow time for them to familiarise themselves with local cultural expectations and to
accumulate experience in supporting children’s participation in these activities. Importantly, the
findings also indicate that Chinese student teachers’ concerns about health and safety should not be
dismissed or viewed as inappropriate. Rather, these concerns represent culturally grounded
understandings that can serve as valuable resources in their pedagogical learning. Chinese student
teachers’ culturally situated views towards such activities could help them better understand
parents’ views and concerns, especially those from similar cultural backgrounds, as well as serve as a
foundation for developing a critical, broadened, and contextually appropriate stance towards
children’s behaviours. Such a reframing of Chinese student teachers’ cultural differences may also
contribute to affirming their cultural heritage and strengthening their sense of identity as teachers.
7.1.2.2 Subtheme 2: Difficulties in Applying Prior Learning Experiences

Another challenge in Theme 2 is the difficulty Chinese student teachers experienced in
applying their prior experiences to their student teaching practice. Although participants had

accumulated various life experiences before entering ITE programmes in New Zealand, these
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experiences did not always translate smoothly into the local context and were, at times, not readily
acknowledged within practicum settings.

For example, Ningning noted that her childhood environment in China was quite different
from that in New Zealand, which created a challenge for her to relate her own childhood
experiences to the understanding of play in the New Zealand context. Ningning explained:

Since my family circumstances were not very good when | was a child, | only knew that both

my nursery and kindergarten were attached to my mother’s workplace. They were

workplace-run institutions with very limited resources. My impression of them is quite vague,
but | remember that they were rather boring, with little opportunity for play. | felt that |
hardly played during my childhood, and my overall upbringing was largely centred on
studying. (Ningning-1)

Ningning’s recollection of her childhood experiences suggests that, having grown up in an
environment with limited play resources and an emphasis on studying rather than play, she
perceived a tension when trying to understand the meaning of play in the New Zealand context.
Ningning’s narrative also illustrates how she actively drew on and reflected upon her childhood
memories during her ITE learning process. Such reflective engagement can be seen as a powerful
learning moment that contributed to her developing understanding of play-based pedagogy.

Furthermore, although Ningning had some play experiences during childhood, she noted
that those experiences were not considered appropriate in the New Zealand context, as her
associate teacher told her that the activities she introduced were not suitable for children. She
explained:

For example, back in China when | was a child, | used to play games like paper folding, such

as making boats or paper planes. But here | was told that such activities are not allowed.

There were also other things [not allowed]. Anyway, many activities | tried to play [with the

children] based on my childhood memories were not allowed here. (Ningning-1)
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This account illustrates the limited transferability of Ningning’s childhood experiences to the
New Zealand context. The games she played during her childhood (e.g., paper folding) were
regarded as teacher-led activities, contrasting with her associate teacher’s emphasis on child-led
play, and were viewed as detrimental to children’s creativity. However, it is important to recognise
that there are different cultural understandings of creativity and diverse ways of fostering it in
practice. In East Asian societies, such as China and Japan, paper-folding activities (in Japan, often
referred to as origami) led by teachers or parents who provide instructions on how to make
particular shapes are common among children of ECE age (Nishida, 2019). In a study examining
approaches to prompting creativity in Chinese, Japanese, and US preschools, Tobin et al. (2011)
observed that in such paper-folding activities, the mastery and repetition of already existing forms
are viewed as foundational steps for extending and transforming these forms, ultimately promoting
creativity. The authors noted that this perspective challenges Western notions of creativity, as
“there is no contradiction ... between creativity and direct instruction, repetition, and following
models” (Tobin et al., 2011, p. 151). Therefore, although Ningning’s experience represents a single
case, it raises important questions about the legitimacy of interpretations of international student
teachers’ experiences, and the ways in which these interpretations may be shaped by narratives that
regard differences as deficits (Massing, 2015; Nuttall & Ortlipp, 2012; Xu et al., 2025). Exploring a
wider range of perspectives, including those of associate teachers and teacher educators, could
provide deeper insight into how such interpretations are formed and enacted.
7.1.2.3 Summary

Theme 2 describes the challenges Chinese student teachers encountered when drawing on
their cultural and learning experiences during their ITE learning processes. Differences in cultural
expectations of children’s behaviours created tensions for some participants, particularly when
understanding messy and risky play in New Zealand ECE settings. Participants also experienced
challenges in drawing on their prior learning experiences for student teaching, as these experiences

were not fully acknowledged within practicum settings. Taken together, these findings suggest that
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Chinese student teachers’ prior experiences, shaped primarily within the Chinese sociocultural
context, did not always transfer smoothly into the New Zealand ECE context. The findings highlight
the need for further consideration of how international student teachers’ prior experiences are
positioned and understood, and how these experiences could be recognised as valuable foundations
for pedagogical learning and integrated into local practices. The challenges described within Theme
2 also suggest a need to further examine how deficit-oriented narratives may contribute to the
devaluation of international student teachers’ experiences and affect their identity development.
7.1.3 Theme 3: Inadequate Practicum Support

This section presents the challenges regarding practicum support. Some participants
reported experiencing insufficient support and guidance from their associate teachers during some
of their practicums, although they also described receiving quality mentoring in other practicums
(see Section 7.2.3 for a discussion of quality mentoring). While practicum support is essential for all
student teachers, inadequate support may have a more significant impact on Chinese and other
international student teachers as they navigate cross-cultural contexts.

For example, Bowen shared that during his second year of study, he experienced significant
challenges in receiving support and guidance from his associate teacher. He commented:

Honestly, | did not feel that | learned much in my second year, because the whole

environment was not supportive. My associate teacher was not very responsible, and some

of the other teachers also showed many unprofessional behaviours when interacting with

children. (Bowen-1)

Bowen’s account reflects his perception of the practicum environment as unsupportive.
Bowen described his associate teacher as not providing the support he expected, and he also noted
the behaviours of some of the other teachers that he felt were unprofessional towards children at
the centre. As Bowen indicated, this practicum became a very negative experience for him, in which

he felt that he had learned little (Bowen-1).
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Similarly, Ningning reported that she felt unsupported by her associate teacher during one
practicum in completing her practicum tasks. Ningning recalled, “After | went there and explained
the course requirements and practicum objectives, many of them directly said to me, ‘No way’”
(Ningning-1). Ningning reflected that those teachers’ responses might have been due to unfamiliarity
with updated ECE philosophies and recent practicum requirements in New Zealand. Ningning,
therefore, argued that ongoing professional learning and development opportunities for associate
teachers were needed to help them better fulfil their mentoring roles. While Ningning’s experience
represents a single case, it suggests the importance of professional learning opportunities for
associate teachers, aligning with Whatman and MacDonald’s (2017) review of high-quality
practicums, which emphasised that such opportunities can better prepare associate teachers for
their roles.

Aiai shared two contrasting practicum experiences, both reflecting her experiences of
insufficient support and guidance from associate teachers. She reported that, in one placement, she
experienced her associate teacher as very strict, holding high standards but, from her perspective,
offering limited guidance (Aiai-2). As a result, she had to rely on herself and develop her professional
capabilities independently (Aiai-2). Aiai commented:

From my own experience, my third practicum was honestly really painful. During that time, |

felt very miserable. But looking back now, it was probably the period when | made the most

progress. | was so worried that | wouldn’t pass the assessment, and | was scared | wouldn’t
meet the teacher’s standards, so | worked really hard. | practised mat time at home, learned
lots of Mdori songs by myself, and even made my own teaching materials. But | have to say,
the environment made me feel really uncomfortable. | didn’t like it, and after I left, | didn’t
want to go back again. (Aiai-2)

Aiai’s narrative reflects her experience of feeling insufficiently supported during her third
practicum. Without adequate guidance, the period felt highly stressful and emotionally challenging

for Aiai, as she constantly worried about failing the practicum assessment. Although Aiai recognised
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that she had made some professional growth during this time, largely through her own efforts as
described, she associated this practicum with strong negative feelings because of how
uncomfortable the environment had felt for her. On the other hand, Aiai’s account also reflects her
resilience and perseverance in her studies, even within such a perceived challenging environment.

In contrast, during another practicum, Aiai described experiences with another associate
teacher whom she perceived as nice and easy-going. However, Aiai felt that the associate teacher
was less familiar with the practicum requirements and did not provide the support she needed. Aiai
shared that, although the process during this practicum was relaxed and happy, she felt that she had
achieved limited professional development from it (Aiai-2). These two contrasting practicum
experiences of Aiai seem to suggest that associate teachers’ high expectations of student teachers,
coupled with sufficient support in a safe and welcoming environment, may be important in enabling
student teachers to achieve meaningful learning outcomes.

Moreover, Shanshan suggested, based on her own experience and information from peers,
that some associate teachers might accept student teachers primarily for financial reasons.
Shanshan explained, “Some associate teachers took student teachers just for the money, but they
didn’t really take on the responsibilities that an associate teacher should have” (Shanshan-2).
However, it is important to note that this understanding reflects only Shanshan’s personal
perception and may not represent the full context. While there may be many factors that motivate
associate teachers, including professional responsibility, these findings suggest a need for further
inquiry into associate teachers’ motivations for mentorship and ways to support associate teachers
to develop more self-determined/intrinsic motivations (Gagnon et al., 2024; Woolston, 2019).

Shanshan further noted that, in some cases, the centre owner or manager was formally
assigned as the associate teacher and received the allowance but delegated the responsibility of
guiding student teachers to the head teacher in the classroom, who was not compensated for this
role. Shanshan articulated that, in such cases, head teachers might be less motivated to offer

support and guidance:
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The head teacher might give the student some suggestions. But since they were not paid, do
you think they would be highly motivated? So, the student ended up with an AT in name, but
in reality, received very little support. (Shanshan-2)

On the one hand, Shanshan’s account again reflects her view that some associate teachers’
mentoring motivation is primarily linked to financial incentives. Consequently, from Shanshan’s
perspective, head teachers who are not paid for taking on this role may not be well motivated to
provide support for student teachers. On the other hand, Shanshan’s accounts point to an important
issue for ITE institutions and ECE settings in ensuring that the person formally assigned as an
associate teacher is indeed the one who assumes the mentoring responsibilities and is fairly
compensated for their contribution.
7.1.3.1 Summary

Theme 3 highlights that many participants felt they did not receive adequate support during
some of their practicum placements. Several described how inadequate guidance from associate
teachers left them with negative feelings as they tried to complete practicum tasks and meet
practicum requirements. Others noted instances where they felt the associate teachers were not
well prepared or sufficiently motivated to take on their mentoring role. Participants’ accounts
indicate that reliable and sufficient support was critical for their learning during practicums. In a
context where they were already managing social biases and finding it difficult to draw on their prior
experiences, as indicated in Themes 1 and 2, practicum support appeared even more significant for
these Chinese student teachers. Inadequate support may reduce opportunities for Chinese student
teachers to negotiate diverse pedagogical philosophies and construct their emerging teacher
identities. These findings invite further investigation into how international or immigrant-
background student teachers perceive and navigate practicum support, and how gaps in support

may affect their professional growth.
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7.1.4 Theme 4: Restricted Agency in Practicum Contexts

Theme 4 focuses on the issue of agency among Chinese student teachers during their
practicums. Agency is an important aspect of teacher identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009), yet
some participants felt that their agency to act or speak up was constrained within practicum
environments. First, some participants described restricted agency in responding to practices they
considered inappropriate, as these practices misaligned with what they had learned in ITE courses.
Second, some participants reported restricted agency in using feedback mechanisms to voice
concerns about their practicum experiences.
7.1.4.1 Subtheme 1: Restricted Agency in Responding to Inappropriate Practices

Some participants reported having limited agency in responding to practices they viewed as
inappropriate during practicums, which misaligned with what they had learned from ITE courses. For
instance, Bowen shared that during one of his practicums, he noted practices where a teacher (not
his associate teacher) adopted a highly controlling approach to children’s eating, persisting even
when the children resisted by crying and attempting to leave the table. Bowen considered such
practices as unprofessional because they conflicted with what he had learned from ITE courses
about respect for children. However, when such a situation happened, Bowen perceived limited
agency to act in response. Bowen explained:

Because | am a student teacher, when my framework clashed with hers, | didn’t stop her.

Well, at first, | tried to offer some support [for the child], but later | realised it didn’t work,

since | had no way [to stop her]. If | had tried to stop her, | would have been seen as going

against all the teachers in the room, you know what | mean? So, | felt really powerless.

(Bowen-1)

Bowen’s narrative revealed that when he observed such inappropriate practices, although
he initially attempted to support the child, his agency was constrained by the structural power
imbalance between him and other practising teachers. Bowen avoided putting himself in a position

where he might be regarded as opposing all the teachers in the room, particularly as the practice in
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guestion may have been tacitly approved by others. In the second-round interview, Bowen added
further reasons that constrained his actions in that situation. The reasons Bowen noted included
that he was nearing the end of his practicum and did not want to risk being relocated to another
centre, and that he was concerned his associate teacher might give him a lower grade in his
practicum assessment if he intervened (Bowen-2). These concerns collectively constrained Bowen’s
agency in confronting perceived inappropriate practices. While this experience left Bowen with
negative feelings (feeling powerless, regret for not intervening), it also reinforced his determination
to avoid such practices in his future teaching (Bowen-2). Through reflecting on and reinterpreting his
practicum experiences, Bowen further strengthened his identity as a professional early childhood
teacher who would respect children and listen to their voices.

Aiai also shared an experience which, although less explicit than Bowen's, still reflected her
limited agency in challenging the practices of other teachers. Aiai commented:

Many ECE teachers, in their actual practice, showed behaviours that were somewhat

different from the requirements of the curriculum guidelines [referring to Te Whariki]. After

all, this job is pretty demanding. When teachers have been in it for many years, it’s hard for
them to always stay calm and show love to every child. I’'ve even seen some teachers
complain that children are too naughty or that they dislike children ... and | sometimes felt
this was a bit unfair to the children. (Aiai-1)

Aiai’s account highlighted that what student teachers observed in practice during practicum
was sometimes misaligned with the spirit and principles of Te Whariki. In Aiai’s case, some teachers’
negative attitudes and emotions towards children conflicted with the emphasis on creating a
friendly, responsive, and nurturing environment to meet children’s needs in Te Whariki (Ministry of
Education, 2017, p. 30). Although Aiai was aware of such unfairness towards children, her words
revealed that, as a student teacher, she was in a marginalised position with limited agency to act in

response. Ningning expressed a similar point, stating that “for student teachers who lack practical
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experience and do not have any appropriate position in the centre, it is quite difficult for them to
make any changes” (Ningning-1).

The narratives from Bowen, Aiai, and Ningning collectively reflected a perceived power
imbalance between student teachers and associate teachers, as well as other practising teachers in
ECE settings, which limited their agency in responding to perceived inappropriate practices and
making changes within practicum environments. This finding echoed a study by Hyland and Lo
(2006), which revealed that the imbalanced power relations between student teachers and associate
teachers constrained the former in expressing their feelings or raising disagreements. It is also
important to note that the Confucian values of hierarchy and the maintenance of harmonious social
relationships may have further hindered Chinese student teachers from challenging practising
teachers during practicum (Zhan & Wan, 2016; Q. Zhang & Liu, 2025). While recognising these
experiences as challenging, purposeful reflection and reinterpretation may, on the other hand,
strengthen participants’ professional identity by shaping their professional commitments and
informing their future teaching.
7.1.4.2 Subtheme 2: Restricted Agency in Using Feedback Mechanisms

Some participants described restricted agency in using feedback mechanisms. The term
feedback mechanisms here refers to the channels or processes through which student teachers
provide feedback on their ITE programmes or raise any issues related to their study and practicum
experiences. Participants’ narratives revealed that, although such mechanisms were in place within
their ITE programmes, their agency in using these channels to voice their concerns was constrained
by various factors, leading them instead to tolerate or manage issues on their own. (see Section
7.2.4 for a discussion of positive experiences with feedback mechanisms.)

For example, Shanshan noted that asymmetrical power relations, concerns about additional
time costs, and potential negative consequences collectively made the feedback mechanisms largely

symbolic, preventing these mechanisms from functioning as intended. Shanshan explained that
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when she or other student teachers felt unfairly treated or assessed, they had no means to speak up
for themselves. Shanshan commented:

So, the AT can assess the student, but there is no mechanism for the student to rate the AT in

return, right? You can’t rate, you don’t have the chance, unless you make a complaint. But as

a student, you know, in this kind of unequal power relationship, would you really dare to

complain about your AT? If you complain about your AT, then you may not be able to finish

your practicum. If you can’t finish, don’t you have to do it all over again? So, many people,

when they think about the time and effort they’ve already put in, just don’t make a

complaint, right? (Shanshan-2)

Shanshan’s account suggests that although feedback mechanisms existed for student
teachers to make complaints and provide feedback, student teachers often did not dare to use them
due to the unequal power relationship between associate teachers and student teachers, with the
former acting as assessors and the latter being assessed. From Shanshan’s perspective, making a
complaint could harm student teachers’ relationship with associate teachers, thereby risking
relocation to another centre and requiring student teachers to start all over again, which were
consequences they felt unable to bear. In this context, Shanshan suggested that an alternative
mechanism could be introduced, whereby student teachers would have the opportunity to evaluate
associate teachers after completing their practicum without affecting their assessment results. Such
a system, Shanshan argued, could both inform future student teachers and contribute to building a
more professional and committed team of associate teachers (Shanshan-2).

In addition, Ningning shared that when her practicum centre was unable to support her in
completing one of the practicum assignments, she had to manage it on her own, which resulted in a
very low grade for that assignment. Ningning remarked, “I couldn’t get a high grade, and there was
nothing | could do about it. Because in this practicum centre they couldn’t support me in that regard,
as the assignment conflicted with the centre’s philosophy” (Ningning-1). Ningning further noted

that, from her perspective, seeking help from the ITE institution was not a realistic option in such
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circumstances. Ningning explained that “If you want to escalate to the institution, it must be a big
issue” (Ningning-1). Ningning’s account implied that, in her view, the ITE institution would not
respond to relatively minor issues such as the one she had encountered. Ningning’s point may also
reflect her lack of trust in the feedback mechanism.

Shanshan’s and Ningning’s experiences suggest that, although feedback mechanisms are
intended to collect student teachers’ voices to better address their needs, the structural challenge of
power and hierarchy in mentoring and practicum assessment (Aspden & Mclachlan, 2017), as well
as a lack of trust in feedback mechanisms, constrained Chinese student teachers from utilising these
mechanisms to make complaints or report issues. Such negative experiences may further reinforce
student teachers’ perceived marginalised positions within practicum environments, constraining
their agency and emerging teacher identities. The finding suggests a need to examine how feedback
mechanisms might be made more transparent, culturally responsive, and trustworthy, alongside
supporting Chinese student teachers to feel confident in using them. Such efforts could help ensure
that Chinese student teachers’ voices are heard.
7.1.4.3 Summary

Theme 4 illustrates that many participants described having limited agency to respond to
perceived inappropriate practices that conflicted with what they had learned from their ITE courses.
This limited agency largely stemmed from student teachers’ marginalised positions within practicum
environments, which often leave them feeling powerless. Confucian values may have further
constrained Chinese student teachers’ willingness to challenge other teachers’ practices. Moreover,
although some feedback mechanisms were in place within ITE programmes, the structural
challenges of power and hierarchy in mentoring and assessment, together with a lack of trust in
these mechanisms, appeared to limit participants’ agency in using them to express their concerns.
Collectively, these challenges contributed to negative practicum experiences and seemed to
constrain participants’ identity development as early childhood teachers who can make changes not

only for children but also for their own learning environments. These findings suggest a need for
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further investigation into the practicum experiences of Chinese student teachers, as well as those
from both dominant and non-dominant backgrounds. To ensure that student teachers’ professional
identity development and agency are actively supported, targeted research and practical efforts
could be made in addressing the power issues and the effectiveness of feedback mechanisms.

7.2 Supports Experienced and Identified by Chinese Student Teachers

Section 7.1 outlined the challenges Chinese student teachers experienced and identified
during their ITE journey. Following that, this section focuses on the supports participants
experienced and identified as crucial for their professional learning. These themes include: (1)
Having cultural heritage and identity valued, (2) Developing a diverse teacher educator team, (3)
Quality mentoring from associate teachers, and (4) Voices being heard through feedback
mechanisms. Together, these four themes illustrate how these supports provide opportunities for
Chinese student teachers to develop and construct their professional identity as ECE teachers in New
Zealand. The themes of supports and challenges provide a complementary perspective that captures
the essential aspects shaping Chinese student teachers’ ITE experiences.

Again, although the themes are presented sequentially for reporting purposes, it does not
necessarily indicate their relative importance. A thematic map is provided below to represent the
themes visually (see Figure 7-2).

Figure 7-2

Thematic Map of Experienced and Identified Supports

B 4
Voices Being Heard through Feedback Having Cultural Heritage and Identity
Mechanisms \ /— Valued
[ Supports
B 4
Quality Mentoring from Associate Developing a Diverse Teacher
Teachers Educator Team
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7.2.1 Theme 1: Having Cultural Heritage and Identity Valued

Theme 1 presents that Chinese student teachers perceived having their cultural heritage and
identity valued as an important form of support in facilitating their professional learning. Chinese
student teachers noted the efforts teacher educators made in recognising and acknowledging their
cultural heritage and identity and expressed expectations for further support in this regard.

For instance, Bowen shared that during his study, his teacher educator emphasised the
importance of reflecting on individuals’ cultural perspectives, which, although not explicitly stated,
implies that all cultural perspectives have value in ECE. Bowen remarked:

My lecturer said something like, “Bowen, you’re from China, he’s from a Mdori cultural

background, and another person is from somewhere else.” She explained that if you look at a

certain matter from the perspective of a Chinese teacher, it might seem completely normal.

However, from a Maori cultural perspective, the same thing could be seen as quite unusual. |

was really impressed by this point she raised. (Bowen-1)

Bowen’s account reflects the teacher educator’s endeavour in supporting him to develop
intercultural sensitivity, which, as the foundation of intercultural competencies, is increasingly
recognised as necessary for ECE teachers when responding to children and families from diverse
cultural backgrounds (Lash et al., 2022). The lecturer’'s comments also conveyed the message that
cultural perspectives should be acknowledged equally, including Bowen’s Chinese perspective. The
lecturer’s comments could be interpreted as a recognition of Bowen’s Chinese heritage and identity.

Aiai shared another example of how she felt her Chinese heritage and identity were valued.
Aiai explained:

During Chinese Language Week, there would be some Chinese-themed activities, and some

teachers would come over and ask me what certain words meant. For example, they would

ask me, “What does this Chinese word mean?” Moments like that made me feel that | did

have some value. (Aiai-1)
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New Zealand Chinese Language Week, first launched in 2014, is a Kiwi-driven initiative
designed to promote Chinese language learning in New Zealand (NZCLW, n.d.). Aiai’s account
suggests that participating in such activities, where her language knowledge was recognised and
sought after, allowed her cultural heritage to be acknowledged and affirmed. These moments
contributed to her sense of being valued and strengthened her identity as a Chinese early childhood
teacher in New Zealand.

In addition, some participants expressed an expectation for further support in helping
Chinese student teachers develop their cultural identities and explore ways to draw on those
identities as resources for teaching practices.

