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ABSTRACT

The national core curriculum is renewed in Finland approximately every ten years, the most recent
one being 2016. The core curriculum sets the general goals, providing the foundation for district-
and school level curriculum development work (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). The
messages from transnational educational policy (e.g. OECD) are apparent in the core curriculum.
However, districts, schools and teachers are highly autonomous in upholding, resourcing and
deciding about the curriculum making at the local sites of activity. Accordingly, the curriculum
making relies heavily on shared sense-making as a tool for cultivating transformative learning
throughout the educational system. The chapter draws on the results of the national “School
Matters” research project (2014-2018), to provide the meta-analysis of the sense-making in national
curriculum making. Results suggested that the shared sense-making focused on engaging
educational practitioners in learning at all layers of the system. However, the means for facilitating
shared sense-making between the different layers of the system and curriculum was perceived to be
less coherent by the stakeholders at the district and school level, than at the state level. This implies
that the educational providers should not only be involved in co-creation of the aims, contents and
values of the curriculum document, but also in designing novel and ecologically valid ways for
orchestrating the complex and dynamic curriculum making.
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Introduction: Finland in the global scene

The national core curriculum is renewed in Finland approximately every ten years, the most recent
renewal being in 2014 (Finnish National Agency for Education 2014). The core curriculum sets
general goals, providing the foundation for district- and school level curriculum development work
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). Finland has been said to travel its own way (Sahlberg,
2011); for example, it has not joined the global education reform movement (GERM); nor has it
embarked on outcome-based education (OBE). Since the 1960s, comprehensive school reforms in
Finland have focused on developing the system in a sustainable way (Sahlberg, 2015). Finland is not,
however, free from trends like internationalisation, demographic changes, changing labour markets,
and global citizenship; nor is it free from supranational influences in education. Finland’s success in
PISA has influenced, or even dominated its discussion of education in the last ten years, and the
recent drop in ratings (PISA 2015; 2018) has caused distress and worried tones in public and political
discussion. Moreover, messages from transnational educational policy (e.g. OECD) and ‘Global
Curriculum Speak’ (van Akker 2019; OECD 2018) are apparent in the Finnish educational system, and
in the school core curriculum, so one might argue that the Finnish way is constantly challenged by
pressures coming from the supra layer of education.

In accordance with the current curriculum discourse, Finland has committed to maintain
solid foundations in literacy and numeracy, while simultaneously introducing broader capabilities
and competencies, such as social, moral, ethical, physical and aesthetic aspects into the curriculum
(Salonen-Hakomaki et al., 2016). In addition, the so-called transversal competencies play a key role
in Finnish core curriculum 2016 (Finnish National Agency of Education, 2016). They include skills such
as learning to learn, multiliteracy and participating in building sustainable futures, which reflect the
discussion on the 21% century skills; creativity, collaboration, responsibility, resilience, critical
thinking (Ananiadou & Claro, 2009). However, the main architects of the core curriculum emphasise
that Finland does not blindly follow the international trends, but makes original interpretation and
adapts them to the Finnish context. They refer to international policy trends but also to research on
learning and teaching in keeping up with the changing scene of education. As one of the officials in
the Finnish National Agency of Education puts it: “I have many times called the core curriculum a
cultural condensate; every tenth year we distillate the perspectives and knowledge on good quality
learning and teaching that have accumulated from various sources” (interview with FNAE officer
2014 in Salonen-Hakomaki, Soini, Pietarinen & Pyhalto, 2016)

National jurisdictions mediate global trends to meet national needs and policy with different
strategies and traditions of curriculum making. In Finland, implementation strategies of the
curriculum reforms have varied during the history of Finnish comprehensive school: strategies
started out with a rather centralized model (from the 1970s to the 1980s), evolved towards a model
that emphasized locality (in the 1990s) and reverted to a more centralized model (in the 2000s)
(Nevalainen, Kimonen, & Haméldinen, 2001; Vitikka et al., 2012). Currently, the system is relatively
decentralized and relies heavily on school autonomy and empowering schools and teachers in
reform work (Sahlberg, 2010), and curriculum making could be viewed as representing the tradition
of process control aiming to develop, not just to deliver, curriculum policy (Molstad, 2015). In
Finland, the meso layer especially, that is curriculum making activities in districts, is tailored to meet
regional/local needs. In the micro layer of school, teachers are trusted, highly educated agents of
change, and they have autonomy to form their final interpretations of the curriculum document and
make creative pedagogical choices within the curricular framework (Sahlberg, 2011; Toom & Husu,
2012). For example, teacher communities can decide how widely they apply the integration of
subjects in their school, or principals and municipalities can decide on the themes they are focusing
on and accordingly, resource allocation, for example using experts outside school locally. Hence,
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districts, schools and teachers are highly autonomous about curriculum making at the local sites of
activity.

