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1.	Introduction	

This	literature	review	is	part	of	the	Curriculum	Analysis	for	Education2030,	which	is	part	of	the	
Future	of	Education	and	Skills:	the	OECD	Education2030	project.	The	major	purpose	of	the	OECD	
Education2030	project	is	“to	develop	a	common	language	and	shared	space	within	which	countries	
could	both	individually	and	collectively,	explore	issues	around	the	design	of	instructional	systems”	
(EDU/EDPC	(2016)6,	p.2).		

A	literature	review	has	been	conducted	on	curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy.	The	overall	research	
question	for	the	review:	“How	do	different	forms	(organizational,	programmatic,	pedagogical)	of	
curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy	(curriculum	responsibilities	at	meso	and	micro	level)	in	
jurisdictions	affect	the	implemented	and	attained	curriculum?	”	

This	question	will	be	answered	by	answering	four	sub-questions:	

1. What	kind	of	forms	does	"curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy"	exist	at	meso	(school)	and	
micro	level	(teacher)	–	including	organizational,	programmatic,	pedagogical	forms?	

2. How	do	these	different	forms	(e.g.	organizational,	programmatic,	pedagogical)	of	curriculum	
flexibility	and	autonomy	(curriculum	responsibilities	at	meso	and	micro	level)	in	jurisdictions	affect	
the	implemented	curriculum	(with	a	focus	on	teacher	agency	and	teacher	well	being)?	What	
evidence	or	counter-evidence	exists	whether	curriculum	flexibility	/	autonomy	risks	or	undermines	
the	teaching	of	basics?	

3. How	do	different	forms	(organizational,	programmatic,	pedagogical)	of	curriculum	flexibility	
and	autonomy	(curriculum	responsibilities	at	meso	and	micro	level)	in	jurisdictions	affect	the	
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attained	curriculum	(with	a	focus	on	student	performance	and	well	being)?	What	evidence	or	
counter-evidence	exists	whether	curriculum	flexibility	/	autonomy	risks	academic	performance	/	
student	well-being?	

4. Under	which	conditions	does	curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy	contribute	to	teacher	
agency/	teacher	performance/	teacher	well-being	and	student	agency/	student	performance/	
student	well-being?		

In	section	2	we	explain	the	method	we	used	to	find	and	select	the	publications	we	analyzed.	This	is	
followed	in	section	3	by	a	discussion	and	definition	of	the	key	terms.	In	section	4	we	present	the	
results	of	our	study.	In	section	5	we	present	the	conclusions	of	the	review.	We	conclude	in	section	6	
with	recommendations	for	policy	and	further	research.	

	

2.	Method	

Search	strategy	and	data	set	

To	find	relevant	literature	for	this	study	we	used	a	two-way	approach:	1)	a	limited	systematic	search	
in	the	scientific	literature	and	2)	the	snowball	method	and	our	network:	to	find	relevant	descriptive	
and	evaluation	studies	from	a	variety	of	jurisdictions	to	complement	findings	from	the	scientific	
search	process.	

The	following	criteria	will	be	used	for	inclusion	of	the	collected	studies	in	the	review:	

- Variation	of	countries	based	on	different	curriculum	(de-)regulation	policies;		
- Published	after	2005;		
- Literature	reviews;	
- Empirical	studies	of	adequate	quality,	including	quantitative	and	qualitative	studies;		
- Publications	accessible	by	the	research	team;	
- The	review	is	limited	to	primary	and	secondary	education	(5-18	years)	.		

For	the	limited	search	we	used	scientific	data	bases	(ERIC,	Scopus	and	Web	of	Science)	to	find	peer	
reviewed	articles	in	the	English	language.	The	following	combination	of	key	terms	was	used:	1)	
curriculum	reform;	2)	jurisdiction;	3)	autonomy	&	flexibility	and	4)	K-12.	(see	Appendix	1	for	the	
search	strategy	applied).	This	resulted	in	26	publications,	of	which	eight	were	included	in	the	review.	
The	other	publications	were	found	through	the	snowball	method	and	our	network.	We	decided	to	
include	one	publication	from	2003,	since	it	was	a	relevant	evaluation	study	about	a	major	curriculum	
reform	in	England.	The	total	dataset	consisted	of	35	publications.	The	review	describes	research	from	
15	different	jurisdictions:	Australia,	Canada,	Cyprus,	England,	Estonia,	Finland,	Germany,	Hong	Kong,	
Israel,	Korea,	the	Netherlands,	New	Zealand,	Norway,	Scotland,	Singapore	and	Sweden.	The	
distribution	in	type	of	publication	and	year	of	publication	are	presented	in	Tables	1	and	2.		
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Table	1:	Type	of	publications			