For instance, when asked about what could be done to support student teachers from
diverse cultural backgrounds, Enrui reflected on his own practicum experience. Enrui commented:

They placed me in a Chinese-run centre. I still cannot tell whether that strengthened my

cultural identity or actually reduced my opportunities to integrate into their culture. | still

cannot figure it out myself. Yes, when | was placed in the Chinese-run centre, to be honest, |
felt a bit upset. | thought | should have been placed in a local centre so that | could
understand their education model better and keep improving my English. But | was placed in
the Chinese-run centre instead. At the same time, | also felt that it gave me a kind of
transition period. | could connect more easily with other Chinese teachers, and we probably
share more similar perspectives. (Enrui-1)

Enrui’s account reflects his mixed feelings about being placed in a Chinese-run centre
(centres with Chinese leadership) for practicum. On the one hand, as Enrui described, he had
expected to be allocated to a local centre (centres with New Zealand or European leadership) so that
he could better integrate into the local culture and improve his English language ability. On the other
hand, although Enrui initially felt upset, he also recognised the positive aspect of this practicum
arrangement. From Enrui’s perspective, being in a Chinese-run centre seemed to provide a transition

period that helped him connect more easily with Chinese teachers and strengthen his cultural
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identity. Overall, Enrui’s narrative indicates that cultural identity was an important aspect relevant to
culturally diverse student teachers’ ITE learning.

Following reflection on his own practicum experience, Enrui suggested that further support
could be helpful for culturally diverse student teachers in developing their cultural identities. Enrui
commented:

They could strengthen the support that the counsellors provide for us, or if they could create

another role, similar to a counsellor but focusing specifically on identity. | feel that might be

helpful. (Researcher: Do you want more opportunities to talk with the counsellor, or more
one-on-one chances to talk with your teacher educators?) Of course, | would prefer to talk
with teacher educators, but it might be hard to find them after class. (Enrui-1)

Enrui’s account reflects his suggestion for more focused attention on identity-related issues
during student teachers’ ITE learning processes. As Enrui indicated, it seemed important for him to
have someone with whom he could discuss these matters. From Enrui’s perspective, teacher
educators might be the most suitable people to provide such support, but in situations where
teacher educators are not available, counsellors or someone in a similar role could also be helpful.
Such support may assist student teachers like him in navigating the tension between their home and
host cultural identities.

Similarly, Minghao suggested that ITE providers could show greater respect for culturally
diverse student teachers’ cultural traditions and provide support that responds to their needs, such
as helping them develop cultural identities. Minghao commented, “My idea is that they [ITE
institutions] could show more respect for student teachers’ traditions and pay attention to their
needs, whether in terms of mental support or other kinds of support, including cultural identity”
(Minghao-1). Minghao’s account suggests that supports related to cultural heritage and identity
might require focused attention within ITE programmes and could be beneficial for the professional

learning of culturally diverse student teachers.
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Rongrong shared a similar idea and provided her suggestions for helping culturally diverse
student teachers. Rongrong remarked:

| think maybe they [ITE providers] could offer more course content related to culturally

inclusive practices, more courses in this area. Because there are now indeed many people

from different cultural backgrounds in all kinds of professions, and there are even more
students from Asian cultural backgrounds as well. But even within Asia, every culture is still
different. So, | feel that maybe they could ... because we only have one course that is related
to culture, related to cultural identity. I’'m thinking maybe they could add more content
related to cultural identity and about how teachers can make good use of their own cultural
identity in practical ways. (Rongrong-1)

Rongrong’s account reflects her view that course content related to cultural identity could
be beneficial for culturally diverse student teachers. Rongrong recognised the cultural diversity of
New Zealand society and highlighted the importance of being sensitive to the uniqueness of each
culture, even within a specific region such as Asia. As Rongrong indicated, although some efforts
were already being made, she felt that further opportunities to explore this area were necessary.
Such opportunities may help student teachers make use of their cultural identities in ECE
environments and support their ability to implement culturally inclusive practices.
7.2.1.1 Summary

Theme 1 illustrates that Chinese student teachers perceived having their cultural heritage
and identity valued as an important form of support for their professional learning and identity
development. Several participants noted efforts already made in this area, including explicit
explanations about the legitimacy of diverse cultural perspectives and specific activities that honour
their cultures, such as the New Zealand Chinese Language Week. In addition, some participants
suggested that focused attention on cultural heritage and identity in ITE could be helpful for student
teachers from culturally diverse backgrounds, including those from Chinese backgrounds. The

strategies participants identified included: (a) having someone, preferably teacher educators, as well

211



as counsellors or others in a similar role, with whom they could discuss such matters; (b) showing
respect for student teachers’ cultural traditions and paying attention to their identity development
needs; and (c) providing sufficient course content regrading identity, including practical strategies, to
support student teachers in drawing on their cultural identity as resources for teaching. These
findings highlight the essential support for Chinese student teachers as they navigate their learning
in a cross-cultural context and invite further research to provide more insights.

7.2.2 Theme 2: Developing a Diverse Teacher Educator Team

Theme 2 highlights another form of support regarding developing a diverse teacher educator
team for Chinese student teachers in facilitating their professional learning. This kind of support is
meaningful for enhancing cultural representation, reducing biases, and fostering culturally
responsive teacher education.

For instance, Bowen noted that in his ITE programmes, the teacher educators were
predominantly from New Zealand or European backgrounds. Bowen therefore suggested:

They could also bring in teachers from other places or different nationalities. For example,

they could hire someone like you [referring to the researcher] to be a lecturer because you

can bring in ideas from a different cultural background, instead of just hiring Kiwi-
background teacher educators. (Bowen-1)

There are always Maori and Pakeha teacher educators [in our programme]. But, for example,

Chinese educators? Sorry, no, there just cannot be. (Bowen-1)

Bowen’s accounts reflect his expectation for greater cultural representation in the teacher
educator team, to bring in diverse cultural perspectives. It should be noted that Bowen’s comments
only reflect his observations of a particular ITE programme, and there may well be Chinese teacher
educators present in other ITE institutions. However, Bowen’s accounts (“there just cannot be”)
convey an underlying message that he may have perceived the Chinese cultural background as

insufficiently recognised or valued within his programme.
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Bowen further explained that he felt greater diversity among teacher educators could better
meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student teacher cohort, as shared cultural backgrounds
may help ethnic minority teacher educators better understand the perspectives of student teachers
from minority backgrounds and offer appropriate support (Bowen-2). As Bowen commented, “If
there are teacher educators from their [referring to ethnic minority student teachers] own cultural
backgrounds in this field, that can make a huge difference and greatly help them” (Bowen-2).

Similarly, Ningning observed that although her current ITE team made efforts to promote
diversity awareness, she perceived that some teacher educators may still hold stereotypes (one form
of social bias) about Chinese people that limited their understanding of the current generation of
Chinese student teachers (Ningning-2). Ningning, therefore, suggested increasing diversity within the
teacher educator team. Ningning commented, “The education team could ... probably improve a bit
more in terms of diversity” (Ningning-2). Connecting with the challenges of biases across the ITE and
ECE sectors, as presented in Section 7.1.1, Ningning’s view suggests that a more diverse teacher
educator team may help create a more inclusive and supportive environment and reduce the risk of
Chinese student teachers being viewed through stereotypical and biased lenses.

These participants’ call for greater diversity among ITE faculty echoed the argument of Yip
and Ji (2024) that increasing the representation of ethnic minority faculty members in ITE
programmes represents not merely surface-level diversity but also signals a commitment to
diversity, which sends an affirming message to student teachers from minority backgrounds that
they will be accepted and valued. Further studies could explore whether such views are held by
student teachers from other cultural backgrounds and how a diverse teacher educator team could
contribute to their identity development.
7.2.2.1 Summary

Theme 2 presents a key support identified by several participants concerning the
development of a diverse teacher educator team for their professional learning. Participants’

accounts reflect an expectation for greater cultural representation within their ITE programmes and

213



a need for more culturally sensitive interpretation. As these participants indicated, a lack of diversity
in the teacher educator team may convey an underlying message that their cultural background is
not sufficiently recognised. In contrast, greater diversity could send an affirming message to these
student teachers that they will be accepted and valued. Participants also suggested that a more
diverse ITE faculty could help reduce the risk of minority student teachers being viewed through
stereotypical or biased perspectives. These findings are significant, as they highlight the importance
of the representation of the teacher educator team in the New Zealand context, where the student
teacher cohort is becoming increasingly diverse, with a substantial proportion coming from Chinese
backgrounds.

7.2.3 Theme 3: Quality Mentoring from Associate Teachers

Theme 3 explores how Chinese student teachers perceived quality mentoring from associate
teachers as a crucial support for their professional learning. In New Zealand, ITE programmes
typically include several practicum blocks that allow student teachers to experience different ECE
settings and work with children across a range of age groups. While Section 7.1.3 outlined instances
of inadequate practicum support perceived by participants in certain practicums, this section
presents their positive experiences of receiving quality mentoring from associate teachers.
According to the participants’ narratives, quality mentoring was characterised by associate teachers:
a) providing constructive and timely feedback, b) offering opportunities to engage in open and
explanatory dialogue, and c) modelling effective practices.

First, some participants highlighted the importance of associate teachers providing
constructive and timely feedback to student teachers. Shanshan stated, “When you meet an
excellent associate teacher, it’s truly amazing. They will directly tell you what you did wrong, what
you should not do, and what you should do instead” (Shanshan-1). Shanshan valued such feedback
and expressed gratitude to her associate teacher, who pointed out that her activity plan might be

too challenging for children and suggested appropriate adjustments (Shanshan-2).
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Similarly, Enrui shared that his associate teacher offered him very insightful feedback. Enrui
explained that when he praised a child who helped him tidy up, his associate teacher advised him to
acknowledge children’s qualities, such as helpfulness or responsibility, rather than only focusing on
specific behaviours. This approach aimed to strengthen children’s intrinsic motivation for prosocial
actions (Enrui-2). This example illustrates a thoughtful mentoring approach that models how
teachers might strengthen children’s sense of identity and intrinsic motivation. Such feedback, as
commented by Enrui, was “something that | had never thought about before” (Enrui-2). Minghao
also noted that, “If we can receive some useful advice or practical guidance from them [associate
teachers] promptly, | think it can help student teachers learn faster, adapt to the environment more
quickly, and improve more efficiently” (Minghao-2). Participants’ narratives suggest that they
perceived associate teachers offering constructive and timely feedback as a crucial form of support
for their professional development during practicums.

Second, offering opportunities to engage in open and explanatory dialogue was another
characteristic of quality mentoring identified by several participants. For instance, Ningning
emphasised the value of open communication and discussion with associate teachers. Ningning
commented, “When | communicated with my associate teacher, he/she brought me new knowledge
and new concepts” (Ningning-2). Ningning’s account reflects the contribution of open
communication and discussion with experienced teachers in helping her engage more deeply with
her studies. In addition, when asked about what a supportive environment might be like, Ningning
noted that it should be “inclusive” and “allow for open discussion” (Ningning-2). Ningning’s account
suggests that she valued a space where she could openly and safely share her opinions and discuss
different views with her associate teachers. Likewise, Bowen noted that during his practicum in an
infant room, his associate teacher would explain the reasons behind particular practices (Bowen-2).
Bowen remarked, “My associate teacher would say, in the infant room, we [description of
practice] ... we do it this way because this will help [explanation of outcomes]” (Bowen-2). Bowen

appreciated this explanatory dialogue and viewed it as helpful. Bowen’s account highlights the role
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of mentoring in helping student teachers make better sense of everyday practices and the reasons
behind them. Ningning and Bowen’s narratives underscore the type of mentoring that allowed them
to engage deeply and meaningfully with their learning during practicums.

In addition, several participants identified associate teachers’ modelling of effective
practices as a third characteristic of quality mentoring. For instance, Bowen shared that during his
practicum, his associate teacher demonstrated in detail how to sterilise milk bottles for infants,
which he found very beneficial (Bowen-2). Bowen explained:

At first, | might have just given the milk bottle a quick wash and then left it there, but my

associate teacher said that wouldn’t work ... She showed me how to do it properly ... from

start to finish, and she did it several times for me. (Bowen-2)

Bowen’s account reflects his appreciation of the modelling provided by his associate
teacher. For student teachers like him who had no prior parenting experience, caring for infants
could be challenging without appropriate modelling from associate teachers. Therefore, Bowen
valued such support and regarded it as a demonstration of a strong sense of responsibility in
mentoring (Bowen-2).
7.2.3.1 Summary

Theme 3 illustrates that Chinese student teachers perceived quality mentoring from
associate teachers as an important form of support for their professional growth. Participants’
accounts revealed that, from their perspective, quality mentoring was characterised by associate
teachers providing constructive and timely feedback, offering opportunities to engage in open and
explanatory dialogue, and modelling effective practices. First, as suggested by participants’ accounts,
constructive and timely feedback helped them notice aspects of their practices that they may not
have previously realised and supported their adaptation to practicum environments. Second, open
and explanatory dialogue between associate teachers and student teachers created opportunities
for student teachers to engage with different perspectives and understand the reasons behind

particular practices, which could contribute to meaningful professional learning. Third, through
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modelling effective practices, associate teachers were able to demonstrate clearly how practical
procedures, such as those involved in infant care, were carried out in ECE settings. These findings
invite further consideration of the kinds of mentoring support that may be particularly beneficial for
culturally diverse student teachers.

7.2.4 Theme 4: Voices Being Heard through Feedback Mechanisms

Theme 4 highlights that having their voices heard through feedback mechanisms was
perceived by some participants as an important form of support that enhanced or could enhance
their ITE experiences. As noted in Section 7.1.4, feedback mechanisms refers to the channels or
processes through which student teachers provide feedback on their ITE programmes or voice
concerns related to their study and practicum experiences. Establishing these mechanisms and
demonstrating responsiveness to Chinese student teachers’ concerns seemed to signal that their
voices were valued, thereby strengthening their sense of agency.

Some participants noted the efforts of ITE providers in improving student teachers’
experiences through feedback mechanisms. For instance, Ningning and Bowen both reported that
their ITE providers surveyed student teachers about their satisfaction with course-based learning
and practicum arrangements, which they perceived as beneficial for more effectively responding to
their needs. Ningning and Bowen commented:

| feel that the institution often asks us to complete some feedback forms and surveys,

wanting to know whether we are satisfied with their teaching and arrangements and

whether any adjustments are needed. | think this shows that they want to improve things so
that they can better fit students’ needs. | feel that this is good. (Ningning-2)

Everyone receives a questionnaire for you to choose options or write responses. It includes

many questions, for example, whether you have felt any unfair treatment in the centre, or

whether you were treated as free labour. I'm just giving examples, not the exact questions,

but generally ask about your experiences within the practicum setting. (Bowen-2)
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Ningning and Bowen’s accounts suggest that their ITE providers actively collected student
teachers’ feedback on both the course-based learning and practicum arrangements for
improvement. Ningning and Bowen expressed a positive attitude towards these efforts. Such
feedback mechanisms appeared to signal to participants that the ITE providers cared about their
learning experiences and were willing to refine the programme to meet their needs.

An example of improvement through listening to student teachers’ voices was provided by
Minghao, who noted that his ITE provider reduced the assignment workload after the previous
cohort provided feedback about feeling too stressed by the assignments (Minghao-2). Minghao
viewed this change as evidence of ongoing improvement and emphasised that an effective feedback
mechanism was essential for enhancing student teachers’ experiences. Minghao commented,
“Although there are still many areas that may need to be improved, | think it is generally fine ...
There has been some progress. It shows that giving suggestions is still necessary” (Minghao-2).
Minghao’s account indicates that the refinement of ITE programmes can serve as a signal to student
teachers that their voices are listened to and valued, thereby enhancing their trust in the feedback
mechanism and encouraging them to use it actively to raise concerns and provide suggestions.

In addition, Enrui shared that when he experienced relational stress with a head teacher
during his practicum and requested a short extension for one paper assignment, the course
coordinator and practicum coordinator promptly followed up on his situation and scheduled an
online meeting to discuss it (Enrui-2). Enrui’s example suggests that teacher educators in his
programme were attentive to student teachers’ circumstances and responsive in offering support
when needed. Enrui’s example also illustrates a more individualised form of feedback mechanism,
where student teachers have direct channels to express their concerns about their learning and
practicum experiences to teacher educators.
7.2.4.1 Summary

Theme 4 illustrates that having their voices heard through feedback mechanisms was

perceived by Chinese student teachers as an important form of support that could enhance their
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professional learning experiences. Considering that, as noted in Section 7.1.4, some participants
expressed restricted agency in utilising feedback mechanisms to voice their concerns, this section
highlights a more positive dimension of their experiences. Participants described efforts made by ITE
providers to listen to their feedback through surveys and other communication channels, in order to
inform ongoing programme improvement and monitor student teachers’ learning experiences.
Notably, responding promptly to student teachers’ concerns and making refinements based on their
suggestions appeared to signal to student teachers that their voices were valued. Such positive
experiences with feedback mechanisms seemed to strengthen participants’ trust in them and
enhance their sense of agency in using these mechanisms. These findings invite further research into
student teachers’ experiences with feedback mechanisms and how these mechanisms can be
strengthened to better support learning, agency, and professional identity in ITE.
7.3 Chapter Summary

Chapter 7 described the supports and challenges that Chinese student teachers experienced
and identified during their ITE journey. The supports and challenges were reported separately in two
sections (Section 7.1 and Section 7.2), within which the generated themes were presented. As noted
at the beginning of this chapter, learning to teach is not only about developing understandings of
curriculum and pedagogy or mastering teaching skills and competencies, but, more importantly, it
involves constructing one’s identity as a teacher. The themes of supports and challenges presented
in this chapter provide complementary insights that capture the essential aspects that either limited
or provided opportunities for Chinese student teachers to construct their identity as ECE teachers in
New Zealand.

Section 7.1 presented four themes related to the challenges.

Theme 1, “Biases across the ITE and ECE sectors,” described the social biases, including
stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination perceived by some Chinese student teachers both in
institutional environments and practicum settings. Theme 1 highlights participants’ expectations to

be understood in culturally sensitive ways and underscores the importance of continued efforts to

219



foster culturally responsive and inclusive environments free from bias, so that student teachers’
cultural identities can be affirmed and valued.

Theme 2, “Challenges in drawing on prior experiences,” described the challenges Chinese
student teachers encountered when drawing on their culturally shaped expectations of children’s
behaviours, as well as when applying their childhood learning experiences in their student teaching.
Theme 2 invites further examination of how Chinese and other international student teachers’ prior
experiences are positioned within ITE and how deficit-oriented narratives may contribute to the
devaluation of these experiences and influence student teachers’ identity development.

Theme 3, “Inadequate practicum support,” described the challenges that Chinese student
teachers perceived in receiving support and guidance during some practicums. Participants noted
how inadequate support left them with negative feelings, and some also described instances where
they felt the associate teachers were not well prepared or sufficiently motivated to take on their
mentoring role. The participant accounts highlight the importance they placed on receiving
adequate practicum support and invite further research on how gaps in this aspect of ITE may
influence professional growth.

Theme 4, “Restricted agency in practicum contexts,” described how Chinese student
teachers perceived having restricted agency in responding to practices that were misaligned with
what they had learned from their ITE courses, and in using feedback mechanisms to voice their
concerns. Such restricted agency appeared to relate to participants’ perceived marginalised
positions shaped by imbalanced power relations, as well as the potential influence of Confucian
values. Theme 4 invites further inquiry into how the agency of Chinese student teachers could be
strengthened within practicum contexts in ways that support their professional identity
development.

Section 7.2 presented four themes related to the supports.

Theme 1, “Having cultural heritage and identity valued,” described how Chinese student

teachers perceived having their cultural heritage and identity recognised and affirmed as an
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important form of support. Participants noted both the efforts already made in this area, including
explicit explanations about the value of diverse cultural perspectives and specific activities that
honour their culture, such as the New Zealand Chinese Language Week. Strategies participants
identified as potentially beneficial included (a) having someone, preferably teacher educators, as
well as counsellors or others in a similar role, with whom student teachers could discuss such
matters; (b) showing respect for student teachers’ cultural traditions and paying attention to their
identity development needs; and (c) providing sufficient course content related to identity, as well as
practical strategies, to support student teachers in drawing on their cultural identity as resources for
teaching.

Theme 2, “Developing a diverse teacher educator team,” presented a key support identified
by several participants concerning the development of a diverse teacher educator team for their
professional learning. Participants’ accounts reflected an expectation for greater cultural
representation within ITE programmes and a need for more culturally sensitive interpretation.
Diversifying the teacher educator team could send an affirming message that student teachers from
ethnic minority backgrounds will be accepted and valued, and may help reduce the risk of these
student teachers being viewed through stereotypical or biased perspectives.

Theme 3, “Quality mentoring from associate teachers,” highlighted the perceived support by
Chinese student teachers regarding receiving sufficient and high-quality mentoring from associate
teachers during practicums. From the participants’ perspectives, quality mentoring was
characterised by associate teachers (a) providing constructive and timely feedback, (b) offering
opportunities to engage in open and explanatory dialogue, and (c) modelling effective practices.
These findings invite further consideration of the kinds of mentoring that may be particularly
beneficial for culturally diverse student teachers.

Theme 4, “Voices being heard through feedback mechanisms,” described how Chinese
student teachers perceived having their voices heard through feedback mechanisms as an important

support that could enhance learning experiences within ITE. The participants appreciated the efforts
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that ITE providers made to listen to their feedback through surveys and other communication
channels. Importantly, examples of programme refinements based on student teachers’ suggestions
signalled to student teachers that their voices were valued, which in turn could strengthen their
sense of agency.

In the next chapter, the findings from both Phase 1 and Phase 2 of this study will be

discussed further in relation to the existing literature.
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Chapter 8 Discussion

This study explores Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, with
a particular focus on intentional teaching, in the Aotearoa New Zealand early childhood education
(ECE) context. Central to this investigation is exploring the factors that influence Chinese student
teachers’ perspectives of teaching and learning, as well as the supports and challenges related to
their broader learning experiences within ITE programmes as they navigate a cross-cultural context.
Here, the cross-cultural context refers to an environment where the differences and intersections of
values, beliefs, practices, and worldviews could arise when people from different cultural
backgrounds engage in shared activities.

Five research questions were generated to guide this study:

RQ1. How do Chinese student teachers understand curriculum and pedagogy in ECE contexts
in Aotearoa New Zealand?

RQ2. How do Chinese student teachers understand and implement intentional teaching in
child-centred, play-based, and culturally responsive ECE contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand?

RQ3. What factors influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy?

RQ4. How have ITE programmes facilitated Chinese student teachers’ understandings of
curriculum and pedagogy?

RQ5. What supports and challenges do Chinese student teachers describe in relation to their
ITE experiences?

Although the study began with the above five research questions, the findings point to the
need for a more integrated discussion that brings together several interconnected key messages
that emerged from the study. These key messages are presented narratively as follows:

Building a diverse ECE teaching workforce through effective ITE benefits children and
families from both non-dominant and dominant cultural backgrounds (Yip & Ji, 2024). Chinese

student teachers currently represent a significant proportion of ITE cohorts in New Zealand, and
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their numbers are likely to increase due to recent international education marketing policies
(Stanford, 2025). The growing presence of Chinese student teachers highlights the importance of
developing a deeper understanding of their perspectives and experiences within ITE programmes.

While learning to teach is already a challenging process, doing so as a Chinese student
teacher in a cross-cultural context adds additional layers of difficulty. My findings suggest that
Chinese student teachers are situated in learning environments shaped by historically embedded
social biases, including stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination against them. Chinese student
teachers’ prior knowledge and experiences, accumulated largely within Chinese cultural contexts,
were also sometimes unacknowledged or invalidated in their ITE programmes, indicating the
existence of deficit-oriented interpretations of them (Maddamsetti et al., 2018; Rathore & D’Silva,
2024). Beyond these social biases and deficit discourses, the complexity of learning to teach for
Chinese student teachers is further reflected in the need to reconcile culturally grounded prior
beliefs with new pedagogical expectations, to conceptualise play-based learning as a continuum, and
to construct their professional identities as ECE teachers in New Zealand.