Accordingly, curriculum making relies heavily on shared sense-making as a tool for
transformative learning throughout the educational system. This entails building alignment between
the strategies for orchestrating the reform, as well as negotiating the degrees of autonomy and trust
for the educational stakeholders. Shared sense-making entails constructing a collective
understanding about the reform, including its significance and its implications for school. This
involves building bridges between the old and new understanding, and designing interpersonal
arenas for learning across the layer of the educational system (i.e. a systemic approach). At its best,
this results in re-interpretations and shared new understanding of the reform, both inside and
between layers, and finally of the pedagogical practices provided by it. In this chapter, we draw on
the results of the national “School Matters” research project (2014-2018) to provide a meta-analysis
of the shared sense-making in national curriculum making. The project concentrated on
developmental processes in large-scale school reform, and was linked with the implementation of
the recent national curriculum reform in Finland. The longitudinal design of the project includes data
sets from 75 schools and about 1500 teachers, here viewed as micro layer, 550 district layer actors,
viewed as meso layer and 117 state layer actors, viewed as macro layer. Data were collected
following the curriculum making process in Finland, from the core curriculum policy process in 2014,
to adoption in schools in 2016. Different data sets form a nested structure which is utilised in the
meta-analysis for this chapter. Data and methods are presented in Appendix A. These are also
published as separated original studies which are referred to in the text. Shared sense-making is
happening in all of these layers, and in this chapter our aim is to discuss the strategies used in this
and, also differences, challenges and success both within and between layers.

Curriculum renewal in Finland

Finnish curriculum reforms are carried out via a participatory approach, engaging a wide range of
different stakeholders from the different layers of school system into collaborative building of the new
core curriculum (van den Akker, 2003; Sullanmaa, Pyhilto, Pietarinen & Soini, 2019; Pietarinen,
Pyhaltoé & Soini, 2017; Tikkanen, Pyhalto, Soini & Pietarinen, 2017). Participatory reforms, in contrast
with political or technocratic reforms, offer opportunities in considering different viewpoints when
reforming education. When teachers, principals, administrators, policy makers, parents, pupils and
various professionals are seen as core possessors of wisdom and competences (Hargreaves, 2007;
McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001), the conditions for wide collaboration have to be carefully considered. The
final aim during the participatory process is to build ownership among the educational practitioners?,
who are committed to sustain, deepen and spread the principles of the reform in their work in the
field of education (Coburn, 2003; Fullan, 2007). Particularly, the latest Finnish curriculum reform
process (2012-2016) embraced the participatory reform approach, calling educational stakeholders to
design interpersonal arenas for learning across the layers of the educational system (see e.g. Sahlberg,
2011; Salonen-Hakomaki et al. 2016).

In the Finnish school system, the core curriculum is the central system-wide steering
strategy of basic education (Vitikka et al., 2012), and state-led reform occurs approximately every
ten years. The document constitutes—in addition to the core content of subjects—the general

1 We use the term practitioner here to refer to multiple professionals working the field of education and using
curriculum as directing or advising document in their work, e.g. teachers, principals, chiefs of education in
municipalities, and people who work in school related clubs.
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principles and approaches to themes like learning, learning environments, welfare, and special
needs. A central and much discussed aim of the new curriculum is to promote instruction with an
integrative approach, to help pupils to combine the knowledge and skills provided by different
subjects, by describing seven transversal competence areas. To support teachers in the assessment,
the core curriculum provides the criteria for good performance for assessment at the end of grade
six and the final assessment in grade nine. The assessment emphasizes encouraging pupil learning,
not comparing with each other, and self-assessment of that learning.

