A cross-cultural study of contemporary early childhood arts curricula

Abstract

This thesis presents a cross-cultural study of young children’s arts education. A
comparison of the intended arts curriculum for 5-6 year old children in Beijing and
Australia portrays a snapshot of the similarities and differences of these arts curricula.
The examination of the contemporary literature revealed a perceived creativity gap
between China and some Western countries. Early childhood is particularly important in
bringing about change to this situation, as children of 5-6 years of age are believed to
be in a critical period for the development of their creative thinking skills. This research
seeks to enhance the understanding of the arts education among a cohort of Chinese
5-6 year old children in this era of globalisation; it aims to contribute to current education

philosophy and practices of childhood arts education in Beijing.

Underpinned by an overarching social constructivist epistemology and using the theory
of governmentality as a critical lens, this thesis investigates the intricate power—
knowledge system in relation to curriculum, arts and pedagogy in Chinese Beijing
children’s arts education. Constructivist grounded theory is the primary research
methodology that guides the analysis of sequential qualitative research phases of this
study. These phases include a comparative curricula analysis, followed by a survey
study involving 88 EC teachers among 12 public kindergartens in Beijing. These first

phases of the research inform a collective case study across three kindergartens.

This study reveals that the arts represent a significant learning area both in Chinese
Beijing and in Australian ECE. However, evidence from the study demonstrates that in
the contemporary Beijing context, the main pedagogical approach to children’s arts
learning continues to be teacher-directed and teacher-initiated, and collective teaching
remains the predominant pedagogical organisation form. The findings of this study

reiterate results in the literature reviewed and further confirm a gap between Chinese



ECE policies and implementation, and between Chinese EC educators’ espoused

beliefs and enacted practice.

This thesis challenges and problematises some of the claims and understanding of this
research field, for example, the discourse on child-centredness in the contemporary
Chinese EC curriculum. The data provided evidence that the participant EC educators
possessed a diverse range of knowledge of the potential benefits of globalisation from
an EC perspective. It is argued that in this particular field, the forces of globalisation

interact and interplay with local powers in the emergent practice of Chinese ECE.

This research highlights the potential for early childhood arts education to cultivate
enhanced creative and critical thinking skills for children in Beijing. This study indicates
the need for new policy to address the importance of emergent technology in Chinese
children’s arts education. In addition, Chinese EC educators’ professional learning
requires further and continuing development, to incorporate the contemporary views of
children, the disciplinary knowledge and skills, and a more open understanding of the

optimal pedagogy for children’s arts learning.
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