To challenge deficit discourses and better support Chinese student teachers, it is important
to acknowledge and value the rich funds of knowledge and identity (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a)
that they bring into ITE programmes, and to highlight how these funds can contribute to the
development of integrated and hybrid pedagogical perspectives within the third space (Recchia &
McDevitt, 2018), in which diverse discourses can be negotiated. Through facilitating active
engagement with their funds of knowledge and identity, teacher educators and associate teachers
can empower rather than disempower Chinese student teachers and support their professional
growth.

These key messages will be discussed further in the four sections below, with connections to

the study findings and the broader scholarship.

224



8.1 Arguing for a More Diverse ECE Teaching Workforce in New Zealand

The starting point of this study is the idea that building a diverse teaching workforce is
important for the ECE sector, particularly in societies with culturally and ethnically diverse
populations. The benefits of a diverse ECE teaching workforce have been documented in many
studies. For example, Gide et al. (2022) argued that a culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)
teaching team has the potential to support the identity development of CALD children by creating a
culturally safe and inclusive environment, as well as to enhance multicultural awareness in children
from dominant cultural backgrounds through interacting with diverse educators. McDevitt (2021)
also found that immigrant ECE teachers have a good understanding of the experiences of newcomer
immigrant parents and can draw on this knowledge to develop trusting relationships with them. In
addition, Tobin (2020) noted the crucial but often underappreciated role of bilingual and bicultural
ECE teachers (referring to those teachers familiar with both home and host cultures, rather than the
meaning of bicultural as a Maori and Pakeha partnership that is typically understood in New
Zealand) in bridging immigrant communities and early childhood settings as cultural brokers and
mediators. While Tobin (2020) specifically referred to the importance of bicultural staff, the
implication could extend to multilingual and multicultural practitioners. These potential benefits
have encouraged efforts to develop a diverse ECE teaching workforce worldwide.

In New Zealand, a nation with a bicultural foundation and increasingly superdiverse
demographics (A. Chan & Ritchie, 2020), building an ECE teaching workforce that reflects this
diversity has also been emphasised by some researchers. (Superdiverse refers to the complex social
conditions arising from contemporary highly heterogeneous migration situations and patterns (A.
Chan & Ritchie, 2020).) For example, through the examination of the different dimensions of
diversity among ECE educators in New Zealand, Cherrington and Shuker (2012) noted that minority
voices may be silenced due to the underrepresentation of ethnic minority educators. To increase
diversity, one of the suggestions Cherrington and Shuker (2012) proposed was to ensure ITE

programmes are culturally responsive to culturally diverse student teachers, thereby supporting
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their success and retention in the ECE teaching profession. Griffiths et al. (2022) examined the
barriers to, and facilitators of, attracting and retaining diverse ECE teachers in New Zealand, and put
forward three recommendations for building and sustaining a diverse ECE teaching workforce. These
recommendations were building inclusive workplace cultures, addressing factors that influence
recruitment and retention (such as pay and social status), and ensuring barrier-free access to ITE,
particularly regarding financial constraints (Griffiths et al., 2022). Taken together, these researchers’
arguments point to the pivotal role of ITE as a key pathway for building a diverse ECE teaching
workforce. Moreover, at the policy level, Every Child a Taonga: Early Learning Action Plan 2019—-
2029, proposed by the sixth Labour Government of New Zealand, set a clear expectation for ITE
providers to increase diversity of student teachers and grow a future workforce that mirrors the
composition of New Zealand society (Ministry of Education, 2019b).

Among the many different ethnic groups, people identifying as Chinese constitute a
significant proportion of New Zealand’s population. According to the 2023 Census, Chinese is the
fourth largest ethnic group in New Zealand, following New Zealand European, Maori, and Indian,
with a total of 279,039 people, representing approximately 6% of the total population (RNZ, 2024).
The percentage of people identifying with Chinese ethnicities is projected to increase to 8% by 2048
(Stats NZ, 2025a). These numbers suggest that ECE services in New Zealand are serving an increasing
proportion of children and families with Chinese backgrounds. It is therefore important for Chinese
teachers to be proportionately represented in the ECE teaching workforce in New Zealand to better
meet the needs of children and families from Chinese backgrounds.

Within the ITE sector, there has also been a growing number of Chinese student teachers
enrolled in ECE ITE programmes in New Zealand (Yang, 2025). While Chinese student teachers may
come to New Zealand and learn to become ECE teachers for various personal, familial or
professional reasons, such as having a passion for the profession or seeking residency due to
favourable immigration policies (F. Huang, 2021), their presence nonetheless contributes to the goal

of diversifying the teaching workforce. In addition, China has been New Zealand’s largest source of
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international students for many years (Reti, 2025). Given the current National Party-led
Government’s aim to double the foreign international education market by 2034 (Craymer, 2025;
Stanford, 2025), it is foreseeable that New Zealand will attract more Chinese international students,
many of whom are likely to join ECE ITE programmes. However, an important question is whether
ITE providers are equipped to support Chinese student teachers to succeed and achieve their
aspirations in New Zealand. My study findings suggest that there may still be some distance to go
before an affirmative answer can be given.

Taken together, this section discusses an increasing consensus in the literature on building a
diverse ECE teaching workforce, as this can benefit children and families from both non-dominant
and dominant cultural backgrounds. In Aotearoa New Zealand, calls for action to promote such
efforts are also reflected in both research and policies. The anticipated increase in the number of
children with Chinese backgrounds attending ECE services in New Zealand, together with the
growing representation of Chinese student teachers within ITE programmes, highlights the value of
this study in understanding Chinese student teachers’ perspectives and exploring ways to enhance
their experiences and support their success within ITE.

8.2 Challenging Social Biases and Deficit-Oriented Interpretations of Chinese Student Teachers

While learning to teach is already a challenging process, undertaking ITE programmes as
Chinese student teachers in a cross-cultural context adds additional layers of difficulty. Notably,
social biases and deficit-oriented interpretations that devalue Chinese student teachers’ cultural
identity and invalidate their cultural knowledge and experiences, as reported in Chapter 7, are
among the most significant challenges in their professional learning journeys.

Biases against Chinese people in New Zealand have their historical roots. The history of the
Chinese in New Zealand dates back to the mid-nineteenth century, when many male Chinese
immigrants came to work as gold miners (Ip, 2024). These people left their families in China and
boarded ships to New Zealand, expecting to make a fortune here so they could send money back to

support their parents, wives and children who were suffering from famine, drought, and other
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natural and man-made disasters (Ip, 2024). Unfortunately, only a small proportion achieved the
wealth they had hoped for, while many remained poor, separated from their families, and stranded
in an unfamiliar country (Ip, 2024). Today, Arrowtown near Queenstown in the South Island still
preserves the settlements of Chinese gold miners, demonstrating their tough living conditions.

With the reduced job needs for gold mining in the following decades since Chinese gold
miners first arrived, the anti-Chinese prejudice intensified, and Chinese immigrants were viewed as a
threat to New Zealand society (Manatl Taonga—Miinistry for Culture and Heritage, 2021). In 1881,
New Zealand passed the Chinese Immigrants Act, which restricted the number of Chinese people a
ship could carry (one Chinese person for every 10 tons of cargo) when arriving in New Zealand, and
imposed a poll tax of 10 pounds (around 2,000 New Zealand dollars today) on each Chinese person
before being permitted to land (Manati Taonga—Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 2024). In 1896,
the ratio was changed to one Chinese person for every 200 tons of cargo, and the poll tax for each
Chinese person was increased to 100 pounds (around 20,000 New Zealand dollars today) (Manatd
Taonga—Miinistry for Culture and Heritage, 2024).

Vosslamber and Yong (2023) argued that the poll tax legislation stemmed from stigma and
discrimination against the Chinese, which in turn further reinforced the biased view within the New
Zealand society that Chinese immigrants were inferior and less than fully human. This racist and
discriminatory legislation lasted for over sixty years, and it was not until 1944 that it was finally
abolished (Manatl Taonga—Miinistry for Culture and Heritage, 2021). However, the harm inflicted
on the Chinese people in New Zealand had already occurred and may continue to produce negative
impacts in both explicit and implicit ways.

Some studies have explored the history of discrimination against Chinese in New Zealand,
but a scholarly consensus on its primary causes has yet to be reached. Fairburn (2004) compared
several competing explanations of the discrimination, including the swamping explanation (worrying
that Chinese will become the dominant culture), economic competition, colonial nationalism,

ideological/racism, and the weakness of the Chinese state. Fairburn (2004) argued that these
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explanations all had various flaws and were overly focused on the role of Europeans. Thus, Fairburn
(2004) concluded that the discrimination Chinese received in New Zealand could be best explained
by the reason that “Chinese had a far more powerful orientation to their home country and their
culture than any other migrant group” (p. 81). From Fairburn’s (2004) view, it was the Chinese
immigrants’ exceptional separatism and transitoriness that led to Europeans’ discrimination against
them.

However, there are alternative interpretations. Burton (2024) argued that Chinese
immigrants’ separatism and transitoriness should not be viewed as causes of the discrimination they
experienced. Instead, Burton (2024) suggested that legislators’ lack of cultural understanding
regarding the importance of ancestry and ties to land for early Chinese immigrants led to these
practices (e.g., non-settlement) being portrayed as evil, reflecting an orientalist perspective in which
the Orient was defined through a Western lens. In addition, the vision of building New Zealand as “a
Britain of the South” (p. 115), a sense of racial superiority, and the fear that Chinese immigrants
would threaten labour and working conditions, together with the othering of the Chinese, all
contributed to the enactment of discriminatory legislation targeting the Chinese (Burton, 2024).
Moreover, Ip (2013) argued that, due to widespread racial ideas in which Chinese people were
regarded as inferior to white Caucasians, the Chinese were consequently restricted from entry into
this “white heaven” (p. 159), as well as from being naturalised. Chinese immigrants were viewed as
intruders and as having no place in the nation’s blueprint (Ip, 2013). Taken together, these
arguments reflect the complexity of anti-Chinese discrimination in New Zealand’s history and the
interplay of various ideological, cultural, economic, and political factors.

In 2002, the then Prime Minister of New Zealand, Helen Clark, made a formal apology to the
Chinese community who had paid a poll tax and suffered other discrimination (Clark, 2002). She
hoped that all communities could be valued, honoured, and respected, and that diversity could be
seen as a great strength of New Zealand (Clark, 2002). This action signals a positive effort by the

Government to reconcile with the Chinese community. Yet the global rise of right-wing political
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groups in recent years seems to undermine such efforts. An explicit example is how right-wing
extremists use the COVID-19 pandemic to promote anti-Chinese and anti-Asian rhetoric (Kim, 2023).
Research on Asian people’s experiences in New Zealand during the COVID-19 pandemic revealed
that nearly a quarter of the 402 participants in a New Zealand nationwide online survey reported
experiencing racial discrimination, with Chinese respondents reporting the highest incidence among
Asian groups (L. S. Liu et al., 2023). This challenging social and political environment constitutes the
broader context in which Chinese student teachers navigate their complex professional learning
journeys in New Zealand.

As reported in Chapter 7, my participants described experiencing social biases, including
stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination, in their learning environments across both the ECE and
ITE sectors in New Zealand. During interviews, participants described how they were sometimes
interpreted in stereotyped ways and how they either experienced or heard from their Chinese peers
about prejudiced views and discriminatory behaviours directed towards Chinese and Asian students.
These findings echoed earlier studies, which also found social biases against migrant-background
student teachers and teachers, both in New Zealand and beyond.

For example, the study conducted by Griffiths et al. (2022) in New Zealand identified bias,
discrimination, and stigma as one type of barrier to attracting and retaining diverse ECE teachers.
Some of the participants in Griffiths et al.’s (2022) study reported that the stereotyped image of ECE
teachers as white females and the presence of systemic racism within the mainstream teaching
culture discouraged diverse teachers from entering and staying in the teaching profession. In
addition, drawing on the analysis of the final practicum experience of a Singaporean Chinese student
teacher in a four-year undergraduate programme in Australia, Ortlipp and Nuttall (2011) described
how this student teacher’s background was interpreted by her supervising teacher at only a
superficial level and through racist typologies, which ultimately contributed to her practicum failure.
These cited studies, together with my research findings, highlight the importance of challenging

systemic racism towards certain groups within the broader social environment in New Zealand, as

230



well as within more specific ITE environments and ECE settings, to create equitable, inclusive, and
welcoming spaces where non-dominant background student teachers can proudly be themselves.

Importantly, connected with social biases against Chinese and other migrant-background
student teachers are the often-implied deficit-oriented interpretations or assumptions of them,
which view differences as deficits rather than strengths. Such deficit-oriented interpretations
invalidate Chinese student teachers’ cultural knowledge and experiences, and position them as
needing to fit into a “good” teacher model built primarily upon the dominant culture (Maddamsetti
et al., 2018). A paradox was thus created, in which, on the one hand, student teachers from diverse
backgrounds are expected to be culturally sensitive and responsive to the children attending ECE
services and to value their language, culture, and identity; on the other hand, these student teachers
do not seem to experience similar considerations within their own ITE programmes (Nuttall &
Ortlipp, 2012).

In this present study, Chinese student teachers reported challenges in drawing on their prior
cultural expectations (e.g., towards messy play and risky play) and learning experiences (e.g., paper-
folding activities) during their student teaching, suggesting the existence of deficit-oriented
interpretations of them. These findings echo some studies that have also noted this deficit
perspective towards culturally and linguistically diverse student teachers. For example, through
interviewing four pre-service early childhood teachers of colour in the United States, Cheruvu et al.
(2015) illustrated how these pre-service teachers experience and combat socially imposed and self-
internalised deficit conceptions of their identities as individuals and as developing teachers within a
space dominated by White, English-monolingual, middle-class perspectives. Cheruvu et al. (2015)
noted that, in addition to experiencing racialised relationships with peers and mentor teachers,
these pre-service teachers also carry “the burden of pervasive, deficit-oriented stereotypes and
assumptions about their racial and linguistic identities and their academic abilities” (p. 259). To fit in
the community dominated by Whiteness, pre-service teachers of colour sometimes need to mask

their racial and linguistic identities (Cheruvu et al., 2015).
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Likewise, Maddamesetti et al. (2018) examined the experience of a Chinese female
international pre-service teacher at a U.S. university and how the microaggressions she encountered
in her coursework and fieldwork influenced her understanding of a “good” teacher. Maddamsetti et
al. (2018) argued that there appears to be a highly homogeneous image of a “good” teacher in the
U.S. context, within which im/migrant teachers are frequently perceived as deficient. Their cultural
knowledge and skills are rarely validated in the host country’s teacher education, and they also
experience multiple forms of microaggressions. The feelings of exclusion and isolation created a
perceived need for the participant in Maddamsetti et al.’s (2018) study to assimilate into and blend
in with American teachers, who represented the “good” teacher in that context.

This pressure to assimilate has also been reflected in this present study, as three participants
in Phase 2 (see Chapter 5) expressed that there is no need to “find a balance.” Rather than
integrating or unifying Chinese and New Zealand philosophies and practices, the three participants
perceived that what mattered most was to be respectful and accepting of the local norms.
Therefore, we may need to ask: Do our ECE ITE programmes send a message to Chinese student
teachers that there is a homogeneous “good” teacher model and a universalist perspective of
“good” ECE practices? Are there implicit biases that suggest to Chinese student teachers that,
because they have different experiences and perspectives, they need in some way to meet derived
Western normative expectations? Do our ECE ITE programmes create pressure for Chinese student
teachers to fit in or assimilate into the local norms, even though they might need to mask, devalue,
or discard their own cultural identities?

Qi and Campbell (2022) argued that, in the Australian context, while pursuing diversity, ITE
programmes seem to advise student teachers from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds
to be “more Australian and less diverse” (p. 236). Although set in a different context, this study
similarly reveals that some of our ECE ITE programmes in New Zealand may unintentionally

perpetuate deficit discourses and pressure for assimilation on these student teachers from diverse
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backgrounds, who are supposed to diversify the ECE teaching workforce and enrich early childhood
pedagogies through their unique perspectives.

Taken together, this section discussed the historically rooted and politically shaped
pervasive biases against Chinese student teachers within society and ECE ITE programmes, as well as
the closely associated deficit-oriented interpretations of them. These social biases and deficit
discourses devalued Chinese student teachers’ cultural identity and invalidated their cultural
knowledge in some ECE ITE programmes, and internalised in them a feeling of being deficient,
insufficient, and less competent. Chinese student teachers, therefore, faced pressure to fit into an
implied homogenising “good” teacher model and adopt the “good” practices built upon the
dominant Western ideology and discourse prevalent in the New Zealand ECE context (Rathore &
D’Silva, 2024). These challenges constitute the broader environment in which Chinese student
teachers navigate their complex learning-to-teach journeys.

8.3 Navigating the Complexity of Cross-Cultural Learning in ITE for Chinese Student Teachers

Learning to teach in a cross-cultural context is not a straightforward process for Chinese
student teachers, but a highly complex one. At the broader level, as noted in the previous section,
Chinese student teachers are learning in an environment shaped by social biases and deficit
discourses. Within ITE programmes, this complexity is further reflected in the need to reconcile
culturally grounded prior beliefs with new pedagogical expectations, to conceptualise play-based
learning as a continuum, and to construct professional identities as ECE teachers in New Zealand.
The three aspects of this complexity are unpacked in the following subsections.

8.3.1 Reconciling Prior Beliefs with New Pedagogical Expectations

Chinese student teachers begin their ITE journey not as blank slates, but with pre-existing
beliefs and understandings of teaching and learning in ECE. Due to the culturally situated nature of
Chinese student teachers’ prior beliefs, they sometimes differ from the professional or authoritative

discourses developed in the New Zealand context, thereby creating tensions.
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Belief conflict or tension among student teachers with migrant backgrounds in cross-cultural
contexts has also been noted in other studies. For example, in a study of immigrant and refugee
women’s knowledge construction in an ECE ITE programme in Canada, Massing (2016) described the
dissonance between the participants’ own cultural and religious constructions of caring practice for
children and the dominant practices in child care centres. Massing (2016) noted that when faced
with such belief conflicts, the participants either suppressed or rejected their own beliefs or
subverted dominant practices to enact their own cultural practices. In the New Zealand context,
Leaupepe (2009) explored the tension experienced by Pasifika student teachers regarding play,
whose beliefs were shaped by their childhood experiences in societies where the value of play was
not highly recognised. In the Pacific Island nations, as Leaupepe (2009) noted, children often need to
take on household responsibilities, such as helping with planting, fishing, or cooking, rather than
engaging in play.

For Chinese student teachers specifically, Yang (2025) examined the cultural and
professional adaptation of ten Chinese migrant ECE teachers in New Zealand and outlined the
contrasting educational approaches between China and New Zealand, including structured versus
play-based teaching, obedience-based learning versus learning autonomy, and risk avoidance versus
risk tolerance. These differences contributed to the challenges Chinese migrant ECE teachers faced
in adapting (Yang, 2025). My findings align with Yang’s (2025) study, as participants also reported
experiencing tensions in navigating these divergent educational philosophies. As presented in the
survey findings in Chapter 4, over half of the participants (66%) reported experiencing dissonance
between their prior beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE and the ideas presented in their
course content, as well as dissonance between their prior beliefs and the pedagogies encountered
during practicum (70%). These findings indicate that a substantial proportion of participants
experienced belief dissonance within their ITE programmes, both in course content learning and
practicum, presenting a significant challenge for Chinese student teachers as they navigate these

contexts.
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The existing literature shows that, due to the influence of Confucianism, play and learning in
Chinese societies have traditionally been viewed as separate, with play sometimes being perceived
as harmful to learning (S.-C. Wu & Rao, 2011). Acquiring academic knowledge and pursuing
academic achievement from an early age are viewed as important pathways to upward social
mobility in Chinese history (Zheng et al., 2018). These cultural and historical traditions have shaped
public expectations of ECE in China, particularly among parents and teachers, and contributed to a
long-standing focus on academic learning rather than play in ECE settings. To achieve academic
outcomes, alongside the traditional respect for teachers and emphasis on teacher authority,
teachers are deemed vital for children’s learning, and teacher-directed approaches are
predominantly adopted in Chinese ECE settings (Cheung, 2017). These traditional views and
practices in Chinese societies stand in contrast to those in New Zealand, where, as reflected in Te
Whariki, children are viewed as competent and confident learners engaged in a holistic, child-
centred, inclusive curriculum that recognises the country’s bicultural heritage, and teachers are
expected to facilitate children’s learning through play-based and intentional pedagogy (Ministry of
Education, 2017; Tyler-Merrick et al., 2019).

While it is helpful to be aware of these general belief tensions, it is also important to note
that their extent and form vary across Chinese student teachers. Importantly, Chinese culture and
ECE in China are not static or fixed but are continuously hybridising and evolving within a globalised
world. J. Zhu and Zhang (2008) argued that contemporary perspectives and practices of ECE in China
could be viewed as a hybridity of three distinct cultural threads: traditional Chinese culture,
Communist culture, and Western culture. These different cultural threads interact with one another,
generating selective, dynamic, and changing influences on ECE in China (J. Zhu & Zhang, 2008). In
addition, there have been continuous nationwide ECE curriculum reforms in China since 1989,
initially driven by the import of Western progressive ideology, which have aimed to promote the
ideas of respecting children, active learning, and play-based teaching and learning (Li, Wang, et al.,

2011). Although the top-down policy-based nature of these reforms constrained transformative
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efforts in ECE, they nevertheless influenced and diversified approaches in practice to varying extents
in China (Y. Liu & Feng, 2005).

These mixed influences of cultural threads and educational reforms have led to varied
philosophies and practices in different ECE services in China and have generated different childhood
experiences among Chinese student teachers of different ages and generations. As my participants
reported during interviews, some received ECE with a strong traditional teacher-directed approach,
whereas others (often younger participants) reported attending ECE services with modernised or
imported philosophies. For instance, the youngest participant in Phase 2, Bowen, reported that he
attended a kindergarten in China that adopted the Montessori approach, where children had greater
freedom and agency to choose different learning areas. This point is not intended to argue that ECE
in China has entirely shifted from teacher-directed to child-centred approaches, but rather to
illustrate the diversity and changing nature of educational approaches in China, as well as the
generational and individual heterogeneity of Chinese student teachers’ experiences. Therefore, any
discussion and examination of belief conflicts or tensions that focus on Chinese student teachers
needs to avoid falling into the trap of reinforcing stereotyped typologies and deficit narratives that
assume all Chinese student teachers have similar childhood and upbringing experiences and hold
similar prior beliefs.

8.3.2 Conceptualising Play-Based Learning as a Continuum

Another aspect of this cross-cultural learning complexity for Chinese student teachers is to
develop a broader understanding of play-based learning. Earlier, play-based learning has been
described as a continuum of practice, with different types of play and varying levels of teacher
engagement situated along it. As Chinese student teachers undertake practicum placements in
different centres as part of their ECE ITE programme requirements, they are coming to understand
this continuum and to conceptualise their own understanding of the role of the teacher, perhaps as
relatively static, or as flexible and responsive to different children and learning moments. In shaping

this understanding, they may encounter differing perspectives of teaching and learning across
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centres or among educators within the same centre, thus creating tensions in their pedagogical
beliefs. This also includes reconciling content from within their programme with the models of
practice they experience on practicum.