Core curriculum reform work is a process that finally leads to writing the core curriculum
document. It is based on the Finnish Parliament’s decision on the distribution of lesson hours: the
Ministry of Education and Culture prepares and presents the proposal and the Finnish Parliament
makes the final decision about which subjects are included in curriculum, and how many lessons per
week at the minimum these subjects are taught in each grade level and every classroom. This
political decision acts as a basis for the core curriculum reform work, which is allocated to the
Finnish National Agency for Education (FNAE). The FNAE has the total responsibility and power over
preparing the core curriculum reform work (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016), based on
the performance agreement with the Ministry of Education and Culture. Thus, the central macro
layer school administrators—i.e. the FNAE officials—hold a key position in the reform as both
decision-makers and central executors of the reform. Compared to many countries, Finnish
curriculum reform is then actually led by officials specializing in basic education, not politicians,
possibly enabling a more sustainable development that is less vulnerable to changing political
influences and interests. Moreover, FNAE officials in the area of basic education work in
collaboration with officials coordinating early education, pre-school and upper secondary and
vocational education in order to form coherent educational paths. Hence, the core curriculum
reform is an overarching, system-wide process.

In the latest curriculum reform (see Finnish National Board of Education, 2015a), hundreds
of stakeholders—for example, representatives from universities, schools, and associations, such as
the Finnish Parents’ League—were invited by the FNAE to participate in the core curriculum reform
working groups and seminars. The steering group, composed of different stakeholders and led by
the head of FNAE, commented on and guided the work of the working groups regularly, to ensure
that various perspectives were taken into account when compiling the final core curriculum
document. There were also wide opportunities for public comments; indeed, all citizens were
encouraged to comment freely on the drafts online, and more structured feedback was collected
from schools and municipalities as well. The finalized core curriculum document then serves as the
basis for local interpretation at the district, municipal and school layer.

The school district sites of activity, that is the meso layer curriculum making and collaboration
were particularly essential in the latest curriculum reform process. The local curriculum work was
orchestrated by coordinating groups at the districts consisting of municipal actors and educational
practitioners from the schools (Sahlberg, 2015; Vitikka et al., 2012). More specifically, these
coordinating groups played a central intermediary role in interpreting, integrating, and transforming
the general goals of the core curriculum into the school development work. Their task was to facilitate
learning, communication and collaboration in and between the schools, and orchestrate the
curriculum work in the school districts. In practice, the coordinating groups ensured that written local
curricula in districts was based on the national core curriculum. Moreover, they ensured that
curriculum work followed the agreed form of collaboration. Since the districts had high autonomy in
organising the work, the forms of collaborating ranged from groups involving representatives from
several municipalities, especially in the areas including small neighbouring municipalities, to the
groups carrying out the reform work within the municipality or in one city. Compared to the previous
curriculum reforms in Finland, the schools in the district did not construct school-based curricula, but
they were engaged in contributing to the process of district’s- curriculum making (Mglstad, 2013). This
change is both a consequence of an increase in municipality responsibility in organising basic
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education and of the feedback from previous reforms, where the responsibility and workload of
curriculum making in schools s has been experienced as too heavy. Autonomy and participation of
teachers in districts’ curriculum making have been emphasised in the latest reform, and most of the
curriculum makers in that meso layer were teachers (Palomaki, Soini, Pietarinen & Pyhalto, 2020).

Shared sense-making as a tool for transformative learning in curriculum making

Educational change is inherently complex and non-linear, and even a very systemically sophisticated
curriculum reform will produce non-linear, back-and-forth processes and emerge in a patchy and
incomplete manner (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). Therefore, coherence and ownership require
shared sense-making in every phase of the curriculum reform and in every layer of the system. The
meanings for the reform goals have to be created and recreated as it proceeds. Shared sense-making
entails processing and building new understanding about the reform together and using it to
determine future actions in a way that is meaningful for those who are involved (Weick, Sutcliffe &
Obstfeld, 2005; Hargreaves, Lieberman, Fullan & Hopkins, 2009). Further, it involves building bridges
between old and new understandings. Accordingly, shared sense-making entails constructing a
collective, context-sensitive meaning for reform, its significance and its implications for schools
through dialogue and negotiation (Marz & Kelchtermans, 2013; Pietarinen, Pyhalté & Soini, 2017;
2016) and hence applies a socio-cognitive approach to policy implementation (Coburn, 2005; Spillane,
Reiser, & Reimer, 2002).

The approach emphasizes interpreting, adapting, and transforming policy messages in an
interactive process that is influenced by participants’ cognitive efforts whilst simultaneously
embedded in social and structural conditions (Coburn, 2001). The reform is re-constructed at each
layer of the educational system, as it is interpreted by different stakeholders and then mediated to
the next layer (Coburn, 2005). At its best, this results in re-interpretations and shared novel
understandings of the reform under construction, and anticipating new practices required to achieve
the reform aims. Especially in curriculum reform aiming to develop, not just to deliver curriculum
policy, implementation should be understood as a two-way interaction, shaping and shaped by the
mediators (Mglstad, 2015; Spillane et al., 2002).