Type	of	publication	 Number	

Position	paper	 2	

Report/	Conference	paper	 6	

Book	chapter	 6	

Peer-reviewed	scientific	articles	 21	

	

Table	2:	Year	of	publication		

Year	of	publication	 Number	

>=	2015	 22	

2011-2014	 10	

=<	2010	 3	

	

Analysis	

The	studies	were	summarized	using	a	template,	which	consists	of	background	information	(author(s),	
date	of	publication,	title);	purpose/research	questions	guiding	the	study;	context	of	the	study	
(including	regulation	policies	when	appropriate);	type	of	study	and	main	conclusions	about	
curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy	in	relation	to	the	implemented	and	attained	curriculum.	The	
summaries	have	been	used	to	synthesize	the	findings	of	the	studies.	When	necessary	went	back	to	
the	original	publication.		

	

3.	Curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy:	Core	terms	in	this	review		

Curriculum	flexibility	

A	curriculum	is	a	plan	for	learning	(Taba,	1962),	which	is	usually	formulated	at	several	levels:	the	
macro,	meso	and	micro	level.	Detailed	specifications	about	the	why,	what	and	how	of	the	curriculum	
at	the	national	or	state	level,	limit	the	freedom	for	school	leaders	and	teachers	to	formulate	
curriculum	for	their	own	school	and	classroom.	Usually	the	curriculum	provides	specifications	about	
curriculum	elements:	the	why,	what,	how,	when	and	where	of	student	learning	(Van	den	Akker,	
2003).	The	curriculum	rationale	(why)	is	the	linking	pin	between	all	other	elements.	It	is	important	
that	the	rationale	for	curriculum	flexibility	is	shared	among	major	stakeholders.	Curriculum	flexibility	
refers	to	a	curriculum	that	is	adaptable	to	the	needs	and	capabilities	of	students.	A	curriculum	can	be	
flexible	with	respect	to	the	what,	how,	when	and	where	of	learning	(Tucker	&	Morris,	2011).	
Flexibility	may	require	actions	from	the	organization,	the	curriculum,	and	pedagogy.	Tucker	and	
Morris	(2011)	position	a	flexible	curriculum	at	any	point	between	the	two	opposites	of	a	continuum,	
with	complete	flexibility	at	the	one	end	and	completely	fixed	on	the	other	end.	This	implies	that	
there	are	degrees	in	flexibility.	These	different	forms	of	flexibility	are	summarized	in	Table	3.		
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Table	3:	Different	forms	of	curriculum	flexibility	(adapted	from	Jonker,	März	&	Voogt,	2018)	

Assumptions	

(Tucker	&	Morris,	2011;	
Willems,	2005)	

Flexibility		

(Tucker	&	Morris,	2011)	

Curriculum	elements		

(Van	den	Akker,	2003)	

Programmatic	
responsiveness	

What	 Content	 • aims	&	objectives	
• content	
• assessment	

Pedagogical			
responsiveness	

How	 Pedagogies	 • learning	activities	
• materials/resources	
• grouping	
• teacher	roles	

Organizational	
responsiveness	

Where	 Location	 • learning	environment	

When	 Time	 time	

	

Curriculum	flexibility	at	the	school	(meso)	and	teacher	(micro)	level	is	constrained	by	the	extent	of	
input	(attainment,	goals	standards)	and	output	(national	exams,	standardized	tests	and	the	
inspectorate)	regulation	at	the	macro	level.		