As presented in the literature review (Section 2.1.4), New Zealand has a long history of
valuing free play in ECE settings. Free play has traditionally been viewed as a demonstration of
agency and as offering children the freedom and flexibility to explore the environments and
materials at their own pace (White et al., 2007). The free play approach in ECE, as suggested by
McLachlan (1991), has theoretical roots in Piaget’s cognitive development theory. Within the
context of free play, teachers are often expected to provide children with the time and space to lead
their own learning, while adult intervention may sometimes be perceived as potentially diverting the
direction of children’s play (Grieshaber, 2010). Drawing on insights from sociocultural theory, which
largely builds on Vygotsky’s work, some researchers have critiqued individualistic developmental
perspectives, calling for greater attention to the teacher’s critical role in supporting children’s
learning and development (Hedges, 2000; Siraj-Blatchford, 2004). In the 2017 version of Te Whariki,
the national curriculum of New Zealand, kaiako (teachers) are explicitly advised to be more active in
facilitating children’s learning and development through thoughtful and intentional pedagogy
(McLaughlin & Cherrington, 2018).

Despite shifting understandings of teaching and learning in ECE in New Zealand and similar
countries, such as Australia, which also has a free play tradition, researchers noted the tensions and
challenges for some ECE practitioners in embracing a more active role in supporting children’s
learning (Grieshaber, 2010; Kilderry, 2015; W. Zhang & Birdsall, 2016). These studies indicate that
not all practising teachers in New Zealand are willing to accept, or have fully accepted, the recent
advocacy for intentional teaching. Moreover, James’s (2020) study in the New Zealand context
revealed that ECE teachers held diverse and inconsistent understandings of how children learn and
how learning through play could be enacted in practice. Therefore, when these ECE teachers serve

as associate teachers during practicum, they may enact their own beliefs about play and learning,
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and hold corresponding expectations for student teachers, which may shape how Chinese student
teachers construct their own understandings. This point is supported by participants’ comments on
their practicum experiences in different ECE centres during the interviews, with some participants
noting that certain centres aligned more closely with their beliefs, while others did not.

In addition, as reported in Chapter 4 regarding the survey findings, while the data generally
indicate that Chinese student teachers endorsed a mixed approach to teaching and learning, some
participants also held non-interventionist views. For example, over half of the participants in the

” u

survey agreed with the statements that “children learn best through free play,” “teachers should not
interrupt children’s play,” and “teachers’ primary responsibility is to set up the environment and
observe children’s learning.” These non-interventionist perspectives may reflect both the influence
of the free play tradition in New Zealand ECE settings and Chinese student teachers’ still-developing
understandings of play-based learning. The survey data also highlight participants’ limited familiarity
with and knowledge of intentional teaching, and a perceived insufficient emphasis on intentional
teaching within their ECE ITE programmes, particularly during practicum. When Chinese student
teachers have insufficient exposure to these essential concepts, such as play-based learning and
intentional teaching, they may construct their own understandings, which could lead to a narrow
interpretation of play-based learning and tensions when integrating intentional teaching into a play-
based context.

Therefore, there is value in supporting Chinese student teachers to develop a broader
understanding of play-based learning by conceptualising it as a continuum that accommodates
various types of play and differing levels of teachers’ intentional involvement. One example of this
continuum conceptualisation of play-based learning is Edwards’s (2017) work on the Pedagogical
Play-framework, which comprises open-ended play, modelled play, and purposefully-framed play.
Edwards (2017) argued that these play activities could be equally pedagogically valuable in practice
and used in multiple combinations. Pyle and Danniels (2017) also identified five types of play along

the continuum of play-based learning: free play, inquiry play, collaboratively designed play, playful
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learning, and learning through games. While researchers used different terms to refer to the various
types of play, the key point is that play and learning are implicitly interconnected, and that teachers
can demonstrate intentional teaching across different types of play activities. Within ITE, on the one
hand, teacher educators could provide further clarification on free play and play-based learning, and
place greater emphasis on intentional teaching. On the other hand, professional learning
opportunities could be provided to associate teachers to help them better understand the play-
based learning continuum, enabling them to offer high-quality mentoring and guidance to Chinese
student teachers as they construct their beliefs about pedagogical practice.

8.3.3 Constructing Professional Identities as ECE Teachers in New Zealand

The third essential aspect for Chinese student teachers to navigate in their ITE journey is to
construct their professional identities as ECE teachers in New Zealand. Learning to teach itself is not
only about mastering professional and pedagogical knowledge and skills, but also about developing
professional identities, namely, who they are as teachers (Garner & Kaplan, 2019; Mockler, 2013). As
Beijaard (2019) noted, learning to teach can and should be conceptualised as an identity-making
process. Teachers’ professional identity should not be understood as a fixed construct, but rather as
one that changes over time through the influence of personal and professional encounters and
experiences (Beijaard et al., 2004; Suarez & McGrath, 2022).

For student teachers with migrant backgrounds, their professional identity construction is
inextricably interwoven with their cultural identity (Xu et al., 2025; Yip, 2025, p. 43). Cultural identity
refers to “identification with, or sense of belonging to, a particular group based on various cultural
categories, including nationality, ethnicity, race, gender, and religion” (V. H.-H. Chen, 2014, p. 1). In
cross-cultural contexts, Ji et al. (2025) note that teachers from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds often face dual pressures in constructing their professional identities: conforming to
dominant norms and resisting the erasure of their cultural identity. In a system emphasising
assimilation, teachers or student teachers from diverse backgrounds may be forced to suppress or

mask their cultural identities to be accepted by the dominant community (Yip, 2025).
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My findings also suggest that participants’ cultural identity as Chinese is an important
element that cannot be separated from their professional learning and professional identity
formation. As reported in Chapter 6, there is a connection between how Chinese student teachers
perceive the influence of their cultural background and their preferences for pedagogical
orientations. These participants could be generally classified into two groups. One group perceived
their Chinese cultural background as a generally positive influence and valued their cultural identity
as Chinese. This group of participants believed that there were valuable aspects of Chinese culture
and education that could inform ECE in New Zealand, and they therefore advocated integrating or
balancing ECE approaches in New Zealand and China. The other group perceived their cultural
background as less significant and of limited relevance, or even as having negative influences, on
their career preparation. Accordingly, this group of participants placed greater emphasis on
accepting New Zealand ECE approaches and assimilating into the local norms.

These two pedagogical orientations described in my study closely parallel Xu et al.’s (2025)
distinction between “forced forgetting” and “conscious remembering” (p. 11), two processes
through which immigrant early childhood educators construct their professional identities. Forced
forgetting refers to the process by which immigrant educators relinquish their prior beliefs for new
patterns and suppress their cultural identity under the pressure of exclusively conforming to the
host country’s norms. In contrast, conscious remembering refers to intentional, conscious
engagement with their personal and cultural history, enabling them to challenge dominant
discourses and connect their present with their past (Xu et al., 2025). The former process may lead
to the loss of professional identity and hinder student teachers’ professional growth, whereas the
latter could potentially support their development and strengthen their uniqueness (Xu et al., 2025).

Therefore, it is important to support student teachers from migrant backgrounds in valuing
their cultural identity and viewing it as a strength that can contribute to and enrich the ECE
profession. Rana (2021) noted in her study that being Indian is important for her participants, who

are Indian student teachers in New Zealand, and that they are keen to maintain their language and
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culture. In a similar vein, | argue that being Chinese is also important for Chinese student teachers in
New Zealand. Within ITE, Chinese student teachers or student teachers from other non-dominant
backgrounds could be encouraged to build connections with their cultural identity and their
culturally shaped ways of knowing and being, to form a professional identity with a strong
foundation that links to their past.

A point also worth noting is the impact of policy and institutional-level factors, particularly
external accreditation frameworks such as the Standards for the Teaching Profession (Education
Council, 2017), on Chinese student teachers’ professional identity construction. Although not
explicitly derived from the data collected in this study, the significant influence of professional and
institutional standards should not be overlooked, as they shape how ECE ITE programmes are
designed and implemented, and how student teachers are assessed. The Teaching Council of
Aotearoa New Zealand stated that, “ITE needs to equip new teachers with the skills, knowledge, and
practice they need in their first teaching role. It must also enable them to continue to learn and
adapt their practice for future challenges and meet Nga Paerewa | Standards” (Teaching Council of
Aotearoa New Zealand, 2024b, p. 4). In addition, on the web page of the Teaching Council website
about the Teaching Standards, it explicitly states that the Standards describe what good teaching
looks like (Teaching Council of Aotearoa New Zealand, n.d.-a). In other words, frameworks such as
the Teaching Standards, implicitly as well as explicitly, perpetuate the view that there are good, and
potentially normative, practices and, consequently, bad practices. Call (2022) noted that when
professional standards are used in a regulatory rather than a developmental way, they may promote
“safe practices rather than innovative and creative practices” (p. 746). Therefore, when the teaching
standards are used as an assessment checklist, Chinese student teachers may feel pressured to
assimilate to these “good” practices and valued outcomes, thereby masking aspects of their
identities.

Taken together, learning to teach in a cross-cultural context presents Chinese student

teachers with multi-layered challenges. First, beyond navigating social biases and deficit discourses,
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Chinese student teachers need to reconcile specific dissonances between their culturally shaped
prior beliefs and new pedagogical expectations. Importantly, this reconciliation process is not
uniform; the hybrid nature of modern Chinese culture and ECE means that these tensions can vary
across Chinese individuals and generations. Second, the complexity that Chinese student teachers
need to navigate also lies in developing their understanding of play-based learning and teaching as
enacted in practice. This must occur not only within the context of ITE but also across different
practicum centres and with associate teachers who may hold diverse teaching philosophies and
expectations for student teachers. Third, professional identity construction for Chinese student
teachers is inseparable from their perceptions of their cultural identity. Whether they pursue
pedagogical assimilation or integration depends largely on whether they view their cultural identity
as a deficit to be masked or a strength to be embraced. In addition, wider policy and institutional
factors such as the Standards for the Teaching Profession may further shape Chinese student
teachers’ experiences, as assessment against these standards can create pressure to assimilate to
dominant notions of “good” practices. Successfully navigating these complexities requires significant
resilience and specific support for Chinese student teachers.
8.4 Leveraging Funds of Knowledge and Identity through Third Space Engagement

In the preceding sections, the challenges and complexity of learning to teach for Chinese
student teachers in a cross-cultural context have been discussed. While it is essential to be aware of
Chinese student teachers’ struggles, it is equally important to recognise the strengths and resilience
they demonstrate throughout their learning journeys, and to explore possibilities to enhance these
positive aspects. Otherwise, focusing solely on Chinese student teachers’ challenges risks reinforcing
deficit discourses that portray them as less competent, insufficient, or as a burden to ITE providers.
Drawing on earlier scholarship, | argue that acknowledging the rich funds of knowledge and identity
that Chinese student teachers bring with them, and facilitating their active engagement with these
funds within the third space, can support their professional growth and challenge deficit discourses

about them (Gupta, 2013; McDevitt, 2023; Rathore & D’Silva, 2024; Recchia & McDevitt, 2018).
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The concept funds of knowledge refers to “historically accumulated and culturally developed
bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being”
(Moll et al., 1992, p. 133). Since its creation, funds of knowledge, as a counter-deficit discourse, has
been widely applied to children and families from minority communities, as well as teachers and
student teachers from migrant backgrounds (Adair et al., 2012; Hibbs, 2024; Monzé & Rueda, 2003).
The concept of funds of knowledge has become attractive because it highlights that “people are
competent, they have knowledge, and their life experiences have given them that knowledge”
(Gonzalez et al., 2005, p. ix). However, as this theory developed, some limitations have been
identified, including the reliance on a single methodological approach (household-based
ethnography, such as family visits) and adult household practices as the primary unit of analysis
(Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a). In response to these limitations, the new concept funds of identity
was proposed to diversify the methodological approach (e.g., self-portrait and significant circle) and
shift the unit of analysis to children (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a). The concept is defined as
“historically accumulated, culturally developed, and socially distributed resources that are essential
for a person’s self-definition, self-expression, and self-understanding” (Esteban-Guitart & Moll,
2014a, p. 37). This new concept emphasises individuals’ agency in converting and transforming
various funds of knowledge at the household level into their own funds of identity. In recent years,
these two terms have often been used together as FOK/I to refer to “a complete inventory of
meaningful social knowledge, cultural competencies, and subjective productions that students,
families, and communities develop in order to live their lives” (Esteban-Guitart, 2023b, p. 11).

Some studies have adopted the lens of funds of knowledge and identity when studying
teachers and student teachers from migrant backgrounds, noting the importance of recognising the
funds of knowledge and identity they bring with them (Adair, 2011; Gupta, 2006). For instance, in a
study of a Latino Jewish immigrant teacher in the United States, McDevitt (2023) noted that the
teacher’s own experience and identity as an immigrant enabled him to see an immigrant child who

had been marginalised in the classroom and bring the child to the centre of the classroom
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community through purposefully designed activities. Similarly, in Chapter 5, | reported an example
of how one participant created a culturally responsive environment for a Chinese child, who was
new to the ECE centre in New Zealand, by introducing Chinese songs and stories. These are some of
the explicit demonstrations of how migrant teachers’ and student teachers’ funds of knowledge and
identity could contribute to ECE services.

Notably, some researchers have linked the funds of knowledge and identity framework with
the third space theory. Third space is a term introduced by the postcolonial scholar Homi Bhabha to
conceptualise an in-between space that emerges through cultural encounters between the coloniser
and the colonised (Bhandari, 2022). Third space is a space of enunciation in which “the meaning and
symbols of culture have no primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated,
translated, rehistoricized, and read anew” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 37). The concept highlights how such a
space enables resistance to dominant or hegemonic narratives through ongoing processes of
negotiation and transformation (Tatham, 2025). Following Bhabha’s work, researchers from various
disciplines have adopted the concept of third space for different purposes, including in the field of
education.

Gutiérrez et al. (1999) conceptualised the third space as a discursive space between the
official space and the unofficial space, in which “alternative and competing discourses and
positionings transform conflict and difference into rich zones of collaboration and learning” (pp. 286-
287). Gutiérrez et al. (1999) argued that student knowledge can become new tools for learning in
such a space. While acknowledging the multiple meanings of third space, Moje et al. (2004)
emphasised the perspective that views third space as “a space of cultural, social, and
epistemological change in which the competing knowledges and discourses of different spaces are

12

brought into ‘conversation’ (p. 44). The value of third space theory lies in its recognition of the
often marginalised and overlooked knowledge that students bring, as well as its emphasis on the

possibility of generating new knowledge and understandings through negotiation with formal
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knowledge. Third space allows individuals to connect diverse knowledge, make new meaning, and
create hybrid identities (Gutiérrez et al., 1999; Tatham, 2025).

The third space becomes particularly important for students or student teachers navigating
cross-cultural contexts. Ikpeze (2016) argued that discussions of teaching across cultures would be
incomplete without reference to the concept of third space, a space in which cultures, identities,
values, perspectives, and ideas from the home and host contexts are brought together and
negotiated. Recchia and McDevitt (2018) emphasised that it is within the third space, a postcolonial
hybrid space and an in-between grey area, that migrant student teachers’ funds of knowledge and
identity are brought in and negotiated with the formal professional discourses to produce new
knowledge and understandings. Within the third space, migrant student teachers are not restricted
to adhering to dominant discourses but can challenge them by engaging with their own funds of
knowledge and identity and creating hybrid understandings (Tatham, 2025).

My findings also support the view that Chinese student teachers bring rich funds of
knowledge and identity, developed and accumulated through their sociocultural experiences, to
inform their professional learning within the third space. For instance, the interview data suggest
that my participants frequently drew on their own childhood and upbringing experiences (and for
those who are parents, also their knowledge of their own children’s experiences) to make sense of
curriculum and pedagogy. As discussed in Chapter 6, Chinese student teachers did not simply mirror
their past experiences by “teaching the way they were taught” (Oleson & Hora, 2014, p.29). Rather,
during their ITE learning processes, Chinese student teachers critically reflected on their past
experiences to avoid reproducing practices they perceived as negative. For example, one prominent
pattern was Chinese student teachers’ rejection of a strongly teacher-directed approach and their
preference for play-based pedagogy, a pattern supported by both the survey and interview findings.

Moreover, Chinese student teachers’ own and familial educational experiences within
Chinese cultural contexts, which emphasise the importance of teachers’ guidance in children’s

learning (S.-C. Wu & Rao, 2011), also contributed to their cautious attitude towards an entirely free
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play approach, particularly when this was presented as a dominant teaching philosophy during some
practicum placements. This kind of dialogue and negotiation between Chinese student teachers'
personal funds of knowledge and identity, and the formal discourses presented in ITE coursework
and practicum settings within the third space, leads to the development of hybrid pedagogical
perspectives.

However, it is worth noting that such dialogue and negotiation may be constrained if
Chinese student teachers’ funds of knowledge and identity are not recognised and validated within
ITE programmes and if they are not given sufficient space to engage with these funds. Therefore,
drawing on relevant studies, | outline three recommendations that could be insightful for ITE
providers in identifying Chinese student teachers’ funds of knowledge and identity and facilitating
their active engagement with these funds within the third space.

First, using multiple methods (e.g., reflection papers, self-portraits) to identify and mobilise
Chinese student teachers’ funds of knowledge and identity. For example, Gupta (2006) asked
immigrant and minority teacher candidates to write a reflection paper about their early learning
experiences and connect these experiences with one of the theoretical ideas taught in a course on
theories of child development, including those from Freud, Erikson, Piaget, Vygotsky, and Kohlberg.
This method, as Gupta (2006) noted, not only broadened the researcher’s understanding of the
richness of these teacher candidates’ early learning experiences in their respective cultural contexts
but also helped these candidates to connect abstract ideas of child development with concrete
examples from their familiar environments. In addition, Hibbs (2024) lists ten activities that can be
used to document, identify and understand students’ as well as student teachers’ funds of identity,
including: “acrostic poems, Circles of My Multicultural Self, coat of arms, community language map,
cultural X-ray, ‘Il Am’ poem, language portrait, linguistic web, self-portrait, and significant circle” (p.
14). The self-portrait method, for instance, requires participants to draw an image of themselves,
and they can also add people or things that are important to them (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a).

After the drawing is completed, the participants can explain it to others to help other people better
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understand who they are and what is important to them (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a). These
various methods could help teacher educators and associate teachers appreciate student teachers’
cultural and linguistic backgrounds and explore possible ways to connect these funds with their
professional learning and identity construction. Through activities like writing reflection papers or
drawing self-portraits, student teachers can also deepen their understanding of the importance of
responding to children’s culture, language, and identity in their future teaching.

Second, avoiding the imposition of a universalist perspective of teaching and caring for
young children within ITE programmes. Many studies show that there is no universally applicable
“good” approach for teaching and caring for young children; rather, these perspectives and practices
are highly culturally situated (Nsamenang, 2009; Tobin, 2022). Gupta (2020) reminds us, “There is no
one right early childhood teacher education discourse for all societies everywhere at all times” (p.
56). Therefore, it risks becoming an “act of colonisation” (Gupta, 2011, p. 3) if teacher educators or
associate teachers try to impose a singular “correct” perspective on these diverse student teachers.
In contrast, the diverse perspectives that migrant student teachers bring with them need to be
recognised for their legitimacy and value. For example, in the study of African Muslim refugee
student teachers, Massing (2018) found that these candidates saw caring practices not only as a
means to ensure children’s health and well-being, but also as an opportunity to teach religious and
cultural values. Recchia and McDevitt (2018) also argue that migrant student teachers need to be
provided with the space, time, and support to explore diverse perspectives using their funds of
knowledge, rather than being expected to accept a universalist understanding of teaching and care.
Therefore, it is important to be cautious about the underlying message that teacher educators and
associate teachers may send to Chinese and other migrant student teachers.

Third, providing quality and culturally responsive mentoring for Chinese student teachers
within safe and welcoming practicum environments to ensure they can engage with their funds of
knowledge and identity. Quality mentoring from associate teachers is widely recognised as essential

for student teachers’ professional learning during practicum (Jafar et al., 2021). However, studies
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note that associate teachers’ ability to provide such quality mentoring cannot be assured and is
often left to chance (Mutlu, 2014; Sewell et al., 2017). Given the complexity of learning to teach for
Chinese student teachers and the multiple layers of challenges they navigate, quality mentoring
from associate teachers seems to be more significant for them than their local counterparts.
Importantly, such mentoring needs to be culturally responsive and address the unique struggles and
needs of Chinese student teachers. Amos (2017) argues that culturally responsive
supervising/mentoring should go beyond good intentions and a superficial understanding of teacher
candidates’ culture and identity based on a presumed, stereotyped and essentialist view. Instead,
supervisors/associate teachers need to be prepared to challenge their unconscious cultural
assumptions about the candidates and relinquish their power to the candidates for knowledge
sharing and perspective discussion (Amos, 2017). While Amos’s suggestion is insightful, | argue that
power between the two parties does not have to be relinquished from one to the other but can
instead be shared within a democratic relationship. In addition, Yang (2025) suggests that associate
teachers who supervise Chinese student teachers should receive targeted training on the differences
between the student teachers’ home and host cultures, and these student teachers should be
deliberately paired with associate teachers who share similar cultural backgrounds or have
completed relevant training to ensure the provision of culturally responsive mentoring. Associate
teachers can also benefit from engaging with more recent research that documents the current-
generation Chinese student teachers’ struggles and concerns during practicums in cross-cultural
contexts (Yang, 2025; Zheng et al., 2024).

Taken together, this section discusses the importance of acknowledging the rich funds of
knowledge and identity that Chinese student teachers bring, and highlights how these funds can
contribute to the development of integrated and hybrid pedagogical perspectives within the third
space, where diverse discourses can be negotiated. It then outlines three recommendations for
teacher educators and associate teachers who teach and mentor Chinese student teachers. These

recommendations include: First, using multiple methods (e.g., reflection papers, self-portraits) to
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identify and mobilise Chinese student teachers’ funds of knowledge and identity; Second, avoiding
the imposition of a universalist perspective on Chinese student teachers regarding teaching and
caring for young children; Third, providing Chinese student teachers with quality and culturally
responsive mentoring within safe and welcoming practicum environments. While this discussion
centres on Chinese student teachers, it could be insightful for understanding and supporting student
teachers from other culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.

8.5 Chapter Summary

Chapter 8 discusses the key messages that emerged from the study findings across four
sections, with connections to the theoretical resources and the broader scholarship.

This chapter begins by highlighting that building a diverse ECE teaching workforce benefits
children and families from both non-dominant and dominant backgrounds. In Aotearoa New
Zealand, where the population has become increasingly diverse, calls to diversify the teaching
workforce have also been reflected in both research and policy documents. Chinese student
teachers currently represent a significant proportion of ITE cohorts in New Zealand, and their
numbers are likely to increase further due to recent international education marketing policies.
Therefore, it is valuable to research and understand Chinese student teachers’ perspectives and
experiences within ITE programmes.

While learning to teach is already a challenging process, doing so as a Chinese student
teacher in a cross-cultural context adds additional layers of difficulty. The findings suggest that
Chinese student teachers are situated in learning environments shaped by pervasive and historically
embedded social biases, including stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination. In addition, Chinese
student teachers’ prior knowledge and experiences were sometimes unacknowledged or invalidated
within their ITE programmes, suggesting the presence of deficit-oriented interpretations of them.
These social biases and deficit discourses devalued Chinese student teachers’ cultural identity and
knowledge, and placed pressure on them to fit into an implied, homogenising “good” teacher model

grounded in dominant discourses in New Zealand ECE contexts.
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Beyond navigating social biases and deficit discourses, the complexity of learning to teach
for Chinese student teachers is further reflected in three aspects. First, Chinese student teachers
need to reconcile specific dissonances between their culturally shaped prior beliefs and new
pedagogical expectations in New Zealand contexts. Importantly, the hybrid nature of contemporary
Chinese culture and ECE means that the dissonances Chinese student teachers experience may vary
across individuals and generations. Second, Chinese student teachers also need to conceptualise
play-based learning and teaching, which can be challenging as they encounter diverse pedagogical
perspectives across institutional content and practicum placements. Third, as a core element of ITE
learning, professional identity construction for Chinese student teachers is inseparable from their
perceptions of their own cultural identity. The findings indicate that Chinese student teachers may
pursue either pedagogical assimilation or integration, depending largely on whether they view their
cultural identity as a deficit to be masked or a strength to be embraced.