In the case of Finland, the way that curriculum making was organised nationally forced the
meso layer of the districts to construct collective understanding of the reform and its implications for
schools. That promoted the district layer actors’—the members in the coordinating groups—capacity
to develop more systemic, connected and holistic perceptions of implementing the curriculum work
at the grassroots sites of activity. In other words, coordinating the local curriculum making triggered
learning in the groups; sense-making took place first in the interpersonal arena, between the
educational stakeholders involved in the coordinating work, then triggered more profound changes
at the intrapersonal layer, in individuals’ thoughts and actions. This created a sense of ownership and
agency in terms of the intended curriculum reform and allowed group members to perceive
themselves as subjects of the development work (Pyhalto, Pietarinen & Soini, 2018).

Yet, shared sense-making does not automatically result in functional or novel understandings,
and in the development of related practices. For instance, Gawlik (2015) showed that school leaders
were inclined to adopt approaches that reinforced their pre-existing understandings, rather than
employed interpretative frameworks that sought to enact policies that they deemed to be the most
crucial at the micro layer of schools. Shared sense-making can also result in justified resistance, if the
reform is deemed to be counterproductive by the educational practitioners (e.g. Berkovich, 2011).
Teachers may also resist reforms due to feeling ambivalent and under-represented in curriculum
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development at the macro layer. The kinds of strategies employed in shared sense-making, to a large
extent, determine the quality of the sense-making, stakeholders’ opportunities to engage in it, and
hence the extent to which opportunities for new learning occur (Coburn, 2005; Nordholm, 2016;
Priestley, Edwards, Priestley & Miller, 2012).

The strategies of shared sense-making eventually contribute to whether the educational
practitioners embrace, reject, adapt to or adopt the reform. Different strategies can be employed in
different purposes in shared sense-making. Management strategies are often needed in complex
reform processes, typically to provide a structure for the reform work and to allocate resources,
whereas navigating strategies, such as maintaining the focus of the reform, are needed in keeping it
on track between the layers of the educational system. Engaging collaborative strategies that facilitate
collaboration between layers of the education system, promote active participation and knowledge
sharing among the reform stakeholders and facilitate construction of a holistic understanding of the
reform, promote collaborative learning and, hence sustainable school change (Guhn, 2009; Petko et
al., 2015; Priestley, Biesta, Philippou & Robinson, 2015; Pietarinen, Pyhalté & Soini, 2016; Ramberg,
2014). On the other hand, it has also been shown that curriculum reform stakeholders may also avoid
critical learning characterised by open-ended and problematising discussion, as a strategy to reduce
the complexity of curriculum reform work (Nordholm, 2016).

The strategies can be employed for different purposes in the course of the reform work,
depending on the task at hand, the sub-goals to be achieved and the expertise of those involved in
the process. They can also be more or less intentional, systematic, and coherent in terms of goals.
However, the strategies utilised in orchestrating the curriculum work always reflect the orchestrators’
understanding of the means to carry out the reform (i.e., their theories of changing in terms of the
curriculum reform). Moreover, they are affected by the organisational values, traditions, norms and
professional practices, providing the multiple lenses through which those involved in curriculum
reform within their districts make sense of the reform, and shape appropriate responses to it. Hence,
the orchestration of shared sense-making always also incorporates power relations and influences the
conditions of participation and learning of those involved in it (Coburn, 2005).

In large scale educational reforms, both the shared sense-making and the orchestrating
of it at the subsequent layers of the system have an effect on reform goals and ideas, as they are
transformed in the process changing the whole system. In the end, the relevance and potential of
curriculum making for schools (i.e., school impact) depends on the ways in which the collaboration
between the layers of the education system have been organised and sustained. For school impact,
the core question is to what extent the shared understanding of the aims of the reform and local needs
and characteristics of the schools can be fitted together (Alvunger 2015; Fullan, 2007; Petko et al.,
2015). Hence, understanding sense-making inside and between layers of an educational system is
highly important.