Autonomy		

Autonomy	is	usually	associated	with	freedom	from	external	control	or	influence	(Oxford	dictionary	-	
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/autonomy).	Autonomy	thus	refers	to	the	domain	of	
influence	on	which	someone	has	decision-making	authority	and	the	associated	responsibilities.	
Autonomy	in	the	context	of	education	often	refers	to	the	meso	and	micro	level.	At	the	meso	level	
autonomy	can	be	granted	to	overarching	school	boards	or	school	districts	as	well	as	to	individual	
schools.	At	the	micro	level	it	is	usually	associated	with	teacher	autonomy.	Most	publications	in	this	
review	refer	to	school	and	teacher	autonomy.	School	autonomy	may	relate	to	decision-making	
authority	of	schools	about	curriculum	and	assessment,	resources	and	student	policies	(Suggett,	
2015).	School	autonomy	is	also	discussed	as	a	vehicle	in	offering	choice	to	the	users	of	the	school,	
the	students	and	their	parents	(Lubienski,	2009),	which	may	result	in	competition	between	schools	
(Lundgren,	2013).	Teacher	autonomy	relates	to	decision-making	granted	to	teachers.	Erss	(2018)	
mentions	three	characteristics	of	teacher	autonomy:	self-directedness,	capacity	for	autonomous	
action	and	freedom	from	control.	Autonomous	action	may	relate	to	decision-making	about	
scheduling,	selecting,	and	executing	instructional,	curriculum,	organizational	and	pedagogical	
activities	related	to	the	classroom	and,	as	a	collective,	to	the	school	organization	(Wermke	et	al.	
2018).	In	the	practice	of	education	autonomy	is	often	shared	between	the	macro,	meso	and	micro	
level	and	involve	different	educational	stakeholders,	in	particular	the	government,	school	
management	and	teachers.		
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Agency	

Both	autonomy	and	agency	refer	to	empowerment.	Yet,	the	research	literature	makes	a	clear	
distinction	between	the	two	concepts.	While	autonomy	emphasizes	freedom	from	control,	agency	is	
related	to	the	taking	of	initiatives	to	transform	current	practice	(Engeström,	2005).	Biesta	and	Tedder	
(2007)	argue	that	agency	implies	that	“	actors	always	act	by	means	of	their	environment	rather	than	
simply	in	their	environment	[so	that]	the	achievement	of	agency	will	always	result	from	the	interplay	
of	individual	efforts,	available	resources	and	contextual	and	structural	factors	as	they	come	together	
in	particular	and,	in	a	sense,	always	unique	situations”	(p.	137).	Thus	agency	is	not	so	much	
something	an	individual	has,	but	something	that	an	individual	can	do.	It	is	informed	by	past	
experience,	future-oriented	and	enacted	in	(the	limitations	and	potential	of)	current	practice	
(Priestley	et	al.,	2105).		

Other	terms	relevant	for	this	review	are	curriculum,	curriculum	innovation,	education	system	and	
curriculum	(de-)regulation.	These	will	be	briefly	explained	below.		

Curriculum	(based	on	OECD	glossary):	Curriculum	is	a	political,	policy	and	technical	agreement	among	
the	various	institutions	and	stakeholders,	from	both	inside	and	outside	the	education	system,	on	
why,	what,	how,	when	and	where	to	educate	and	learn.	In	this	review	we	refer	to	the	curriculum	at	
the	level	of:	national/state	(jurisdiction)	(macro),	school	(meso)	and	classroom	(micro)	level.	We	limit	
ourselves	to	the	curriculum	for	K-12	(ages	5	-	18).		The	curriculum	is	a	key	agent	of	educational	policy	
that	contributes	to	the	realization	of	the	type	of	society	pursued.	It	entails	a	series	of	planned	
teaching	and	learning	experiences.	A	curriculum	should	have	quality	(that	is	rigor,	focus	and	
coherence)	and	be	relevant	for	learners.	A	curriculum	can	have	different	manifestations:	the	
intended,	implemented	and	attained	curriculum.	

Curriculum	innovation	(or	reform	or	renewal)	(based	on	OECD	glossary:	Minor	or	major	modifications	
of	the	curriculum	to	improve	or	adapt	it	to	new	circumstances	or	priorities.	Curriculum	innovation	
can	be	small	changes	that	brings	new	approaches	and	solutions;	and	large	scale,	system-wide	reform	
that	entirely	reshapes	the	existing	curriculum	resulting	in	new	legislation.		

Education	system:	The	education	system	describes	how	education	in	a	jurisdiction	is	organized.	It	
refers	to	the	way	students	go	through	the	system	and	the	way	the	curriculum,	assessment	and	
accountability	system	are	regulated.		

Curriculum	(de-)regulation:	Curriculum	regulation	refers	to	governing	education	through	directives	at	
input	(e.g.	attainment	goals,	standards)	and	output	level	(e.g.	national	exams,	standardized	tests,	
inspectorate),	leading	to	limited	room	for	curriculum	decision	making	at	the	school	level.	Curriculum	
deregulation	reflects	governing	education	by	staying	away	from	control	at	the	input	and	output	level	
and	giving	room	for	curriculum	decision-making	at	school	and	classroom	level	(Kuiper,	Nieveen	&	
Berkvens,	2013).	
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4.	Results	

4.1	General	overview	of	the	results		

In	this	section	we	present	a	general	overview	of	the	studies	in	out	dataset.	Table	4	shows	the	
number	of	studies	in	which	different	forms	of	curriculum	flexibility	related	to	school	and	teacher	
autonomy	are	addressed.	The	number	of	studies	the	report	effects	of	autonomy	on	teachers	and	
students	is	presented	in	Table	5.		