Challenging deficit discourses and stereotypical perceptions of Chinese student teachers
necessitates reframing through a strengths-based lens to enable a more empowering and equitable
interpretation of their contributions. It is therefore essential to recognise the rich funds of
knowledge and identity that Chinese student teachers bring and to highlight their contribution to the
development of integrated and hybrid pedagogical perspectives within the third space, where
diverse discourses can be negotiated. In addition to recognising these funds, three
recommendations are proposed to support teacher educators and associate teachers in facilitating
Chinese student teachers’ active engagement with their funds of knowledge and identity. These
recommendations include: a) using multiple methods (e.g., reflection papers, self-portraits) to
identify and mobilise Chinese student teachers’ funds of knowledge and identity; b) avoiding the
imposition of a universalist perspective on Chinese student teachers regarding teaching and caring
for young children; and c) providing Chinese student teachers with quality and culturally responsive

mentoring within safe and welcoming practicum environments.
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Although this chapter focuses specifically on Chinese student teachers, the discussion offers
broader insights into the struggles and challenges that culturally and linguistically diverse student
teachers may encounter, as well as the complexity of their learning-to-teach journeys within cross-

cultural ITE contexts.
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Chapter 9 Conclusion

Building an early childhood education (ECE) teaching workforce that reflects the increasingly
diverse population is an important priority for the ECE sector in Aotearoa New Zealand (Ministry of
Education, 2019b). Initial teacher education (ITE) plays a key role in achieving the goal of diversifying
the teaching workforce (Yip & Ji, 2024; Yip & Xu, 2025). Therefore, understanding culturally and
linguistically diverse student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, as well as their
learning experiences within ITE programmes, represents an important research area that can
provide insights into how these student teachers may be better prepared for their future role as ECE
teachers in New Zealand.

Among culturally and linguistically diverse student teachers, this study focused specifically
on Chinese student teachers. Drawing on a two-phase mixed-methods research design, this study
explored how Chinese student teachers understand curriculum and pedagogy in ECE settings in New
Zealand, the factors that influenced their perspectives, and the supports and challenges they
experienced and identified in relation to their ITE learning. This concluding chapter synthesises the
key study findings, discusses the study’s contributions and implications, reflects on its limitations
and delimitations, outlines directions for future research, and includes a section about researcher
reflection before presenting a summary of the thesis.

9.1 Overview of the Key Findings

As a two-phase mixed-methods study, this research drew on quantitative and qualitative
data to develop a more comprehensive understanding of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
curriculum and pedagogy in the Aotearoa New Zealand ECE context. Central to this investigation was
exploring the factors that influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of teaching and learning,
as well as the supports and challenges related to their broader learning experiences within ITE
programmes as they navigate a cross-cultural context. The survey findings from Phase 1 provided a
broad picture of patterns in Chinese student teachers’ perspectives, while the interview findings

from Phase 2 added depth by offering detailed and rich accounts that illustrated how these
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perspectives were shaped within their ITE programmes. The key findings are briefly summarised and
synthesised in relation to the five research questions outlined below.

RQ1. How do Chinese student teachers understand curriculum and pedagogy in ECE contexts in
Aotearoa New Zealand?

In terms of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, the study
findings suggest that Chinese student teachers generally positioned teachers as facilitators, co-
learners, and observers rather than in more authoritative roles. In addition, Chinese student
teachers commonly endorsed a mixed, co-constructed, and culturally responsive approach to
teaching and learning in ECE, appreciating child-initiated play and teacher guidance, while remaining
reserved about more teacher-directed practices. Moreover, Chinese student teachers regarded
respecting children as fundamental to teaching practices. Importantly, two pedagogical orientations
were identified among Chinese student teachers, one oriented towards integrating ECE approaches
from New Zealand and China, seeking what they commonly referred to as a balance, and the other
inclined towards assimilation into local norms in New Zealand, arguing that there is no need to find a
balance.

RQ2. How do Chinese student teachers understand and implement intentional teaching in child-
centred, play-based, and culturally responsive ECE contexts in Aotearoa New Zealand?

Regarding intentional teaching, the study findings suggest that Chinese student teachers
demonstrated varying levels of familiarity with and knowledge of the concept, leading to diverse
intentional teaching practices. However, after being provided with a formal definition of intentional
teaching, Chinese student teachers expressed a near-unanimous positive attitude towards it and
indicated a willingness to implement it in future teaching. Moreover, Chinese student teachers’
understandings of intentional teaching were found to be related to their varying exposure to the
concept across their respective ITE programmes. Compared with play-based learning and culturally
responsive practice, intentional teaching was generally perceived as being less prioritised in ITE,

particularly during practicums. Notably, Chinese student teachers who reported insufficient
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coverage of intentional teaching constructed their own understandings of the concept, which were
often incomplete and did not fully align with established understandings.
RQ3. What factors influence Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy?

Regarding factors influencing Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy, the study findings suggest that Chinese student teachers identified a range of influences,
including their ITE programmes (explored further in the next research question), their Chinese
cultural background, their upbringing and educational experiences, and their role as parents (for
those who have children). Notably, the findings indicate the complex learning-to-teach process for
these Chinese student teachers, as they need to reconcile their prior beliefs with new pedagogical
expectations, navigate different centre philosophies across practicum placements, and negotiate
identity tensions within a cross-cultural context. The findings further highlight that when Chinese
student teachers held a positive attitude towards their cultural background and identity, they were
more inclined to pursue integrating ECE approaches in New Zealand and China. Conversely, when
Chinese student teachers held a negative attitude towards their cultural background and identity,
they were more likely to seek assimilation. Social biases towards Chinese people in New Zealand,
deficit interpretations of this group of student teachers, and institutional-level factors (e.g., the
Standards for the Teaching Profession) may have contributed to pressure on these student teachers
to assimilate to perceived “good” models of teaching.

RQ4. How have ITE programmes facilitated Chinese student teachers’ understandings of
curriculum and pedagogy?

Regarding ITE, the study findings suggest that it played a significant role in shaping Chinese
student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy. ITE exerted its influence on Chinese
student teachers’ perspectives through facilitating the development of new pedagogical beliefs,
promoting reflection on existing beliefs, and supporting the integration of course-based learning and
centre-based practicum experiences. Through these processes, Chinese student teachers became

more aware of valued educational philosophies in New Zealand that had not been evident in their
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own past experiences. Chinese student teachers also reconciled and negotiated their prior beliefs
with new pedagogical expectations through purposeful reflection. Moreover, Chinese student
teachers gradually transformed learned knowledge into internalised beliefs through active
application and examination of it in practical contexts.

RQ5. What supports and challenges do Chinese student teachers describe in relation to their ITE
experiences?

In terms of challenges, the study findings suggest that Chinese student teachers at times
learned in environments where social biases, including stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination,
were evident. Belief dissonance was frequently reported, and Chinese student teachers found it
difficult to draw on their prior knowledge and experiences when on practicum in New Zealand’s ECE
contexts. Participants also described inadequate practicum support and restricted agency during
practicums as challenges that contributed to their negative learning experiences and constrained
their professional development and identity construction.

In terms of supports, the study findings indicate that while some efforts were made to value
Chinese student teachers’ cultural heritage and identity, participants expected greater support in
this regard. Participants also reported limited cultural representation within the teacher education
team and expressed expectations for a more diverse team of teacher educators. In addition,
participants reported having experienced quality mentoring from associate teachers during some
practicums, which was identified as an essential form of support. Furthermore, based on their
positive interactions with feedback mechanisms, participants described having their voices heard as
a form of support that could enhance their professional learning experiences.

9.2 Contributions

This doctoral research makes original and significant contributions to knowledge about

culturally diverse student teachers in New Zealand’s ECE ITE context, with a specific focus on Chinese

student teachers. The contributions are empirical, conceptual, methodological, and practical:
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1) Empirical contributions. This study provides the first mixed-methods account that
systematically examines Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy across
ECE ITE programmes in New Zealand and how these perspectives are shaped through their ITE
experiences. It provides a broad picture of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives, suggesting that
they commonly endorse a co-constructed, culturally responsive, play-based approach in which
teachers act as facilitators, co-learners, and observers. It also identifies two distinct pedagogical
orientations among Chinese student teachers: integration (seeking a balance between Chinese and
New Zealand pedagogical approaches) and assimilation (adopting local norms). Moreover, the study
suggests that student teachers hold an emerging sense of constructs such as play-based learning and
intentional teaching, and that there is scope for more critical engagement within ITE programmes to
support a robust understanding and reflective practice.

2) Conceptual contributions. The findings of this study challenge deterministic assumptions
that student teachers teach as they were taught, demonstrating instead that student teachers’
pedagogical beliefs are dynamic, malleable, and shaped by multiple interacting influences,
particularly ITE, cultural background, upbringing and educational experiences, and parenthood. It
advocates moving beyond a simplistic linkage between ethnicity and pedagogical perspectives, and
emphasises the importance of recognising both shared cultural beliefs and internal diversity among
participants of different ages and generations. In addition, this study provides a New Zealand
context-specific conceptual contribution by showing how Chinese student teachers negotiate
professional identities alongside cultural identities. It reveals how Chinese student teachers’ views of
their cultural heritage (as deficits to be hidden or strengths to be leveraged) shape tendencies
towards pedagogical assimilation or integration. The findings encourage a reframing of culturally
diverse student teachers’ backgrounds and heritage, promoting strengths-based interpretations that
counter deficit perspectives.

3) Methodological contributions. Methodologically, this study demonstrates the value of a

two-phase mixed-methods explanatory sequential design that couples a nationwide survey with
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serial, in-depth interviews to achieve both breadth and analytic richness. It applies funds of
knowledge, funds of identity and third-space theory as analytic lenses for ITE research, showing their
explanatory power for understanding Chinese student teachers’ cross-cultural learning processes,
which may also be extended to other culturally and linguistically diverse student teachers. In
addition, the use of bilingual data collection (English and Mandarin Chinese) is a field-relevant
innovation that reduces language-related suppression of voice and yields richer, more authentic
accounts from participants who use English as an additional language. It provides practical insights
for developing and utilising bilingual tools for data collection. The study also demonstrates how
reflexive thematic analysis can be utilised rigorously in ECE ITE contexts to generate patterned
meanings grounded in data while acknowledging researcher positionality.

4) Practical contributions. By presenting the multi-level challenges (social biases, deficit
discourses, inadequate practicum support, restricted agency) and effective supports (valuing
identity, a diverse team of teacher educators, quality mentoring, and functioning feedback
mechanisms) that Chinese student teachers experienced and identified in relation to their ITE
experiences, this study provides valuable insights for future action among ITE stakeholders. It
suggests treating Chinese student teachers, as well as those from other culturally diverse
backgrounds, as assets rather than risks, providing targeted guidance on how teachers can
implement intentional teaching across different types of children’s play through conceptualising a
continuum of practice in supporting play-based learning, and mobilising student teachers’ funds of
knowledge and identity within a third space to engage with diverse discourses.

Collectively, these contributions advance empirical understanding, sharpen theoretical
explanation, model equitable methodology for culturally and linguistically diverse groups, and
deliver actionable insights for the ECE ITE sector, thereby strengthening the sector’s capacity to
prepare a diverse, culturally responsive ECE teaching workforce. Future research may draw on the
contributions of this study as a foundation for comparative work within and beyond Aotearoa New

Zealand.
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9.3 Implications

This study has implications for policymakers, ITE providers, teacher educators, associate
teachers, and Chinese student teachers. These implications are outlined below.

For policymakers, this study prompts them to view Chinese student teachers not merely as
contributors to the growth of the international education market but as important assets with the
potential to enrich ECE perspectives and pedagogies in New Zealand. The growing presence of
Chinese and other ethnic minority student teachers can more closely reflect the increasingly diverse
population of New Zealand society and contribute to the goal of diversifying the ECE teaching
workforce. Such a diversified workforce will not only benefit children and families from
nondominant backgrounds by acting as cultural brokers and translators, but also benefit those from
dominant backgrounds by cultivating multicultural awareness among future citizens and helping to
shape a more inclusive society. It is therefore important for policymakers to continue making efforts
to build a diverse ECE teaching workforce in New Zealand.

For ITE providers, this study suggests that greater attention could be paid to the challenges
that Chinese student teachers experience within their ITE programmes, most notably social biases
and deficit discourses that invalidate their cultural knowledge and devalue their cultural identities.
Developing a diverse teacher education team was identified by participants as an important form of
support in response to these challenges. A diverse teacher education team could send an affirming
message to Chinese student teachers that diversity is valued within their learning environments. In
addition, it may be beneficial to strengthen Chinese student teachers’ trust in institutional feedback
mechanisms and reassure them that these mechanisms are supportive and protect their interests. In
this way, Chinese student teachers may be more willing to share the issues that they encounter
within their learning processes and to seek support, rather than managing these challenges on their
own.

For teacher educators, this study highlights the importance of being prepared to challenge

their own unconscious cultural assumptions and stereotypical views of Chinese student teachers.
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While acknowledging the existence of shared cultural beliefs and experiences, it is equally essential
to view each Chinese student teacher as a unique individual with heterogeneous life experiences
and distinct perspectives in certain aspects. In addition, teacher educators may consider presenting
diverse perspectives of teaching and learning in ECE and encourage Chinese student teachers’ active
engagement with these perspectives, rather than imposing a universalist perspective that implies
there is only one “good” way of educating children. There are also some strategies, such as
reflection papers and self-portraits, that teacher educators could use to help identify and mobilise
Chinese student teachers’ funds of knowledge and identity, and subsequently support them in
drawing on these funds for their ITE learning.

For associate teachers, this study suggests that, beyond reflecting on their unconscious
cultural assumptions and stereotypical views of Chinese student teachers, offering quality and
culturally responsive mentoring may be particularly important. The mentoring provided by associate
teachers could be culturally responsive and address the specific challenges and needs of Chinese
student teachers, particularly in relation to play-based pedagogy and understandings of the
teacher’s role in children’s learning. Due to the influence of Chinese cultural traditions, Chinese
student teachers may refrain from challenging and questioning associate teachers, who are often
perceived as holding greater authority. Therefore, creating a welcoming, democratic, and
emotionally safe practicum environment may be vital for Chinese student teachers to develop a
sense of belonging and feel comfortable asking questions and sharing their perspectives. In addition,
it may be valuable for associate teachers to conceptualise the mentoring process as a reciprocal
learning process. In this process, Chinese student teachers not only learn local practices from
associate teachers, but associate teachers may also broaden their understanding by engaging with
ECE perspectives from another cultural lens. Both associate teachers and student teachers may
benefit from recognising that there is not a single correct way of teaching and educating children in

ECE, but that all perspectives and practices are culturally shaped and grounded. Being open-minded

259



and willing to consider diverse perspectives and practices may be critical for both parties’
professional development.

For Chinese student teachers, this study suggests that there are actions they could take in
responding to social biases and deficit discourses. Although social bias against Chinese people in
New Zealand society has historical roots and represents a systemic issue, Chinese student teachers
may still make their own contributions by confronting such experiences and actively seeking support
from their ITE providers. To challenge deficit discourses, it may be beneficial for Chinese student
teachers to develop a positive orientation towards their Chinese cultural background and to view it
as a strength. What Chinese student teachers have inherited and accumulated from their home
culture is not something that is “wrong” and needs to be replaced by the “correct” approach from
the host culture, but can offer alternative ways of seeing the world, particularly in relation to ECE.
This opinion does not imply that Chinese student teachers are expected to adhere rigidly to their
prior beliefs or resist change. Rather, this opinion highlights the importance of recognising the
culturally shaped nature of ECE perspectives and pedagogies. Moreover, during practicums, Chinese
student teachers might benefit from being more active and exercising greater agency in asking
guestions and raising concerns with associate teachers. Importantly, Chinese student teachers may
also view themselves not only as learners who are shaped by the ECE context, but as agents who can
contribute to the shift in the ECE sector through “their purposeful, collaborative, and ethical efforts”
(Dolan, 2017, p. ii).

9.4 Delimitations, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research

While recognising the contributions of this study, it is also necessary to note its delimitations
and limitations, as well as to outline directions for future research. Limitations refer to the potential
weaknesses of a study that are usually beyond the researcher’s control, such as time and resources,
whereas delimitations refer to the boundaries and inclusion/exclusion decisions consciously set by
the researcher to narrow the scope of a study (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). Delimitations reflect

the intentional decisions made by the researcher about what to include and what to exclude, which
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should not be viewed as weaknesses but rather as purposeful decisions that make a study both
realistic and manageable (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Jansen, 2022).

The delimitations of this present study relate to its research scope and design choices. First,
this study deliberately focuses on Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and
pedagogy rather than on their teaching practices in ECE settings. As such, surveys and interviews
were utilised to collect data, while on-site classroom observations of Chinese student teachers in
ECE settings were not included in the research design. Consequently, the findings speak to how
student teachers understand and interpret curriculum and pedagogy, rather than how they enact
these understandings in practice. This delimitation narrows the study to perceptions rather than
observable teaching behaviours, which helps maintain a coherent scope but also means that
conclusions cannot be extended to actual classroom practice.

Second, the Phase 2 interviews were intentionally designed as a small qualitative inquiry.
Although 17 participants self-nominated for Phase 2 interviews, seven representative participants
were purposefully selected for two rounds of one-on-one semi-structured interviews in order to
prioritise depth and richness of data. This allowed for a more detailed and nuanced understanding of
how participants’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy were shaped within their ITE
programmes, which, when combined with Phase 1 survey data, provides a comprehensive
understanding of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives. This delimitation does mean that certain
perspectives may have been excluded from Phase 2 interviews, and thus, the findings from Phase 2
cannot be overgeneralised.

Third, reflexive thematic analysis, rather than grounded theory, was employed for interview
data analysis. This study did not aim to generate a theory explaining how Chinese student teachers’
perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy were shaped, but instead sought to identify and explore
factors influencing their perspectives in a cross-cultural learning context, as well as to investigate the

supports and challenges they experienced and identified. Consequently, the findings should be

261



interpreted as thematic insights into Chinese student teachers’ perspectives rather than as a
generalisable theoretical model.

This study also has several limitations. First, the Phase 1 survey was designed to identify
three groups of Chinese student teachers representing different levels of endorsement of intentional
teaching, which could then inform participant selection in Phase 2 interviews. However, the survey
did not yield sufficiently differentiated groupings to support this research intention as planned.
Consequently, participants for Phase 2 were instead selected based on their general preference for
certain approaches to teaching and learning in ECE (see Appendix 6), alongside demographic
considerations, including gender, age, ITE programme type, and parenting experience, to enable the
inclusion of participants representing a wide range of perspectives and experiences. Second,
although this study initially aimed to focus on intentional teaching, participants in Phase 2 reported
limited familiarity with the concept, which constrained in-depth exploration of the factors shaping
their perspectives of intentional teaching. Consequently, the analytic focus was shifted to examine
factors influencing participants’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy more generally. Third, to
ensure feasibility within the timeframe of a doctoral study, data were collected solely from Chinese
student teachers, and no data were collected from other stakeholders, such as teacher educators
and associate teachers, to allow cross-checking. Therefore, the accounts that Chinese student
teachers provided can only represent their perceptions of ITE practices, which may not represent the
full context. Fourth, this study employed reflexive thematic analysis as the qualitative data analysis
method, which values the researcher’s subjectivity and rejects a positivist stance towards knowledge
generation (Braun & Clarke, 2022, pp. 7-9). Both a strength and a limitation of this approach is that
the themes were generated through the researcher’s active engagement with the data and were
inevitably shaped by the researcher’s experiences and positionality. When viewed as a limitation,
this influence was mitigated through the researcher’s ongoing reflexive practices and feedback from
supervisors who offered additional analytic perspectives. In addition, this study did not aim to

present a universal truth, and alternative interpretations of the qualitative data remain possible.

262



Overall, while the existence of these four limitations may affect interpretations of the findings, they
nonetheless demonstrate the dynamics and constraints of the research process in the real world.

Drawing on the delimitations and limitations discussed above, this study outlines several
directions for future research.

First, given the possible misalignments between teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and teaching
practices (Buehl & Beck, 2014, p. 66), future studies could explore Chinese student teachers’
teaching practices in practicum settings through methods such as classroom observation to examine
whether gaps exist between their articulated perspectives and demonstrated practices. By
identifying potential gaps between perspectives and practices, Chinese student teachers may be
better supported to transform their beliefs into enacted practices, ultimately benefiting children in
ECE settings.

Second, future studies could collect data from other ECE ITE stakeholders, such as teacher
educators and associate teachers who work with Chinese student teachers, to gain a fuller picture of
Chinese student teachers’ cross-cultural learning journeys and to explore ways to enhance their
experiences within ITE programmes. Moreover, future studies could examine how professional
learning and development influence teacher educators’ and associate teachers’ capacity to work
effectively with culturally and linguistically diverse student teachers.

Third, in order to maximise participant recruitment, this study did not impose restrictions on
the stage participants were at within their ITE programmes. Therefore, the survey findings represent
a cross-sectional snapshot of the perspectives of the 53 participating Chinese student teachers and
cannot indicate whether these perspectives reflect those held at the beginning, middle, or end of
their ITE learning journeys. Future research could purposefully select a group of participants at the
same stage of their ITE journey (e.g., the beginning) and conduct a more rigorous longitudinal study
to track changes in their perspectives over time using validated scales.

Fourth, given the increasingly diverse student teacher cohort within ECE ITE programmes in

New Zealand, future research could explore the perspectives and experiences of student teachers
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from other migrant backgrounds. Findings from such studies could be considered alongside this
study on Chinese student teachers to advance a more nuanced understanding of culturally and
linguistically diverse student teachers and to examine similarities and differences across cultural
groups.

Fifth, as discussed in the discussion chapter, focusing solely on Chinese student teachers’
challenges may risk reinforcing deficit discourses that portray them as less competent and as a
burden to ITE providers. Therefore, future studies could explore the unique strengths that Chinese
student teachers or those from other culturally diverse backgrounds bring, as well as the specific
contributions they can make within ITE classrooms or ECE settings. Such research may help to
reframe deficit-oriented interpretations of culturally and linguistically diverse student teachers,
positioning them as valuable assets to the ECE sector in New Zealand.

9.5 Researcher Reflection

Conducting this study in New Zealand has been a unique experience for me. It prompted me
to reflect on the issues of language, culture, and identity, as well as the power related to them. | am
from a society where, in many aspects of life, collectivism and commonality are more prevalent than
individualism and differences. As a Han Chinese, the largest ethnic group of China, accounting for
over 90% of the population, | am part of the dominant group in China. | grew up in an environment
predominantly surrounded by other Han Chinese. Although | learned from textbooks that there are
56 ethnic groups in China, | had not really had the chance to look from the perspective of ethnic
minorities. When | came to New Zealand, it was my first time seeing the diversity of the society and
the representation of different cultures and languages in daily life. Moving from a member of the
dominant group in China to a member of the minority group in New Zealand, this shifting identity
made me realise that being able to have one’s voice heard by the public is a significant privilege.