Empirical findings and lessons learned in Finnish curriculum reform

The meta-analysis of the separately published empirical findings (data and methods, see App A) from
our research project showed that the shared sense-making in the current Finnish curriculum reform
focused on engaging educational practitioners, such as teachers, teacher educators and
administration staff, in learning by designing participative forums and forms of collaboration for
educational stakeholders at all layers of the system. More specifically, curriculum making in an
educational system, that is relatively decentralized and relies heavily on school autonomy and
empowering schools and teachers in reform work, seems to contribute to the participatory learning
process in which the balance between the steering (i.e. top-down approach) and dialogue (i.e.
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bottom-up approach) is crucial. Moreover, it seems that the participatory implementation strategy
in Finland triggers and develops the practitioners’ expertise in the management, navigation and
collaborative regulation of the reform as a two-way interaction, where the goals of the reform as
well as strategies of curriculum making are shaped by the multiple educational stakeholders
(Mglstad, 2015; Spillane et al. 2002). However, the means of facilitating shared sense-making
between the different layers of the system (i.e. state—district—school) varied; transformation (i.e.,
envisaging future schooling) was the primary navigating strategy for shared sense-making in
developing the national core curriculum document, as an officer from the Finnish National Agency
for Education describes:

So, in a way, it is all about this pedagogical change.... It would bring about pupil-
centeredness and working methods that support learning by doing, change the teacher’s
role, enable the utilization of new technology, make it possible to get away from the rush. It
would meet the various challenges that we have here now and focus on what is done and
how to do it. ... And then, we are pretty much getting under the skin of the teachers.
(Interview of FNAE officer in Salonen-Hakomaki et al., 2016.)

At the districts, capacity building was perceived as key for orchestrating and disseminating the
curriculum work across the steering groups, schools, and teachers. Therefore, local curriculum
making emphasised the strategy of engaging educational stakeholders (Pietarinen et al., 2017).
Meso layer actors in districts also relied more heavily on comparison, such as contrasting the new
core curriculum against the previous iteration.

Also, the earlier curriculum focused on controlling the content of a subject and going
through the issues to be covered during the course. Now the focus has shifted, it has been
turned upside down. This new curriculum focuses on the operating culture and methods of
the school, on doing things together, and on participation. (Participants in municipal
coordinating group in focus group interview in Pietarinen et al., 2017)

Furthermore, more dynamic, integrated and complex strategies of shared sense-making were
applied at the more advanced stages of local curriculum making. This entailed connecting the
curriculum making into the other school development initiatives and integrating the curriculum
process with previous and ongoing local development work. Coordinating groups facilitated learning
in districts’ sites of activity, for example by creating spaces for teachers’ professional development,
and aimed to identify the social resources available for enhancing the development work. These
findings imply that orchestrating the shared sense-making process during the curriculum reform was
more intentional, systemic, and holistic in terms of what should be changed and how the curriculum
would contribute the transformation of school practice, at both meso layer of the districts and micro
layer of schools rather than at the state layer.

Participant 1: We had the chairpersons of all subject and topic groups present, we looked at
the final touches on where we are now and what future needs there are with the
introduction of this curriculum and what kind of training and support is needed for that, so
those are the kinds of things we were checking with them yesterday.

Participant 2: And the chairpersons have considered these joint meetings of ours very
important, that there has been peer-to-peer discussion there and sharing of experiences of
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this kind. Then we have had, for principals...Meetings for principals, so the principals, school
leaders in this area have been called together at certain intervals and they have been told
where things stand now with the curriculum work.

Participant 3: And also the educational management. (Participants in municipal coordinating group
in focus group interview in Pyhalto et al., 2018)

..teachers have really had to think about what it is that | have to, like, change and they have
now suffered there this year and blustered and kicked at corners and asked if they have to
do it, do they have to do it if they don’t want to. But, like, quite many have already been
able to get started (N2: Yeah.) and | thought that the day stipulated in the collective
bargaining contract [in-service training day] there was very good, when people from
different municipalities talked to each other too, it always brought some of that added value
and then perhaps it was noted that well, we have done this before, that this is nothing, | just
maybe have to, like, consciously think about things in a different way... (Participant in
municipal coordinating group in focus group interview in Pyhalto et al., 2018)

The empirical findings also showed that the perceived capacity and success in individual and joint
sense-making, aimed at creating new knowledge from prior knowledge, experiences, values and
beliefs through dialogue and negotiation in the curriculum work, differentiated between the
educational actors operating in state, district or school sites of activity. More specifically, the
educational stakeholders responsible for generating the new written core curriculum within the set
timetable (i.e. state layer actors) perceived the change management that provides sufficient frames
and guiding for the shared sense-making in curriculum work more positively [Mean=5.09] than
actors at the meso layer of districts [Mean=4.10] or micro layer of schools [Mean=4.12] (see Table
1.) (Tikkanen et al., 2019).