Throughout this research process, | felt the importance of language decisions. By providing
survey questionnaires in both English and Mandarin Chinese and offering options to talk in either

language during interviews, Chinese student teachers were able to express their ideas freely. | still
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remember one participant telling me that she felt constrained by English when communicating her
ideas and thoughts to associate teachers and teacher educators, whereas she was noticeably
talkative during the interviews. As one of the characters, Gloria, says in the popular American sitcom
Modern Family, “Do you even know how smart | am in Spanish?” This applies to many people who
speak English as a second language. It is, therefore, a privilege for me to offer them the opportunity
to share their stories and views in a language with which they are familiar, without fear of being
judged. | hope that through these narratives, descriptions, and interpretations, stakeholders in ECE
ITE can see the diversity within the Chinese student teacher group, their shared and distinct
experiences and perspectives, the challenges they encountered, and the resilience and agency they
demonstrated in navigating ITE programmes in a cross-cultural context.

In addition, as an ECE teacher educator myself before commencing this PhD journey, and
one who will return to the lecturing role after its completion, this study made me aware of how
essential it is for student teachers to build connections between their past experiences and their
current ITE learning. | have also developed an interest in exploring ethnic minority student teachers’
teaching beliefs and teacher education experiences in Chinese universities, where culturally
responsive practice has not been a focus in ITE. Moreover, this study strengthened my belief that
there is not a single correct way of teaching and educating children in ECE, but that all perspectives
and practices are culturally shaped and deeply rooted in their particular social contexts. Providing
opportunities for student teachers to reflect on their prior beliefs and engage with diverse
perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy may contribute to their development as ECE teachers with
critical and dialectical perspectives.

9.6 Thesis Summary

Since ECE settings in New Zealand are servicing a growing number of children and families

with diverse cultural backgrounds, it is essential that these cultures are appropriately represented

within the ECE teaching workforce. Building such a workforce relies primarily on whether ITE
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providers can successfully support and prepare student teachers from diverse backgrounds in the
New Zealand context.

Employing a two-phase mixed-methods research design, this doctoral study conducted an
initial exploration of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy in child-
centred, play-based, and culturally responsive contexts in New Zealand. This study found that
Chinese student teachers generally embrace a mixed, co-constructed, and culturally responsive
approach, value children’s play and teacher guidance, and demonstrate reservations about teacher-
directed practices. Chinese student teachers’ pedagogical perspectives suggest a shift in ECE
traditions within Chinese cultural contexts and indicate the influence of multiple factors, especially
ITE programmes, in shaping their perspectives. Two pedagogical orientations (integration and
assimilation) were identified among participants, and these orientations were closely linked to how
participants viewed their cultural background and heritage. This study also deepened understanding
of Chinese student teachers’ ITE learning by highlighting the challenging learning environments that
they face, as well as the belief tensions and identity struggles involved in their ITE learning
processes. This study invites ITE providers to reflect on the goals of educating Chinese student
teachers, as well as student teachers from other cultural backgrounds, particularly whether they
should be expected to be more Kiwi and less themselves, or whether they could be supported to
hold both or multiple cultures and identities as an integrated whole. As Gupta (2011) suggested, ITE
providers may benefit from teacher education models built upon critical perspectives, such as
postcolonial theory. Avoiding the ideological colonisation of diverse student teachers within ITE, who
will go on to teach children from diverse backgrounds, may be key to enabling diversity to become a

genuine strength for Aotearoa New Zealand.
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Appendix 2. Information Sheet for Phase 1 (English and Mandarin Chinese)

-
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Participant Information Sheet — Phase 1

Study Title: Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching in ECE
Researcher: Min Wang

Supervisors: Associate Professor Tara McLaughlin; Dr Karyn Aspden

Kia ora, this is the first phase of my doctoral study project. You are invited to take part in a survey to
express your understanding of intentional teaching in early childhood education (ECE).

Please note that participating in this study is completely voluntary. You are free to decline to
participate, decline to answer any question, or withdraw from the study at any practicable time,

without experiencing any disadvantage.

My name is Min Wang. | am a PhD candidate in ECE at Massey University, New Zealand. My

supervisors are Associate Professor Tara MclLaughlin and Dr Karyn Aspden.

Intentional teaching is a term proposed by Ann Epstein in 2007 and has since been widely used and
discussed. Although this term has attracted much attention around the world, many studies have
revealed that people have varied understandings, opinions, and attitudes about it. This study aims to
explore Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching in the Aotearoa New Zealand

ECE context.

This study is seeking participants who meet the following two criteria:
1) Currently enrolled in an ECE initial teacher education (ITE) programme approved by the
Teaching Council that can lead to teacher registration in New Zealand.
2) Self-identify ethnically as Chinese, whether Chinese as your sole ethnicity or as one of
multiple ethnicities you identify with (e.g., Chinese international students, Chinese

immigrants, or New Zealand-born Chinese, et al.).
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This study uses a two-phase mixed methods case study research (MM-CSR) design.

Specifically, this study will commence with an online survey (i.e., Phase 1) to establish a baseline of
Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching across New Zealand. The online
survey will be distributed through two pathways. First, | will contact ECE ITE providers to request
their assistance in distributing the survey. In addition, a flyer about the survey will be posted on
Chinese and English social media platforms, such as WeChat, Xiaohongshu, and Facebook, to recruit
participants.

At the end of the online survey, participants will be invited to self-nominate themselves to
participate in a multiple-case study (i.e., Phase 2), which consists of two rounds of one-to-one semi-
structured interviews. Of these nominations, the researcher will purposefully select six participants
with varied beliefs about intentional teaching for data collection. Key themes emerging from Phase 1
data will be used to guide the Phase 2 interview schedule.

Finally, the results from the two phases will be integrated to provide more comprehensive insights
into Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching.

You can choose to only participate in Phase 1 or participate in both Phase 1 and Phase 2.

The planned research timeline is shown below:

Research Timeline

Phase Phase 1 Phase 2

Time March, 2024 July, 2024 November, 2024

First round one-to-one Second round one-to-one
Content Online survey
semi-structured interview | semi-structured interview

You will complete a questionnaire in the online survey system which mainly contains four parts:

1) General views of teaching and learning in early childhood education (ECE).

2) Views of intentional teaching.

3) Initial teacher education (ITE) experience related to intentional teaching.

4) Demographic information.
The estimated time to complete this survey is 10 to 15 minutes.
|WMATAREYOURRGHTSINPHASET? |
Participating in this survey (Phase 1) is completely voluntary, and you are under no obligation to
participate. If you decide to participate, you have the right to:

e Choose not to answer any particular question.
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e Withdraw from the survey at any time before submitting without experiencing any
disadvantage.

e Ask any questions about the study at any time.

e Access a summary of the project findings by contacting the researcher directly or through

the provided link after it has been completed.

Please note that by submitting your survey, you are giving consent for your response to be included
in this study, and after that point, your data cannot be withdrawn.
[HOWWLLYOURPRNVACYBEPROTECTED? ]
For those who only participate in Phase 1 of this project, your data will remain anonymous
throughout the entire research process.

For those who participate in Phase 1 and self-nominate for Phase 2, your response to the survey will
no longer be anonymous to the research team.

Throughout the research process, the researcher will make every effort to remove any identifiable
information about you and your ITE institution to protect your privacy.

All data collected will be stored securely on a password-protected device and uploaded to the
researcher’s personal OneDrive account for backup for seven years, after which it will be destroyed.
WowwivouRpAtABEUSER? |
| will strictly adhere to the Code of Ethical Conduct for Research, Teaching and Evaluations Involving
Human Participants (Massey University, 2017) when using data.

The data collected from this study will only be accessed by my supervisors and me and will be used
exclusively for my PhD dissertation, academic publications, conferences, and other related works.

| WHODOYOUCONTACTFYOUMAVEANYQUESTIONS? |
If you want more information or have any questions regarding this study, please feel free to contact

us. We would be very happy to answer your questions as soon as possible.

Researcher Main Supervisor Co-Supervisor

Name: Min Wang Name: Tara MclLaughlin Name: Karyn Aspden
Department: Institute of Department: Institute of Department: Institute of
Education Education Education

Institution: Massey University | Institution: Massey University Institution: Massey University

Phone: +64 ||| | G Phone: +64 69517312 Phone: +64 69517389
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https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1WTXM6V3esr5obEdaWGNeZUh7yn43rL4h?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1WTXM6V3esr5obEdaWGNeZUh7yn43rL4h?usp=sharing

Email: Email: Email:

T.W.McLaughlin@massey.ac.nz | K.M.Aspden@massey.ac.nz

M.Wang4@massey.ac.nz

* This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, Application OM2 23/53. If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research,

please contact Associate Professor Fiona Te Momo, Chair, Massey University Human Ethics Ohu

Matatika 2, email humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
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Appendix 3. Participant Recruitment Flyer (English and Mandarin Chinese)
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Appendix 4. Phase 1 Survey (English and Mandarin Chinese)

Chinese Student Teachers’ Perspectives of Intentional Teaching in ECE

Kia ora, welcome to this online survey.

My name is Min Wang. | am a doctoral student at Massey University. This survey serves as the first
phase of my doctoral study project and aims to provide a broad understanding of Chinese student
teachers’ perspectives of curriculum and pedagogy, especially intentional teaching, in the Aotearoa
New Zealand early childhood education (ECE) context.

Intentional teaching is a term proposed by Ann Epstein in 2007 and has since been widely used and
discussed in the ECE field. Although this term has attracted much attention nationally and
internationally, many studies have revealed that people have varied understandings, opinions, and
attitudes about it. Through this study, | hope to collect your perspectives on this topic and let your
voices be heard by the public.

Participation in this survey is completely voluntary, and you have the right to refuse to answer any
particular question or quit at any time before submitting. Please feel free and comfortable to
provide honest and accurate answers, as your response will be strictly managed and kept
confidential. There is no right or wrong in terms of your response. All data collected will be used for
research purposes only.

The estimated time to complete this survey is 10 to 15 minutes. Please note that by submitting your
survey, you are giving consent for your response to be included in this study, and after that point,
your data cannot be withdrawn.

For more information, please click here to refer to the participant information sheet for Phase 1 of
this project. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me via email
(M.Wang4@massey.ac.nz) or phone (+64

Nga mihi nui,

Min Wang

*This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics Ohu

Matatika 2, Application OM2 23/53. If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research,
please contact Associate Professor Fiona Te Momo, Chair, Massey University Human Ethics Ohu

Matatika 2, email humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
Next page
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Q1. *Are you an ECE student teacher in New Zealand who self-identifies ethnically as Chinese?
(Whether Chinese as your sole ethnicity or as one of multiple ethnicities you identify with)
o Yes

e No
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This questionnaire is organised into 4 sections:
1. General views of teaching and learning in early childhood education (ECE)

2. Views of intentional teaching
3. Initial teacher education (ITE) experience related to intentional teaching

4. Demographic information

*For the purpose of this questionnaire, the term “children” is inclusive of infants (birth to 18 months),
toddlers (one to three years) and young children (two and a half years to school entry). The term
“teacher” encompasses the adults who work with children from birth to school entry, whether

qualified or not.

Next page
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1. General views of teaching and learning in early childhood education (ECE)

In this section, you will be asked questions about your general views of teaching and learning in ECE.

Q2. Please select the top three most important roles you think teachers should play in children’s
learning process.

1) Assessor

2) Carer

3) Collaborator

4) Co-learner

5) Facilitator

6) Friend

7) Guide

8) Leader

9) Observer

10) Playmate

11) Supervisor

12) Teacher

13) Other (please specify)

Q3. Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements.

No strongly Disagree | Neutral Agree strongly

disagree agree

Children learn best through free

(1) play.

Teachers should not interrupt

(2) children’s play.

Children are too young to benefit
from teacher-directed learning.

(3)

Teachers’ primary responsibility is
(4) to set up the environment and
observe children’s learning.

Playing with and alongside peers is
important for children’s learning.

(5)

Children should experience
(6) culturally responsive learning
environments.

Teachers should be intentional in
(7) supporting children’s identity,
language and culture.

Children learn best with a mix of
(8) teacher-directed and child-led
activities.

Children need the guidance of the
teacher to support their learning.

(9)

Child-initiated play, by itself, is not
(10) | enough to facilitate children’s
learning.

Children learn best from teacher-

(11) directed activities.
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Teachers’ primary responsibility is
(12) | to impart knowledge and skills to

children.

(13) Teachers should direct children’s
learning.

Q3-2

(Optional) Feel free to make any comments in relation to your answers above.

page break

Q4. Please rate the importance of the following approaches to teaching and learning for children,
from your perspective.

(A rating of one star indicates “not at all important,” while a rating of five stars indicates “extremely
important.”)

Free play 1 0 8. & & ¢
Child-initiated L 8. 8.6 & ¢
Peer-mediated * ok ok ok ok
Co-constructed L. 8.8 8 ¢
Culturally responsive LA 8 0 &
Teacher-guided L8088 & ¢
Teacher-directed L 8. 8.6 & ¢

Q5. Please rate the importance of the following learning domains for children, from your
perspective.

(A rating of one star indicates “not at all important,” while a rating of five stars indicates “extremely
important.”)

Physical development and health *okok ok ok
Social and emotional competence *okok ok ok
Language and communication *okok ok ok
Literacy *okok ok ok
Mathematics ok ok ok K
Science ok ok ok K
Technology *okokk ok
Social science ok ok ok K
Creative arts ok ok ok K

Q6. Please select the top three factors that you believe have significantly influenced your views of
teaching and learning in ECE.

e Childhood experience

e Parenting experience (with your own children)

e Employment or volunteer experience in ECE settings

e |nitial teacher education experience

e Professional learning and development

e Research studies or educational theories
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Te Whariki (New Zealand ECE curriculum)

Early Learning and Development Guidelines for Children Aged 3 to 6 Years (Chinese
national ECE guidelines)

Educational policies and regulations

Personal and cultural beliefs and values

Other (please specify)

Next page
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2. Views of intentional teaching.

In this section, you will be asked questions about your views of intentional teaching.

e Yes

No

Q7. Have you heard the term “intentional teaching” before?

Display logic

If “Yes” is selected

Display Q8, Q9, and Q10

If “No” is selected

Display Q11

Q8. How familiar are you with the concept of
intentional teaching?

Not familiar at all

Slightly familiar

Familiar

Very Familiar

Extremely familiar

Q11. Could you please write in your own words
what you think intentional teaching might be
about?

Q9. Where have you heard about or learned
about intentional teaching?

(Please select all that apply)

ITE lecturers/tutors

Associate teachers during practicum
Peers

Reading materials

Online websites

PLD sessions

Other (please specify)

Q10. Could you please write in your own words
about your understanding of intentional
teaching?

Next page
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For the purposes of my research, this survey adopted the following definition of intentional
teaching:

The purposeful and deliberate actions of teachers, drawing on both their knowledge of
individual children and professional knowledge and skills to provide meaningful, appropriate
and culturally responsive curricular experiences for all children in ECE. (Adapted from
MclLaughlin et al., 2016)

Based on this definition of intentional teaching, please answer the following questions.
Q12. How important do you think intentional teaching is for children?

e Not at all important

e Slightly important

e |mportant

e Veryimportant

e Extremely important
Q13. When you think about implementing intentional teaching with children of different ages,
such as infants, toddlers, or young children, does your view of the importance of intentional
teaching change?

e Yes

e No

e Don’t know/Not sure

Display logic

If “Yes” is selected,
Otherwise,
Display Q13-2:
Go to the next question.
Could you please explain your reason?

Q14. Do you think you will use intentional teaching as part of your future teaching practice?
e Yes
e No
e Don’t know/Not sure

Next page
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3. Initial teacher education (ITE) experience related to intentional teaching

In this section, you will be asked questions about your experience related to intentional teaching in
your current ITE programme.

Q15. What level of ECE ITE programme are you enrolled in?
e Bachelor’s degree (level 7)
e Graduate certificate/Graduate diploma (level 7)
e Postgraduate certificate/Postgraduate diploma (level 8)
e Master’s degree (level 9)
e Other (please specify)

Q16. How long is your current programme?
e One year (full-time)
e Two years (part-time)
e Three years (full-time)
e Other (please specify)

Q17. What year are you in your current programme?
e Firstyear
e Second year
e Third year
e Other (please specify)

Q18. How many weeks of practicum have you completed in your current programme?

page break

Q19. From your practicum experiences, how would you describe other teachers' engagement in
children’s learning?

e Fartoo little

e Slightly too little

e Appropriate

e Slightly too much

e Fartoo much

e Don’t know/Not sure

Q20. Now thinking about your own experience, how would you describe your engagement in
children’s learning?

e Fartoo little

e Slightly too little

e Appropriate

e Slightly too much

e Fartoo much

e Don’t know/Not sure

Q21. From your practicum experiences, how intentional were other teachers in supporting
children’s learning?
e Not at all intentional
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Somewhat intentional
Frequently intentional
Always intentional
Don’t know/Not sure

Q22. Now thinking about your own experience, how intentional were you in supporting children’s
learning?

Not at all intentional
Somewhat intentional
Frequently intentional
Always intentional
Don’t know/Not sure

Page break

Q23. Please select the top three intentional teaching strategies you have used most frequently on
practicum.

Challenging
Co-constructing/Collaborating
Commenting/Narrating
Describing/Explaining
Encouraging

Fostering curiosity and wonder
Giving feedback

Instructing

Listening
Modelling/Demonstrating
Providing choices and learning opportunities
Prompting

Questioning

Researching

Reflecting

Scaffolding

Other (please specify)

Q24. Thinking about the strategies above, can you give an example of how/when you
demonstrated intentional teaching on practicum?

Q25. Please indicate the extent to which intentional teaching, play-based learning, and culturally
responsive practice are prioritized in your current ITE programme.

(A rating of one star indicates “not a priority,” while a rating of five stars indicates “top priority.”)
Intentional teaching: The purposeful and deliberate actions of teachers, drawing on both
their knowledge of individual children and professional knowledge and skills to provide
meaningful, appropriate and culturally responsive curricular experiences.

page break
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e Play-based learning: The use of play and a rich array of play experiences to foster children’s
learning.

e Culturally responsive practice: Valuing and responding to each child’s unique identity,
language and culture.

(1) In course content

Intentional teaching L0 8 8 8 ¢
Play-based learning LA 8 0 &
Culturally responsive practice *okok ok ok
(2) During practicum
Intentional teaching L0 8 8 8 ¢
Play-based learning LA 8 8 & ¢
Culturally responsive practice *okok ok ok
(3) Through assessment tasks/assignments
Intentional teaching L0 8 8 8 ¢
Play-based learning LA 8 8 & ¢
Culturally responsive practice *okok ok ok
Page break

Q26. In what ways has your ITE programme supported you to understand and demonstrate
intentional teaching?
(Please select all that apply)
e Specific course content/lectures on this topic
e Providing reading materials on this topic
e Presenting examples, e.g., video, vignettes
e Encouraging reflection on practicum experiences
e Providing feedback while on practicum, or in other assignments
e Encouraging reflection on previous personal and professional experiences
e Making explicit connection to diverse cultural perspectives of teaching and learning
e Encouraging reflection on previous teaching beliefs
e Encouraging peer discussions and sharing of experiences
e Observations of teachers and children in education settings
e Other (please specify)
e Not applicable

Q27. How often have your own beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE been different than the
content of your ITE programme?

e Never

e QOccasionally

e Often

e Always

Display logic

If “Occasionally” or “Often” or “Always” is Otherwise
selected
Go to the next question.
Display Q27-2:

Could you please give an example?
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Q28. How often have your own beliefs about teaching and learning in ECE been different than
your experiences on practicum?

e Never

e QOccasionally

e Often

e Always

Display logic

If “Occasionally” or “Often” or “Always” is Otherwise
selected
Go to the next question.
Display Q27-2:

Could you please give an example?

Q29. To what extent do you believe your cultural identity has been valued in your ITE
programme?

e Not at all valued

e Slightly valued

e Valued

e Veryvalued

e Extremely valued

e Don't know/Not sure

Next page
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4. Demographic information

In this section, you will be asked questions about you and your background that will be used for
statistical purposes only.

Q30. What is your gender?

e Male

e Female

e Gender diverse
e Prefer not to say

Q31. What is your age?

e Under 18
o 18-24
e 25-34
e 35-44
e 45-54
e 55-64

e 65 orolder

Q32. Which of the following statements best fits your identity?
e | am a Chinese international student
e | am a Chinese immigrant in New Zealand (holding New Zealand citizenship or a
permanent residency visa but not born in New Zealand)
e |am a New Zealand-born Chinese
e Other (please specify)

Q33. If relevant, please list any ethnicities you self-identify with other than Chinese.

Q34. How many years of education have you completed in China?
e None
e Lessthan 1 year
e Between 1to 4 years
e Between 5to9years
e Between 10 to 14 years
e More than 15 years

Q35. How many years of education have you completed in New Zealand?
e None
e Lessthan 1 year
e Between 1to 4 years
e Between 5to9years
e Between 10 to 14 years
e More than 15 years

page break

Q36. Do you have parenting experience?
e Yes
e No

Q37. Before enrolling in your current ITE programme, have you previously completed any other
ECE ITE programmes, either in New Zealand or internationally?
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Yes

No

Q38. Before enrolling in your current ITE programme, how long was your employment and/or

volunteer experience in ECE settings?

No prior experience
Less than 1 year
Between 1to 4 years
Between 5 to 9 years
Between 10 to 14 years
More than 15 years

Q39. Is there anything else you would like to tell me in relation to this topic of intentional teaching
in ECE?

327
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An opportunity to participate in follow-up interviews.

To deepen our understanding of Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching, |
sincerely invite you to participate in two rounds of one-to-one semi-structured interviews after this
survey.

These two rounds of interviews will be conducted in July 2024 and November 2024, respectively.
The specific time, place, and method (either online or in-person) of these interviews are negotiable.
Each interview will last for up to one hour. After each interview, book vouchers will be offered to
acknowledge participants for their participation and contributions to this study.

If you are interested, please leave your name and contact information so that | can add you to the
potential participant list. | will then contact you to discuss the possibility of your participation and
provide further details about the interviews.

For more information, please click here to refer to the participant information sheet for Phase 2 of
this project.

Q40. Do you have an interest in participating in follow-up interviews?

e Yes
e No
Display logic
If “Yes” is selected If “No” is selected
Display End of the survey.

*Please note that if you provide your name and contact
information, the researcher will be able to identify your response
to the survey for research purposes; however, your information
will be securely protected and will not be shared with anyone
outside the research team.

Your Name:

Please leave your preferred contact information.
e Email address:

e Phone number:

e \WeChat ID:

e Or other methods:

Thank you for completing this survey!

Your response has been submitted successfully.
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AATH, EBREREXNGILBEETEFSFIN—REE.

Q2. FIEFLIANABINEILEZITER N INENREEZN=XAE.

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)

T E (Assessor)

BBkl (Carer)

& 1£%& (Collaborator)
1[G 5 3] & (Co-learner)
{&1# 3 (Facilitator)

A& (Friend)

@ S(Guide)

4S5 (Leader)

W £ (Observer)

10) rf¥(Playmate)

11) 5EE (Supervisor)
12) #fi(Teacher)

13) Hfth (IHEAAER)
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Q3-2

(AE) RTHENERRBAEE, WETEHHEM

% I5HETH.

page break

Q4. EMEHA BTN TEZSEINMET L ENER M.
(—EXRT'ZEAEER LUERTHRAEE". )

=lzzhi 3 L. 8.0 8 & ¢
(Free play)

JLEE R ok
(Child-initiated)

EIREF A lallaalolle
(Peer-mediated)

ERRIN R AR K
(Co-constructed)

XHERR *EEAK
(Culturally responsive)

IS8 e ool ofol
(Teacher-guided)

HIhESH ool ofol

(Teacher-directed)

Q5. EMERIL AT IA T2 IR L ENER M.
(—BERT'ZEAEER AUERTHRAEE". )

SHEXBEMER faafafalel
(Physical development and health)
HLMHIERRE *okok k&
(Social and emotional competence)

BEATR Rk kR
(Language and communication)

EELE lallalialolel
(Literacy)

£z TR AR K
(Mathematics)

Rl ' 22 2.8
(Science)

AR TR AKX
(Technology)

RS SE *EAIK
(Social science)

EIEHZ AN e ool ofol
(Creative arts)
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Q6. BIEFLINARRZ T W T BN HERFSFZINN=AEE.
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FAARNAEER

Te Whariki (FTE =4 ) LB IRENE)

(3-6 F)LEFIELRIER) (TEERYILHAEER)

BEBRMEN

PR ESSHHENR

Hftt (GBRMAIEA)
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2. WERIRBENEE
HEATH, BEEORENERIREFNEE.

Q7. & IR ST “H RIR# F (intentional teaching) "X M KiE?

°
e =
=
BB
MR IR WNR B WIESF
77 Q8. Q9. Q10 27~ Qll

Q8. BN FRIREFE X MRS H ZRE? Qll. ZEEABECHIESE —TEIAAARIR

o TEEAHE BE R ALY
o HRAZE
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o RHERE
Q9. NIRRT B 7 RIT B BIREF?
(BIEFREERREDR)
o  HRETEUBE FIRIEAI D/ BIE
o KIHFEIAIIEZHIM
o [f
o AR
o LML
o TAFIMERZF
o Hftt (GBERMAIEMRA)

Ql0. BZREA B CHIEE — TEXNHERIRAF
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HTAMRBER, RRFEXAT U T ERIREFE NEX:
BB G —1° /L BHIEEREFIMEN TR T WHILRIZFE, T B B HIHIFI# BRI = 1T

&, G5 EEVIIFHITE /| ErEHREE KA. EBEAINRRE XM ER AR FE
2282 (2 E Mclaughlin et al., 2016)

REFELRYBERIREFNEX, BEENTHIE,
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TERER
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FEEE
REER
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3. SARRBFHERNRI BT B LD
AEATF, BRREEREELSINRITBAEERETSERREFEXNE

Q15. & BRI AR R4 LBURER AT 1RTE
o FAE{Y
Bachelor’s degree (level 7)
o FAFIERH/FLEXE
Graduate certificate/Graduate diploma (level 7)
o MIR4AIUEPR/MRENE
Postgraduate certificate/Postgraduate diploma (level 8)
o ENTF
Master’s degree (level 9)

o Hftt (GBERMIEMRA)

Q16. f& B BIEL R BIREZEHIZLE?

e —IF (£B#)
e WE (E£HW)
e =1 (£B#)
o Hih (IBERMKIRR)
Q17. S H BT FZR BN ELE?
o F—F
o FETHF
o FE=F

o Hftt (GBERMIEMRA)

Ql8. BALFMNIREFE AL P BANL?

page break
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o NHNE/FHHE
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Q21. NERSIIZHRE, HtBREFLEFZITENERIRAREMNME?
e EERERIR
o WHHERRIR
s AETARIRW
s —HEFRIRH
o RHE/AHE

Q22 WEEB—THEECHEN, BEXFIILEFITENERIRAREMNE?
e EERERIR
o WHAERRIR
s AETHARIRH
s —HEFRIRH
o RHB/AHE

page break

3 ERREESS TR E RN E R R R,
e HkKk(Challenging)
o IH[FE 4/ {E(Co-constructing/Collaborating)
o TFB/8UA (Commenting/Narrating)
o R /fEFE(Describing/Explaining)
e  TAI(Encouraging)
o FEFUFEIOFIK HI8% (Fostering curiosity and wonder)
o IR{HXE(Giving feedback)
e 5% (Instructing)
e {Jiffr(Listening)
o JR3B/iE7~(Modelling/Demonstrating)
o IRMHERFEFIZ A< (Providing choices and learning opportunities)
e E7R(Prompting)
e JE£E(Questioning)
e fff53(Researching)
. 2 (Reflecting)
e [EZE(Scaffolding)
o Hfth (FRMUR)

Q247518 LR KRG, BRESHE IR RSN/ TN AESSIRLE T ERIREE?

page break
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o BEIRHFE. BIFFZEXNG—T I/ EHIEBNMNIF T WAREZEE, BELH HRIFIF
FRIHFTT5), I BRFEBHRXAE. EEHINRRE XM E IR LR

o ETFHFUHIFT. FHIUTIFEE IR AIFIEHS | EF)F s

o XWERRALE. BHMERG /I EHRFHEGH. 55X,

(1) ERRAEF
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(2) £xLIHiE
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EFHRNZES lofiafiafofiel
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S5HEXIPNER, AEERDG?
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Appendix 5. Information Sheet for Phase 2 (English and Mandarin Chinese)

-

e 0
MASSEY UNIVERSITY U Early Years Research Lab

INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION
TE KURA O TE MATAURANGA

Participant Information Sheet — Phase 2

Study Title: Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching in ECE
Researcher: Min Wang

Supervisors: Associate Professor Tara McLaughlin; Dr Karyn Aspden

Kia ora, this is the second phase of my doctoral study project. You are invited to take part in two
rounds of one-to-one semi-structured interviews to help us unpack your understanding of
intentional teaching further.

Please note that participating in this study is completely voluntary. You are free to decline to
participate, decline to answer any question, or withdraw from the study at any practicable time,
without experiencing any disadvantage.
|\WHATWILLYOURPARTICIPATION N PHASEZNVOWE? |
You will participate in two rounds of one-to-one semi-structured interviews in July and November
2024, respectively. The time, places, and methods for these interviews will be negotiated and agreed
upon by both parties. Each interview will last for up to one hour and will be audio-recorded.

In the first interview, you will be asked questions about your personal background and experiences,
your perspectives of intentional teaching, and related ITE experiences. You will also read my
summative description of your views drawn from your Phase 1 survey response and then comment
on that.

In the second interview, you will be asked questions about any personal updates you may have had
since the last interview and revisit your prior responses to the questions about intentional teaching
in the last interview to see whether your thoughts have changed or not. Besides that, you are
encouraged to bring some artifacts or pieces of work voluntarily that could represent your

implementation of intentional teaching during practicum and discuss them with the researcher.
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Participating in Phase 2 of this study is completely voluntary, and you are under no obligation to
participate. If you decide to participate, you have the right to:
e Choose not to answer any particular question.
e Provide information on the understanding that your name will not be used, and no
identifiable information will be shared with anyone outside the research team.
e Ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview.
e Choose to withdraw from Phase 2 of the study within one month after the data have been
collected.
e Ask any questions about the study at any time.
e Review and edit the transcripts of the interview prior to data analysis.
e Read over and comment on the personal case story that has been generated based on your
response.

e Access a summary of the project findings by contacting the researcher directly.

For those who participate in both Phase 1 and Phase 2, although the research team will be aware of
your identity for research purposes, pseudonyms will be used to ensure others will not recognise
you. Besides, none of your responses in this study will be shared with your ITE institution.
Throughout the research process, the researcher will make every effort to remove any identifiable
information about you and your ITE institution to protect your privacy.

All data collected will be stored securely on a password-protected device and uploaded to the

researcher’s personal OneDrive account for backup for seven years, after which it will be destroyed.

| will strictly adhere to the Code of Ethical Conduct for Research, Teaching and Evaluations Involving
Human Participants (Massey University, 2017) when using data.
The data collected from this study will only be accessed by my supervisors and me and will be used

exclusively for my PhD dissertation, academic publications, conferences, and other related works.

If you want more information or have any questions regarding this study, please feel free to contact

us. We would be very happy to answer your questions as soon as possible.

Researcher
Name: Min Wang
Department: Institute of

Education

Main Supervisor
Name: Tara McLaughlin
Department: Institute of

Education

Co-Supervisor
Name: Karyn Aspden
Department: Institute of

Education
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Institution: Massey University | Institution: Massey University Institution: Massey University
Phone: +64 ||| G Phone: +64 69517312 Phone: +64 69517389

Email: Email: Email:
M.Wang4@massey.ac.nz T.W.Mclaughlin@massey.ac.nz | K.M.Aspden@massey.ac.nz

* This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, Application OM2 23/53. If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research,
please contact Associate Professor Fiona Te Momo, Chair, Massey University Human Ethics Ohu

Matatika 2, email humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
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O
MASSEY UNIVERSITY U Early Years Research Lab

INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION
TE KURA O TE MATAURANGA

S5EERE -2/

ARIRB: LALIBUTLLEEFR ERIRBEWEE
MRE: T8
2Ifi: Tara Mclaughlin BIZ#%,; Karyn Aspden {&+

5iF, XERBIARIMBMOE K. BRBIBFSSRRE—N—HNFEMUIRKR, UEBRK
MNit—2 7 BEN BRI L IR,

FIR SEAMREZEEEN. BUMNELESS. EERFEFOH, HEEETTHE
BIRBREARHAR, MASREEEAATIE N,

TR 3T 2024 F£09 7 B 11 ASINAE —X—HFEMULRIR. RO E. Hafi
BHRRTTME AN —B. EXAKRNEREE /N, FHHETRE.

EERBFRP, BEREEENNABTEMNER. BNERREFNEE. MUEEXNIRE
BMBEER. BEBAE—MEETEEE - HRNOEERSNXTEU/MN SRR,
FHATIL

AEETRBRT, BREEEEBEFRNPRUKREESEEATRENNGER. FLRBREES
—RIFRNATERREENEE, MEMEANTRENBERERET T, It HMNH
W& E BEHET LR BAREAELIHELE T ERRALNERIME, HFERAREBHTN

o

SE5RMRANE_NMBREZEBEMN, BREURSENNE . IRERESM, BEN
o EFAEEFATREEA,
o HERMEEN, MRENEBRBAIWER, FAETTRINERBAZSHRE
AP A S = .
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o AIFRIABKEN BRKXAFZHZN.

o AXEWERN—DAMREFREAFRNE ZHE.
o BERSIEE)H KA R A E R,

o FEEURNTZHIH I RETIKIC K

o A RIRBFEENEERESHNDARS.

o SHMIRFEEEEKR, RE—NINEARERFE.

XTRNSME—NENE _NENS5E, RAMRARSETHRBENTBRENSH, B
BB AUR UHREFIFMBARBILE R, i, BEAMRTNETEE, FMNEBA=
SHERENRIBRBENEHTIZ.

AEBMARIRES, MREGR VIS NBBRE XEMEMENRI MR E WA EE IR
AER, MURIFEHIRTA.

AR ENERESR LS FHEE— IR ENFRIFNESE L, F EEEPREL OneDrive i
FitiTEl, REHRAEE, ZREIEEHRIEER.

BETIREE (P RAXSESENMR. BEMIHERIET AAL)
SkfE AR

KA RBENBIRF R AFRNEZNFIDAE, FENBTROBELIEX. FARBEED. 2
TIHEMAXTIE.

(8K, 2017 £)

WRERTRELZRER, BXNAMRBEALRER, BENSHEMNEKR. BMNRABERREEE
A9 fe) L

WR#E T IR

WL FH ¥4 Tara MclLaughlin ¥4 Karyn Aspden
I BEFR B BEFR I BEFR

S TN s =T PNE S TN

miE: +o4 | G HiE: +64 69517312 HiE: +64 69517389
BT HR A BT HR A B HR
M.Wangd@massey.acnz | T.W.Mclaughlin@massey.ac.nz | K.M.Aspden@massey.ac.nz
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Fiona Te Momo FI##E, H FHB1E humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.

349



Appendix 6. Participant Selection Process for Phase 2

In the Phase 1 survey, question Q3 (see Appendix 4) was designed to gather participants’
preferences regarding certain approaches to teaching and learning in early childhood education
(ECE). This question asked participants to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with
13 statements related to four approaches to teaching and learning in ECE. Participants responded
using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. Participants’
responses to question Q3, alongside their demographic characteristics, were used to select
participants for Phase 2. Below, | explained the selection process.

Appendix 6 Table 1

13 Statements and Corresponding Approaches to Teaching and Learning

Number Statements Approaches to teaching and
learning
(2) Children learn best through free play. (a) Child-led
(2) Teachers should not interrupt children’s play.
(3) Children are too young to benefit from teacher-directed
learning.
(4) Teachers’ primary responsibility is to set up the
environment and observe children’s learning.
(5) Playing with and alongside peers is important for (b) Collaborative and
children’s learning. culturally responsive
(6) Children should experience culturally responsive
learning environments.
(7) Teachers should be intentional in supporting children’s
identity, language and culture.
(8) Children learn best with a mix of teacher-directed and (c) Mixed
child-led activities.
(9) Children need the guidance of the teacher to support
their learning.
(10) Child-initiated play, by itself, is not enough to facilitate
children’s learning.
(112) Children learn best from teacher-directed activities. (d) Teacher-directed
(12) Teachers’ primary responsibility is to impart knowledge
and skills to children.
(23) Teachers should direct children’s learning.

As presented in Appendix 6 Table 1, the 13 statements can be categorised into four
approaches to teaching and learning in ECE: (a) a child-led approach, emphasising children’s
autonomy and free play; (b) a collaborative and culturally responsive approach, centring on peer

learning and culturally responsive practice; (c) a mixed approach, integrating child-led and teacher-
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directed experiences; and (d) a teacher-directed approach, focusing on teachers’ direct instruction
and structured learning.

To ensure a consistent way of distinguishing participants’ perspectives of teaching and
learning in the early years, rather than doing so arbitrarily, participants’ responses to each statement
in Q3 using the 5-point Likert scale were assigned a corresponding numeric value: -2 (strongly
disagree), -1 (disagree), 0 (neutral), 1 (agree), and 2 (strongly agree). The values were then summed
within each approach to teaching and learning to represent participants’ pedagogical preferences.

Five levels of agreement with a given approach to teaching and learning (favour, lean
towards, neutral towards, lean away from, and against) were established based on the summed
values of participants’ responses to the statements within the given approach (see Appendix 6 Table
2). For example, a participant’s level of agreement with approach (a) was determined by the
summed value of the participant’s responses to statements 1, 2, 3, and 4. A participant’s level of
agreement with approach (b) was determined by the summed value of the participant’s responses
to statements 5, 6, and 7.

Appendix 6 Table 2

Five Levels of Agreement and Corresponding Value Range

Level of Value range for Value range for Value range for Value range for

agreement approach (a) approach (b) approach (c) approach (d)
Statement 1, 2,3, Statement5,6,7 Statement 8,9, 10 Statement 11, 12,
4 13

Favour 5to8 4t06 4t06 4t06

Leantowards 3to4 2to3 2to3 2to3

Neutral -2to2 -ltol -lto1l -l1tol

towards

Lean away -4 t0 -3 -3to-2 -3to-2 -3to-2

from

Against -8to -5 -6to-4 -6to-4 -6to-4

Mathematically, for approach (a), because it has four statements, the summed value could
range from -8 (i.e., strongly disagreeing with all four statements) to 8 (i.e., strongly agreeing with all

four statements).
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For approaches that contained three statements, such as approach (b), (c), and (d), the
summed value could range from -6 (i.e., strongly disagreeing with all three statements) to 6 (i.e.,
strongly agreeing with all three statements).

Each level of agreement for a given approach to teaching and learning was operationalised
by assigning a specific summed value range, adjusted according to the number of statements within
that approach, as displayed in Appendix 6 Table 2. For example, for approach (a), a summed value
between 5 and 8 was categorised as “favour.” For approaches (b), (c), and (d), a summed value
between 4 and 6 was categorised as “favour.”

So far, | have four approaches to teaching and learning (a, b, ¢, and d), and five levels of
agreement with each approach (favour, lean towards, neutral towards, lean away from, and
against). However, the collected data revealed that, unlike the other approaches, participants
generally agreed with approach (b), a collaborative and culturally responsive approach. Specifically,
among the 53 survey responses, 41 participants favoured approach (b), 11 leaned towards it, and
only one was neutral towards it, making it a less effective indicator for distinguishing participants’
teaching and learning beliefs. This limited variability reduced the analytic utility of approach (b) for
differentiating participants’ pedagogical perspectives. Therefore, only the remaining three
approaches were considered for capturing diverse perspectives following the maximum variation
sampling strategy.

By combining participants’ levels of agreement with approaches (a), (c), and (d), the 53
survey responses yielded 22 unique combinations. For example, participant N4 favoured all three
approaches, whereas participant N47 leaned away from approach (a), was neutral towards approach
(c), and was against approach (d).

Among the 22 combinations, the 17 self-nominated participants for Phase 2 were distributed
across 10 combinations/groups. Although this limited the inclusion of some perspectives, it still
provided a valuable range of viewpoints. To ensure feasibility for qualitative in-depth interviews

while incorporating as many diverse perspectives as possible, | decided to select one participant
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from each group. If a group contained only one participant, they were automatically selected for
contact to reconfirm interest. If multiple participants were in the same group, the selection was
further based on their demographic differences, including gender, age, ITE programme type, and
parenting experience, to maximise sample variability. After contacting the selected ten self-
nominated participants from the 10 groups, seven ultimately confirmed their participation by signing
a consent form. These seven participants, with varied levels of agreement with the three approaches

to teaching and learning, were the final participants for Phase 2 interviews.
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Appendix 7. Consent Form for Phase 2 (English and Mandarin Chinese)

(@s

O
MASSEY UNIVERSITY M Early Years Research Lab

INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION

TE KURA O TE MATAURANGA

CONSENT FORM

(This form will be held for seven years)

Study Title: Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of intentional teaching in ECE
Researcher: Min Wang
Supervisors: Associate Professor Tara McLaughlin; Dr Karyn Aspden

| have read the Participant Information Sheet and understood the details of the study. | have had the
opportunity to ask questions about this study and have them answered to my satisfaction. |
understand that | can ask further questions at any time. By signing this consent form, | am indicating

that:
[ ]

| agree to participate in this study.

| understand that participation in this study is completely voluntary, and | can withdraw from
this study within one month after the data have been collected.

| understand that | can refuse to answer any questions during the interview process without
giving any reason.

| understand that the interview process will be audio recorded, and | have the right to ask
the recorder to be turned off at any time without giving any reason.

| understand that the audio recording will be transcribed, and | have the right to request a
copy of it for review and editing.

| understand that pseudonyms will be used to protect my privacy.

| understand that the researcher will make every effort to remove any identifiable
information about myself and my ITE institution from any related works.

| understand that | have the right to read over and comment on the personal case story that
has been generated based on my input.

| understand that | have the right to access a summary of the project findings.

| understand that the data collected from this study will be used in the researcher’s PhD
dissertation and related academic publications and conference presentations.

| understand that the data collected from this study will be kept for seven years, after which
it will be destroyed.
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(Please choose)
e | wish to review and edit the transcript of my interview.

[Yes 1 No
e | wish to read over and comment on my personal case story.

[Yes 1 No
e | wish to access a summary of the project findings.

(Yes 1 No
|, therefore, give my informed consent for participation in this study.

Full name of participant:

Email:

Participant Signature:

Date:

* This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, Application OM2 23/53. If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research,
please contact Associate Professor Fiona Te Momo, Chair, Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, email humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
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O
MASSEY UNIVERSITY M Early Years Research Lab

INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION
TE KURA O TE MATAURANGA

RE$
(ZEABBHRELE)

ARBE: LALIBUTLILEEFR ERRBEWEE
MRE: I8
ZIf: Tara Mclaughlin B|Z#%; Karyn Aspden {1+

HERRISE5EEERF TRIZMANFARE. BRBVNSREXTIZARNER, HEE
CHHARNEE . T HBATUENREE—FNEE. BIEERRS, TRH:
o HREBZ5ZHR.
s WTMSZE5UMRRBREZEBEREN, FERTUAETRBEREEN—TAZREREIZ
W
WY BAFRIES, HOTREELEEEE AR, THFLLEMEH.
BT BRI WTEE, RENENERXAZEN, THFELLEMEH.
HTBRERSWIERANAE, TENREE RO CAR NS MGRE.
T ZI R AR RIRIP IR AIBRFA
BT BAREER VS N MR MR D RBRERTR X B ARAMIEPT AR R BT HURH
BHMEEHRAME R
T BB PR E T AT M AR DA RGIEHE
o WTBAENRBM—MARERMNEL.
o T MZMRBENEERRTHRENBLAMIE, MNEBXNERHEYNS
WRTR,
o WTMZMARBRENEEBERBLE, ZFRBHEHER.
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o HFEFAMBEIFKAF RIAK.

O O &
o WHBFEMTLXTHONMNARHEZE.
O O &
o HHFERM—MARERMAL,
O O &
¥, Eit, MBERERSS5IZMR.
s5&5¢%:
HR A
S5F5% %
HHA:

* AT H BT A FN KO EEZ [ = Ohu Matatika 2 FEEHHLE, HI1E55% OM223/53,
R EXS BRI LI F E1TEES], 1FBEFR A FN K FEZE 7= Ohu Matatika 2 £9.E /%
Fiona Te Momo FI&#Z, & FHE{F humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
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Appendix 8. First-Round Interview Protocol for Phase 2 (English and Mandarin Chinese)

First-round Interview Protocol

Hello! Nice to meet you. How are you today? Thank you for taking the time to participate in this
interview.

Let me introduce myself first. | am currently doing a PhD programme at Massey University. | started
in 2022, and this is my third year. In terms of my research, | am in the data collection stage.

In March of this year, we conducted an online survey to investigate Chinese student teachers’
perspectives of intentional teaching. | highly appreciate your response to the survey. In this
interview, | would like to hear more about your thoughts on this topic.

This interview will cover three main parts:
e Your background and general views of ECE.
e Your understandings and views of intentional teaching.
e Questions related to cultural backgrounds.

Before we start, you need to know:

e The interview will last up to one hour.

e (If meeting in person) To ensure data integrity, the interview process will be audio recorded.
You have the right to request to stop the recording at any time. You also have all the other
rights listed in the consent form.

e (If meeting via Zoom) To ensure data integrity, the interview process will be recorded. After
the interview, | will separate the video and audio and only use the audio for transcribing.
The video will be deleted afterwards. You have the right to request to stop the recording at
any time. You also have all the other rights listed in the consent form.

e The interview data will be used for research purposes only. Your responses will be kept
confidential, and | will do my best to remove any identifiable information about you and
your institution.

e Lastly, please be aware that there are no right or wrong answers. We are not looking for any
particular answer; all your responses are welcome. So please feel free and comfortable
sharing your thoughts.

Do you have any questions before we begin? If you're ready, | will start recording.

Interview Questions and Prompts

1. Canyou please introduce yourself?
e Name, age
e Identify (Chinese international student, immigrant, nationality, year of immigration to
NZ)
e  Where did you grow up?
e Educational backgrounds (China, New Zealand, other countries)
e Previously completed degrees or programmes (including other ITE programmes)

2. Can you tell me more about your current ECE ITE programme?
e Name of the programme, length, current year, date of completion
e Are there any important courses in this programme?
e Practicum experiences (time and duration, service type, children’s ages, size)
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e How do you feel about the programme overall? Have you come across any impressive
or interesting ideas?