Moreover, there were observed differences between the macro layer [Mean=5.26], meso layer
[Mean=4.60] and micro layer [Mean=3.97] actors perceived capacity to regulate an intentional
knowledge sharing that promotes the transformative dialogue, negotiation and agency within each
layer of the system. The empirical findings further showed that there was variation between the
layers of educational system, in the extent to which the stakeholders experienced that the
curriculum making was carried out by utilizing management and engaging collaborative strategies;
these included change management and knowledge sharing, including exercising participative
leadership and activating stakeholders’ shared sense-making in each layer of the system (Tikkanen et
al., 2019).

Educational stakeholders also evaluated the perceived school impact, including the
relevance and potential of the curriculum reform work to support locally functional school
development to be relatively high (see Table 1.) The micro layer practitioners, teachers and
principals perceived the relevance and potential of the curriculum work for locally functional school
development significantly lower [Mean=4.43] than it was perceived among the meso layer
[Mean=4.76] or macro layer [Mean=5.16] actors. It seems that maintaining shared sense-making
gets more challenging when reform proceeds from the macro to meso and micro layers of the
system. However, the dynamics and intertwined relations (r™"™#)= 49— 76) between the change
management, intentional knowledge sharing and school impact, which contribute to the success in
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shared sense-making and maintain the balance between the steering and dialogue in the curriculum
work, were perceived similarly in each layer of the system (see Table 1)(Sullanmaa 2020; Tikkanen et
al., 2019).

The empirical findings at the micro layer also revealed that there was an indicative variation
in the schools’ capacity to conduct the shared sense-making in terms of curriculum making. In other
words, the extent to which the professional communities utilized change management and
knowledge sharing, as a route for enhancing learning-oriented sense-making in their communities,
varied. This, in turn, was reflected in the extent to which school communities perceived gaining
concrete benefits from the large-scale curriculum reform (Soini et al, forthcoming).

Overall, the empirical findings showed that the macro, meso and micro layer actors’
perceptions of change management and knowledge sharing, which are crucial means for sustaining
the shared sense-making and which further contribute to the perceived school impact of the
curriculum reform, differed from each other. The experiences were more negative towards the
micro layer of schools. Strategies of management, navigating and regulating learning intensive and
engaging collaboration were used in all layers. However, in meso and micro layers, strategy use was
more diverse, and the focus of joint negotiation and dialogue was in both goals and means, that is in
thinking about what should be in the curriculum document and how the process of curriculum
implementation should happen. Moreover, results suggest such strategy use can be intentionally
learned. Consequently, strategies may develop and hence may be utilized more efficiently for the
benefit of the professional community (Pyhalto6 et al., 2018).

Conclusions

Our findings imply that even though sense-making was apparent in all sites of activity of the system,
orchestration and focus of it varied in different layers. Sense-making focused more on how to
process the intended curriculum transformation in practice and impact of the curriculum renewing
for school communities at the meso and micro layers than the macro layer. This is a very crucial
question that practitioners working in the grassroots layer of reform cannot avoid. In the end,
changes in the school’s everyday life require, for example, principals to make decisions that not
everybody in the teacher community agrees with, and sometimes ignore even strong resistance in
order to keep the schoolwork rolling. This change in focus is illustrated in Figure 1 and it reflects the
findings in Table 1 above.

Differences in the objects and dynamics of the shared sense-making naturally reflect the differing
roles, resources and conditions in different layers of the system. Finland, compared to many
countries such as the United Kingdom, is rather a homogeneous culture and hence there has been
relatively broad agreement in main directions of educational development (Sahlberg, 2011). Actors
in the macro layer have been able to find consensus in process of curriculum making, however
variety increases towards the micro layer. Current developments in the Finnish society — migration,
growing socio-economical differences — adds to this. Differences both in experiences of used
strategies and focuses in sense-making may produce gaps and incoherence, and hence challenge the
intended goals of the curriculum reform as a whole. It may be argued that in participatory
curriculum reforms that rely on successful shared sense-making, not only within the layers of the
school system, but particularly between them, requires a systemic approach. That means, that
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educational providers should not only be involved in the co-creation of the aims, contents and
values of the new core curriculum, but also in designing novel and ecologically valid ways for
orchestrating the complex and dynamic curriculum making. This calls for developing specified
strategies of sense-making within and especially between different sites of activities in layers of the
educational system that enable and very intentionally design, interpersonal arenas for learning.