3. Can you tell me about your experiences related to ECE? (Anything else?)
e Working experiences (Paid or voluntary, service type, children’s ages, size)
e Parenting experiences (Children’s ages, attended service type, and what do you think
of the service? Are you satisfied or not?)
e How have these experiences shaped your beliefs?
4. Do yous still remember what the ECE services looked like when you were a child? (Can you
provide more details?)
e  What kind of service was it?
e What did you usually do in that service?
e How did the teachers teach at that time?
e How do you feel about that experience? Was it an ideal form of ECE for you?
5. What does your ideal ECE look like?
e What are the best practices?
e What do you hope ECE can provide for children? (Such as enjoying their childhood or
preparing for school)
e Are there specific domains of children's learning that you pay special attention to?
e Do you think academic skills (like literacy and numeracy) are important? Why?
6. What is your perception of ECE in China and New Zealand? (Can you provide an example?)
e What are the advantages and disadvantages?
e Are there any similarities or differences?
e Can you use some words to describe ECE in both countries?
e What do you think might be the reason(s)?

7. What are your views on play and teaching? What is the relationship between them?

e Do you think the views on play are the same in Chinese and New Zealand cultures?

e How do you view the free play approach to learning?

e Do you think the views on teaching are the same in Chinese and New Zealand
cultures?

e What kind of learning approach do you believe is best for children?

8. Some people would say that teachers of Chinese heritage tend to use teacher-led
instructional activities rather than child-led, play-based activities. What do you think of
this?

e Do you agree or not?
e |n what situations would you want to use teacher-directed activities?
9. What role do you think teachers should play in children’s learning?
e As ateacher, how do you see your role?
e What words would you use to describe it?
e What do you believe is the primary responsibility of a teacher?
10. Have you ever heard of or learned about intentional teaching before this study? (Can you

provide more details?)
e What was your immediate reaction to this concept when you first heard about it?
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e  Where does your knowledge of intentional teaching come from? (Essential materials
or sources)

e Courses (How was it taught?)

e Practicum (Has the topic of intentional teaching come up during your practicum? Can
you tell me what has been said?)

e Assignment or other resources (Webinars, books, articles)

11. (Definition) Can you use your own words to describe what intentional teaching means? (Can
you elaborate more on that?)
e (If applicable) In the Q10 of the survey, you answered that intentional teaching is
. Do you still hold that opinion? Do you have anything else to add? Has

your opinion changed? Why?

e What do you think are the essential elements of intentional teaching?

e Would you still consider it intentional teaching if the teacher cannot articulate their
intentions (purposes and practices) before or after the interaction or activity?

e Do you think the importance of intentional teaching is the same for children of
different ages? Why or why not?

12. (Practice) What might intentional teaching look like in practice? (Can you provide an

example?)
e Are there any differences between intentional teaching and traditional (instructional)
teaching?

e What would teaching look like without intention?
e What needs to be considered when implementing intentional teaching practices?
(Goal, content, time, strategy)

13. What do you think of the concept of intentional teaching?
e |sit a useful concept or a problematic concept? Are you more willing to accept and
use this concept, or are you more opposed to it?
e What stance do you think Te Whariki has towards it?
e Will you actively implement intentional teaching in your future work? Why?

14. What factors do you think might have influenced your understanding of intentional
teaching? (Anything else?)
e  Cultural background
e Childhood experience
e Working experience
e Parenting experience
o Te Whariki
e Peers/Colleagues
o |ITE

15. Are there any inconsistencies between your teaching philosophy and the ideas that your ITE
programme is trying to deliver? (Can you provide an example?)
e Course learning
e |n ECE settings during practicum
e What do you think might be the reason?
e Has your teaching philosophy ever changed?
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16. Do you think your teaching philosophy in ECE is related to your cultural background? (Can
you provide an example?)
e s this influence positive or negative?
e How do you view or respond to this influence?
e Besides cultural background, are there any other influencing factors?

17. Do you think your cultural background has been respected or acknowledged in your ITE
programme? (Can you provide an example?)
e What events or activities made you feel that way?
e Do you think it’s important for your cultural background to be respected or
acknowledged?

18. What advice do you have for ITE providers to better respond to student teachers from
diverse cultural backgrounds?
e Do you have any comments or advice from a Chinese student teacher’s perspective?

19. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding this topic?

20. Do you have any other questions?

Thank you again for your time and participation. Your input is valuable for my doctoral research. |
look forward to our second-round interview in November! | will contact you before that to schedule
a specific time.

(If requested in the consent form) Based on your request in the consent form, | will transcribe this
recording in the coming weeks and send it to you for review and/or editing.

Thank you! Have a good day.

Probes that can be used:
1. Repeat question.
Anything else?
Any other reason?
Any others?
Could you please tell me more about your thinking on that?
I’'m not quite sure | understood... Could you provide more information on that?
I’'m not certain what you mean by... Could you give me some examples?
This is what | thought | heard... Did | understand you correctly?
. Would you tell me what you have in mind?
10. What do you mean?
11. Can you give me an example of...
12. You just told me about... I'd also like to know about...

© 0O NOU A WN

* This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, Application OM2 23/53. If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research,
please contact Associate Professor Fiona Te Momo, Chair, Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, email humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
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Appendix 9. Second-Round Interview Protocol for Phase 2 (English and Mandarin Chinese)

Second-Round Interview Protocol

Hello! It’s great to see you again. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me for this second-
round interview.

In July, we conducted the first-round interview on Chinese student teachers’ perspectives of
intentional teaching, during which you provided valuable and insightful data.

This second-round interview will cover four main parts:
e  First, we will discuss any updates regarding your studies and life since our last interview.
e Second, we will revisit some questions from the survey and the first-round interview to see if
you have any new thoughts or further insights.
e Third, we will focus specifically on the implementation of intentional teaching.
e Fourth, we will discuss your experiences as a Chinese student teacher in the New Zealand
ITE programme.

This interview may take up to one hour.

To ensure data integrity and facilitate data analysis, the interview will be audio-recorded. You have
the right to request that the recording be stopped at any time, as well as other rights outlined in the
consent form.

Additionally, all data collected will be used for research purposes only. Your responses will be kept
strictly confidential, and | will do my best to remove any identifiable information about you and your
institution.

Lastly, please remember that there are no right or wrong answers. Please feel free to share openly
and comfortably.

Do you have any questions before we begin? If you're ready, | will start recording.

Interview Questions and Prompts

1. Tell me about any updates since our last interview.
e What point of study are you at?
e (If completed) Are you looking for employment? Any future plans?
e What courses have you been studying recently? What has been most interesting?
e Canyou tell me about any recent practicum experience since we last spoke?
e Any other updates?

2. How do you feel about early childhood education (ECE) in New Zealand?

e What aspects do you think are good, and are there any that are not?

e What do you think are the key characteristics of the ECE curriculum and pedagogy
here? (Play-based, culturally responsive, child-centred, mixed age)

e What do you think of Te Whariki? How do you use it, whether in your learning or in
practice?

e We noticed that some student teachers refer to the prevalent ECE philosophy in New
Zealand as free play, while others refer to it as play-based learning. Are they the same
thing or not? What’s your opinion on that philosophy?
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3. From the survey data, we found that student teachers ranked facilitator, co-learner, and
observer as the three most important roles teachers should play in children’s learning. Does
this align with your understanding?

e When describing teachers’ roles, do you prefer the term 'teacher' or other terms like
'facilitator' or ‘co-learner’? Why?

e We also found that the statement “teachers’ primary responsibility is to set up the
environment and observe children’s learning” was the most controversial in the
survey. What’s your opinion on this statement? Why do you think it is controversial?

4. Now that you have completed another semester of study, tell me about your current
understanding of how children learn based on your theoretical learning and practicum
experiences.

e What do you think are the best approaches for children to learn? (Child-led, teacher-
led, mixed)

e What are your thoughts on the teacher-directed approach? Some people may think
that children are too young to benefit from teacher-directed learning, do you agree?
Why or why not?

e |s child-initiated play, by itself, enough to support children’s learning? Why or why
not?

5. Based on your observations, in what ways do teachers support children’s learning across
different domains (e.g., physical, social and emotional competence, language and
communication, literacy, maths, science, technology, arts, and social science)?

e Were teachers using the same approach or strategy across these different domains?
Why or why not?

e What's your opinion on supporting children’s learning across these different
domains?

e Are there any domains that require more teacher-guided learning?

e Are there any domains that could benefit from more child-initiated learning?

6. From the first-round interview, we found that participants talked about wanting to balance
ECE approaches from New Zealand and China in their future teaching. What does this idea
of balancing mean to you?

e |n which aspects do you think these approaches need to be balanced?
e How can that balance be achieved? Can you provide some examples?

7. How would you describe the relationships among intentional teaching, play-based learning,
and culturally responsive practice?

8. Based on your recent learning and practicum experiences, let’s talk about your current
understanding of intentional teaching.

e Have you encountered this term in the past few months? Where and from whom?

e What is intentional teaching? How would you define it in your own words?

e What are the essential elements of intentional teaching that distinguish it from other
practices? (Awareness, purposes, assess and adjust)

e How do you intentionally make your teaching decisions/curriculum decisions?

e Does intentional teaching only occur during group activities, like mat time, or can it
happen in other situations as well?
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9. From the survey data, nearly one-third of participants believed the importance of
intentional teaching varies based on children’s age. One-third believed that the importance
would not change, while one-third didn’t know. What is your opinion?

e |sintentional teaching more important for older children or younger children? Or is it
the same for both? Why?

e Will the form of intentional teaching change according to children’s age?

10. Now that you have seen other teachers’ practices during practicum, can you share an
example of when a teacher successfully implemented intentional teaching? Or can you
provide an example of when a teacher did not do very well and could have been more
intentional?

e Details.

11. Before this interview, | encouraged you to voluntarily bring some artifacts or pieces of work
that could represent your implementation of intentional teaching during your practicum.
(If applicable) What did you bring? (These could be learning stories, learning plans, or
photos.)

(If not applicable) Can you share an example of a time when you implemented intentional
teaching in your practicum?

e Tell me about how it/they can represent your implementation of intentional teaching.

e How would you describe the intentional teaching process? (e.g., identifying interests,
setting learning outcomes, planning, interacting, assessing, and reflecting.)

e How do you make use of Te Whariki in your intentional teaching practice?

e What kinds of purposes or learning outcomes did you set for children in intentional
teaching?

e What did you do at the planning stage?

e How did you purposefully set up the environment?

e How did you engage with children? What strategies did you use or find effective when
implementing intentional teaching? (Encouraging, modelling/demonstrating) Are
there any strategies that are not considered intentional teaching strategies? (Random
activities, passive teaching, reactive teaching)

e Did you face any challenges during your implementation of intentional teaching?
What were the challenges, and how did you handle them? (Maybe reconciling
intentional teaching and child-led learning; collaboration with colleagues)

e Looking ahead, do you anticipate any challenges when implementing intentional
teaching in the New Zealand ECE context in your future career?

e What additional supports do you think would help improve your intentional teaching
practice?

12. Based on the July interview data, we have identified several factors that may influence

one’s teaching beliefs. (Listed alphabetically below) Which of these factors do you believe
has had the most significant impact on your teaching beliefs and why? (Follow-up on
cultural background)

e  Cultural background: Can you provide an example of how your cultural background
influenced your teaching beliefs? Has the influence been generally positive, negative,
or both? How should student teachers view their cultural backgrounds?

e Childhood experience (ECE & family education)

e External information (such as friends and media)

e |nitial teacher education/The New Zealand ECE context

e Parenting experience
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13. Nearly 70% of participants in the survey reported experiencing philosophical
conflicts/tensions during their ITE journey. Do you have similar experiences from the past
few months?

e Did these conflicts/tensions occur more in course learning or during practicum? Can
you share some examples? (e.g., collectivism vs. individualism; teacher vs. free play;
discipline vs. freedom)

e What did you do when these conflicts/tensions arose? What coping strategies did you
find effective?

e Did you need to amend your practices during practicum when facing these
conflicts/tensions? Did you feel comfortable doing so?

e Did your ITE programme acknowledge these conflicts/tensions and provide support
for you?

e Do you think you need additional support, or is the current support sufficient?

14. What aspects of your teaching beliefs or practices have changed during your ITE journey?
e Canyou share some examples? How did that happen?
e What was the most valuable feedback you received during your internship? Who was
it from (Associate teacher or visiting lecturer)?
e |n shaping your educational philosophy, which had a greater impact: theoretical
learning or practicum?

15. Did you experience any other challenges apart from philosophical conflicts/tensions during
your ITE journey?

e What are they?

e Are these challenges related to culture or gender? Will they influence where you
choose to work? (e.g., a Chinese centre vs. a Kiwi centre; a private centre vs. a chain
of centres.)

e Did you receive enough support to tackle these challenges?

16. The Teaching Council of New Zealand expects student teachers to meet the standards in a
supported environment. From your perspective, what is a supported environment?
e Canyou share an example of a time when you felt your cultural background or
identity was respected or valued?
e Do you have any suggestions for the ITE providers to better support student teachers
from diverse cultural backgrounds?

17. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding this topic?

18. Do you have any other questions?

Thank you again for taking the time to participate in this interview and our research project. Your
input is invaluable for my doctoral research, and | greatly appreciate your contribution.

Please let me know if you would like to review and/or edit the interview transcript. If you do, | will
send it to your email address once | complete the transcription in the coming weeks.

| wish you all the best!

Probes that can be used:
1. Repeat question.
2. Anything else?
3. Any other reason?
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Any others?

Could you please tell me more about your thinking on that?

I’'m not quite sure | understood ...Could you provide more information on that?
I’'m not certain what you mean by... Could you give me some examples?

This is what | thought | heard... Did | understand you correctly?

. Would you tell me what you have in mind?

10. What do you mean?

11. Can you give me an example of...

12. You just told me about... I'd also like to know about...

O N U Bk

* This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, Application OM2 23/53. If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research,
please contact Associate Professor Fiona Te Momo, Chair, Massey University Human Ethics Ohu
Matatika 2, email humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
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B RIHRIR

847, IREXBRNE, IEF B EH S BE RS IR 151K

ESERN 7 B, BINBES EALIRIHTERIRBFERE L (Chinese student teachers’
perspectives of intentional teaching) "#177 £—8i5%k, BABMNMAREHRTIEEETRME
B RAEMREIE,

RREZR IR ER BN
o B BB LXIFRUK, BEFIMERTEHN—LEHHER.
o HX, BMEEME—MERESAEME—LIFRTNEBIER, EEEEH LW
RARRE LR
o B= BMNFIRETHERIRBFNLIE.
. IT_EI, BMNEWEEA—RBEALIZIMAET A ZRTBRHENE FRENER.

ARG BI RS B — NN B

%Tﬁﬁ&%x% RFEESF, HRNETEBESE RS . EltiE, BENEXRBREL
. [, L;ﬁﬂlH%#(mmmﬁmm)$ﬂﬁﬁﬁﬁﬂﬂo
%%,$%WMM§%HW%$W%MEM m@&| SHWEERE, RIMTBREAB L
BRAEEAE XEUREHRERIIARITRE MWMTMM

w®E, BB EEEREENEZD . mmmmﬁ*“?E%MEi

HAHAZ B BREER AMEE? MRECEAESTT, TBTHEFS.

VAR A =R
1. #B/R—TEME—XHRZE, ,.,E’] (ZEIFER) KT ERHTAFER?

o BMELTFHEINMAMER

. (W%E%ﬁ%?)T%Efﬁlﬁ7ﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬂﬂ?
. T?L%TTW%ﬁ$7ﬁﬁﬁuigﬁ REY A ID 7

o BBAR—TERENEIZR

o FHEfTHMAHRL?

2. ERFEZHILBENRZEMHA?

. ﬂﬂﬁﬁbﬁﬁ BRBLLEE? BHARTFHHALE?

s BRB/BIAZHILHENRESHENZUFERMTA? (BFHEX, XE
r_, JLEHIL, JBR)

o BUMTBFHFZNERIEIRIELE Te Whariki, 575283 508 i a01E/{E FiX
30457

o FAVERT| LTI BUDK I = BRITHEIE SR A BHRIEXX free play ﬁﬁ
A—LENFRZ A “ET XK EIF > play-based learning”, X E 2 — AR
—HER? B IESEHAEE?

3. MiaBHiED, RMNEAMELIBITFEEdE facilitator”, “HEFESF co-learner”F1“IY
8BE observer L ABFEILELZIRNMENREEN=XAR. X5HMNEMR—XK
ng,?
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e THHRABMBEN, BESREAHID teacher XM ARIE, EERi#HE
facilitator’ 2“2 [F] & 3] & co-learner’ ZEH M ARIE? HH A7
o FAIEEZM, EESHFBTNFERRTECRAENNRILEEI"X—ER

BE, BRENEBEETA? BINAX—URATASEEZSE?
4. MELBEETNTX—NEHNES, FRAGYETERFINLIZEXNILEF
SIIEME.
o WINAILEZINREARNZRMTA? (JLESISZH child-led. ¥ IH5| S
teacher-led. E& 8 mixed)
o BXWHINESMEFTT5E (teacher-directed approach) HHAFEE? HL AT8E
INAILERN, TEMNBURESHNFEIFZ5E, BERL? A4
o NEJILEZEMIHFX (child-initiated play) 2B EIUZFILENFI? AHAY
5. ETHENNE, EFRRNEIGE, BUTRMAMHARXFHILEEZIN? (tkn, &
ER, HSEREN, BEEEE, 5, 8%, #¥, K, 2K, #&£8Z%)
o HITEARMZFEITEFEANERFENTTASRIELG? AHA7?
o BXWFXFILEARTEMNFEIFEEL?
o ERF—UEIGEHTEEFELZHINS|ISAFS (teacher-guided learning) 7
o ERFUEGEEEFEL)LELEMNFES (child-initiated learning) ?
6. NE—RHKP, BNEASEZRIBEERRNBED LEFE=ZNPENLILEK
BHE? XHEER SN ERREERETA?
o TEMLEAEBINATELIFE?
o XL A RESNIN? REAE—LRH?
7. BLTRERERIREE. ETHFRANZEINXAERALERX= M-S ZEAXR?
8. BETHRANEINLIZRH, AR —TELINERRBFENER?
o EEEMINBEREABEIEXMMES? EMENRKRBHE?
e FARBRIREZFE? BofTHBECHEES N EH#HITTEX?
. RIRHEX A FHMIEMNZOBERRZMTA? (BIRME, B, FHMIAR
awareness, purposes, assess and adjust)
o IR RIRM M H BFAKRAREIRK?
. BN FNEEEEMRTEND, b0 mattime 1B? FEH T e EEMIEE (B
a) RE?
9. RIFEEHIE, BE=SZ2—HNSEHBANAFRREENEENSHER)ILENERTE
5¥E. =RZ2—INAFRERE. EE=ZDZ—AHE. BHRSZHTA?
. RIRHENFEKN/ I EFEELERNEHNIIEETEE, t2—HFEE? At
AL
. HRIREEOFRSWE L EOERTAETHD?
10. RELELELIPENERZ HbBITHBELR, BRIZ—NHMOBFRINLES

BIRBENHTID? HEEGRREB—NBRMOTE. ARTUAERZIRMENEIF?

o Y
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11. EARKFRZE, RMNEFEAERME—EEBRREAELIMNESIE T HEIRBFNE
SRR g S
(ZIFZF) ENEM4? (TEEFITZKE. ZJift. BH)
(HIETES) BT 1B DB AL TS0 T H AR ﬂ#ﬂ?—/‘ﬂfﬂ
o BET/BFBHRIR—Te/eNmnERERT BLiE T BRIRNF
o BEWEHERBERIREMFNIRE? (Flan, RBINE, 1‘HZ' BE. . K

I%)

s HEHE l,\ﬁ%ﬁ’]%ﬁ&ﬂlﬂ 4’*!2!117%% Te Whariki ?

o TEFERHZFER, BLEILERET WL BFr purposes ZEHEF SR learning
outcomes”?

o BAEUTXIKTER planning &} T AT AT

. f’* EER IR e IR A

o fERMESILEERR E’J7 AR RIREERN, BT MRS E L L
REEHR? (BR. BET) 2O LERBRAEEUAERIREFZRE? (BB
WINZEIN }ﬁff&ﬂ% REX#EZE)

o BEAAELRARREFNIETBI I AT XERKEHA? B2
MXNEY?  (FRTNERIRBFENILESISNFES, SEEAME)

o RERRMRUWAE BRESEFOZHIHEFTR TLRERREFEESE

B —LEHRAR
o BREGAEWMLIIFU U MBHALNERIREFLEK?

12. £F 7 AGHRERE, BNEXAT - LRBEMMBEZESHER (URXEFE
IRFFHES) . BERRLZAANTENANBZESHERBIAUNZMW? HH4? (B
XA E 5 =)

o XHhER BAEFENFITHPALNXUEREEZE T ENREES? XM
EERERR. EREZFMMN? KIBBIZINETEFBTDANUER?
BEFZH (ULNHNYIILBETNRELSE)

SMERIER (PLANARAANGRAK)

REBHE/FAZYILBEER

BILER

13. IFE 70%M S 5F ENEDRE T ERWBMB SNSRI ELLH T ES EAMR/E
#H%Z (philosophical conflicts/tensions) . ,._,Tiifﬂ'lﬂ/\ﬁ% S BT EMER?
o XEEIFE PR/ EKREEFEZLAAETREEZIPEELIIEF? EEZE—
e 77 (BlIEEEN vs PAEX, b vs BHREXN, LE vs BH)
o R/ EKXRZERBEEZWMEMA? B SML Ry X RIS LB
o YHEIIHFMIPAR/EHKXRE, BEZFBBEHOLEL? EXFIX A MEE

FFEL?
o BHRIAMBENEZERKINIENR/BRXAEANFEFEAGRMT X
7

o BREAFEIUMISH! ERELSFINIFELER?

14. EEANREIBUFHREWME F, EMEFTENESRLREETTL?
o REERF LMY XERTEMEAEERT?
o BAEXIFPBIMNFENMENRZENTA? KB TIHE? (Associate teacher F;&

visiting Lecturer) ?
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o ABELSMABESTE, ERFIMELIMW R MER—L?

15. EENRTBFHBMEF, BREES FHHAR/BKkXRI, BREBERHTHMBE
w®?
o XU FMHAY
o XUEHREZEXHEXEREMHERXR? ENEEWHERKNITEEFED? (Lt
WE AN vs SEARE; FAANE vs EHIE)
o BEBRET BB HIRY X IX LAY

16. IAZBEZASREFELIRME — NI ENAREFRIAZERIRAE (meet the
standards in a supported environment) , X#ERFEHAHNAREE— D IHFENIAE?
o BEREBENFFIHPEFRNTHUERREECHXUETRHSNEETEERE
N
o BEHEMABWNT NSRBI BN EF T IFZ T XA ERAEIHIR?

17. XFTEMER, BERFHABEIENT?

18. MR AER HAha)H?

ORGSR SMAKIFK, UESSBRMNOMRIE . SUSNTROELHR
FEEFFR, BREWHBGEATHE.

MREHERAN/BREFREF XA, BBAERKILE AR F/EEH ZEEEAHRAE T
b7/

PLE—YIIRA !

o | AR IR R M (o) &R :
13. EE o),
14. A HEMKIH TG ?
15. R E HMIEHD?
16. AF HAAYID?
17. R B ERBEENEHEE?
18. BAHERCRIER T BRESREFSNER?
19. BAHEBHNRE - BRESZE— L6177
20. XRBIAARIE A HRIBBAYIEFHL?
21. #&0] PUE IR IE s P BT AID?
22. BB BEY
23. fREE RN TF7?
24, ERIRIE IR KRB FE

* AT H EZT AKX FNECFEZE 7= Ohu Matatika 2 F&ZFHLE, HigS % OM2 23/53,
TR XS KT AL B 1EITEEE], 1EBF A FAKECEEZE 7= Ohu Matatika 2 f9E/E
Fiona Te Momo FI#&#Z, & FHE{F humanethics2@massey.ac.nz.
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