We argue that, if shared sense-making is not successful and actors in the educational system
from top to bottom are unable to construct meaning about abstract meta-goals drawn for example
from a supra layer of education, these will not translate into meaningful pedagogical practices.
Hence, these supra or macro layer goals will not fit into the every-day contexts where education
happens and will not benefit the micro and nano layer of schools, teachers and pupils. In these
cases, there will be challenges of ownership and sense of coherence in terms of the intended
direction of the curriculum reform (Sullanmaa et al., 2019; Tan & Nashon, 2015). However, this leads
to a more profound principle of using (or wasting) human capacity in identifying ecologically valid
educational development; in true democracies the intentions, initiatives and new ideas in education
should be placed under rigorous sense-making in every layer of the educational system to become
evaluated, developed and modified in a meaningful way. Shared sense-making both translates the
reform goals to meaningful action in schools and acts as a filter against initiatives that do not fit or
are assessed as non-functional in the real-life school settings.

Moreover, to facilitate a sense of coherence and ownership, systemic approaches should
penetrate all the layers of the educational system, not just as a strategy of leading, but as a way of
thinking of individual actors. Systemic approaches cannot be designed from top-down, since the
actors in different layers see a different landscape of reform and sometimes things appear clear and
functional at the top, but actually create chaos at the bottom (Fullan, 1996). Sense-making in every
layer of the system should include systemic orientation; thinking and trying to understand the other
layers and consequences that actions and interpretations in one layer has to others. For example,
even though macro layer actors are mostly focusing on sense-making of the varying initiatives from
supra and macro layers of the system, there should be intentional and well-informed sense-making
on the possible consequences and ways of implementing these in the meso and micro layer.
Conversely, even though the schools are focusing on everyday practices of teaching, they should be
well enough informed and aware of the sense-making behind visions, intended direction of the
curriculum reform and long-term goals coming from the macro layer.

Leadership that focuses on sense-making in every layer, aiming to make sure that as many
participants as possible have the opportunity to create meaning and make sense about the reform
goals, requires top-down and bottom-up balancing and using diverse and apt strategies. In the
Finnish case, the meso layer of district seems to have succeeded in developing managing, navigating
and engaging collaborative strategies that help them balance and lead curriculum making in a
meaningful way, focusing not only on what is changing but also on how the change can be brought
about. Accordingly, at the meso layer considerable amount of time and energy was used in making
sense about how to anchor changes in schools’ everyday practices (Pyhélto et al., 2018) and hence,
facilitate sense-making and understanding between layers of the educational system. It also seems
that school communities which have learned to learn from reforms are able to utilize them as a fuel
for sustainable school development. Therefore, schools that already have a high capacity for school
improvement are more efficiently able to develop into a rich learning environment for teachers and
integrate reforms into their practices (e.g. Thoonen et al. 2012). A balanced school leadership at the
micro layer seems to be the key in this kind of capacity building, and Finnish schools somewhat differ
in terms of leading the shared sense-making in school (Soini et al. submitted).

Leadership at the macro layer of the state happens mainly through the national curriculum
as a written and normative document. Hence, it is noteworthy that the written curriculum document
itself regulates the success of shared sense-making in reform. In order to initiate and support sense-
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making, the written core curriculum should communicate the big picture clearly, for example be
transparent in terms of influences from the supranational layer, and be coherent, for example create
sufficient alignment between meta-goals of the curriculum and changes they imply to classroom
practices. Moreover, meaningful sense-making throughout the layers of the system requires that
macro layer actors allow this re-construction to happen. For example, the goals set in the state layer
have to be adjustable and flexible enough. Accordingly, the core curriculum as a normative
statement of the nation should scaffold a balanced leadership in the system, providing sufficient
steering and allowing interpretation and adaptation. This is especially important in decentralised
educational systems where the new knowledge creation and participative learning are seen as the
core drivers of educational change.

The current written core curriculum document in Finland has not fully succeeded in
curriculum making. In the public debate based largely on some polls conducted by, for example, the
teachers’ trade union or Finnish public service media company, it has been accused of being too
long, rich in content and abstract and therefore leaving too much responsibility to the meso and
micro layers’ sense-making. However, it could be argued that the Finnish macro layer’s attempt to
filter, adapt and apply understanding from research, the educational field and from supranational
discourse supports ownership and coherence of stakeholders better than just adopting and
implementing some supra layer frameworks or regulations as such. In the Finnish case, the
participatory reform and sense-making — even sometimes too excessive or forced — seem to have
built capacity to balance, construct coherence and find novel educational ways as a nation.
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Appendix A

Data sets used in the meta-analysis. Data is collected following the curriculum making process in
Finland from the core curriculum process 2014 to adoption in schools 2016 and forms a nested
structure from macro to micro layer.

LAYERS YEAR DATA PARTICIPANTS ANALYSES
MACRO 2014 Individual interviews about FNAE officers Qualitative
LAYER core curriculum making n=23 Abductive content
analysis
2014 Curriculum Reform Inventory | Participants in core Quantitative
curriculum making analysis One-way
work groups analysis of variance
n=116 (ANOVA)
MESO T12014 Group interviews about the | Coordinating group Qualitative
LAYER T2 2015 local curriculum making members in districts Abductive content
n=12 groups analysis
2015 Curriculum Reform Inventory Participants Quantitative
curriculum making e One-way
work groups analysis of
n=550 variance
(ANOVA)
MICRO 2016 Curriculum Reform Inventory | Teachers and Quantitative
LAYER principals, n=1556 (in | ¢ One-way

74 schools)

analysis of
variance
(ANOVA)

e Intraclass
correlation
coefficient (ICC)
& multilevel
SEM analysis
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Figure 1: The objects and dynamics of the shared sense-making in the macro, meso and micro layers.

Table 1. The educational stakeholders perceived capacity to activate the shared sense-making and
intentions to increase the school impact of the curriculum making at different layers of the

educational system

CURRICULUM MAKING CHANGE KNOWLEDGE scroot
SCALES (Likert scales 1-7) MANAGEMENT SHARING IMPACT
State layer (n = 116)

Number of items/a 3/.79 13/.95 12/.93
M 5.09 5.26 5.16

SD 1.34 1.25 0.96
Correlations

KS 72%*

SCI .60** 70%*

District layer (n = 550)

Number of items/a 3/.82 10/.91 6/.87
M 4.10, 4.60 4.76

SD 1.43 1.11 0.96
Correlations

KS T1x*

SCI A5** 59%*

School layer (n = 1549)

Number of items/a 3/.81 10/.91 6/.90
M 412, 3.97 4.43

SD 1.23 1.04 0.98

Correlations
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KS

SCI

T6**

49%*

.60**

Statistical differences

F(2,2172)=31.23

F(2, 2180) = 128.91

F(2, 2205) = 46.46

**p < 001

Note . Statistical differences between the observed means were explored with one-way analysis

of variance (ANOVA). Due to unequal variances (CM and KS) and sample sizes, Games-Howell test

was applied for post hoc comparisons.

Note Il. Means sharing the same subscript within a column are not significantly different at the p

<.05 level.
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New knowledge creation in terms of the values, aims and contents crucial for describing in the
normative new written core curriculum.

MACRO
LAYER =P | The main question: What and why these contents and principles should be in the heart of the new
core curriculum? For example, could and should multiliteracy become a transversal goal of school
education?

Focused on new knowledge creation in terms of the means for orchestrating the curriculum work at
the meso layer, analysing the intended direction of the new core curriculum and its relevance and
potential for the functional school development.

v

MESO LAYER
The main question: How to orchestrate the participatory curriculum process at the district, what
should be learned and changed in schools in line with the normative new core curriculum and what is
the perceived impact of the curriculum renewing for school communities?

 —

For example, what means are needed to make meaningful local interpretation of teaching
multiliteracy?

R LTI PTT TP PP PP PP

; The perceived capacity to fulfill the shared sense-making that also focused on the means to

orchestrate the curriculum work within the school, analysing the intended direction of the new core
curriculum and its relevance and potential for the local functional school development varied not

MICRO LAYER poen P

only between teachers, but also indicatively between the schools.

The main question: Have we learned to use intentional strategies for orchestr ating the curriculum

making in the professional community?

For example, how we use our existing practices and knowledge of the teacher community to design
subject teaching that facilitates the skills of multiliteracy in our school?

Figure 1: The objects and dynamics of the shared sense-making in the macro, meso and micro layers.