Table	4	shows	that	the	studies	in	our	dataset	particularly	focused	on	the	programmatic	form	of	
curricular	flexibility	(the	‘what’),	and	much	less	on	pedagogical	and	organizational	forms	of	flexibility.	
Only	teacher	autonomy	is	also	discussed	in	relation	to	pedagogy	(the	‘how’).	This	outcome	is	
probably	also	the	result	of	the	search	process	as	we	specifically	focused	our	review	on	the	
interactions	between	government	steering	and	school	and	teacher	autonomy.		

Table	4:	Curriculum	flexibility	and	teachers	and	school	autonomy	

	 Teacher	autonomy	 School	autonomy	

programmatic	 18	 16	

pedagogical	 10	 1	

organizational	 3	 5	

Thirteen	studies	in	our	dataset	pay	attention	to	effects	of	school	and	teacher	autonomy	in	the	
context	of	curriculum	flexibility	on	teachers	(13	studies).	Relatively	few	studies	(9	studies)	report	
about	effects	of	autonomy	on	students.		

Table	5:	Autonomy	and	effects	on	teachers	and	students	

	 Effects	on	teachers	 Effects	on	students	

Teacher	autonomy	 13	 5	

School	autonomy	 NA	 4	

	

4.2.	Curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy:	The	implemented	curriculum		

4.2.1	Curriculum	flexibility	and	school	autonomy	

Several	studies	in	our	dataset	provide	a	nuanced	view	on	the	relationship	between	curriculum	
flexibility	and	how	schools	(and	teachers)	use	the	autonomy	granted	to	them	and	the	context	of	the	
educational	system	in	which	school	autonomy	is	situated.		

School	autonomy	and	pedagogical	and	curriculum	innovation		

Greany	and	Waterhouse	(2016)	studied	the	relation	between	school	autonomy,	school	leadership	
and	curriculum	innovation	over	a	period	of	40	years	in	England.	They	found	no	correlation	between	
increased	autonomy	and	the	level	of	curriculum	innovation.	In	particular	their	study	showed	that	
extensive	accountability,	in	terms	of	high	stakes	testing	and	a	rigorous	school	inspection	system,	
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constraints	the	autonomy	of	most	schools	in	England.	Only	school	leaders	that	have	capacity,	
confidence	and	are	willing	to	take	risks	use	their	autonomy	to	develop	innovative	curricula.	Greany	
and	Waterhouse	(2016)	distinguish	between	two	types	of	autonomy:	(1)	structural	autonomy	refers	
to	the	formal	delegation	of	decision	making	power	to	schools	with	respect	to	resources,	curriculum	
and	pedagogy,	and	(2)	professional	autonomy,	referring	to	the	capacity,	confidence	and	trust	
granted	to	school	leaders	to	use	the	decision-making	power	granted	to	them	in	an	effective	way.	
School	autonomy	to	realize	curriculum	reform	in	Hong	Kong	is	also	addressed	by	Ko,	Cheng	and	Lee	
(2016).		They	also	found	that	school	leaders	who	provide	a	positive	collaborative	school	climate	and	
encourage	continuous	teacher	professional	development	support	the	implementation	of	curriculum	
reform	in	practice.	They	emphasize	the	relationship	between	school	autonomy	and	professional	
autonomy	granted	to	teachers.	Caldwell	(2016)	in	a	study	in	Australia	mentions	the	importance	of	
distributed	school	leadership	in	this	respect,	but	also	observes	that	schools	are	not	always	good	in	
utilizing	their	autonomy	effectively.		Also	Newton	and	Da	Costa	(2016)	showed	that	the	relationship	
between	school	autonomy,	when	understood	as	school	principal	autonomy,	is	not	enough	to	
understand	the	implementation	of	21st	century	learning	in	Canada	(Alberta).	In	particular	the	
autonomy	granted	to	teachers	was	considered	essential.	The	importance	of	professional	autonomy	
of	the	school	leader	is	also	emphasized	in	studies	in	the	Netherlands	(Onderwijsraad,	2016)	and	
Finland	(Saarivita	&	Kumpalianen,	2016).	These	findings	indicate	that	school	autonomy	as	such	does	
not	contribute	to	the	implementation	of	innovative	pedagogy	and	curriculum,	but	that	professional	
leadership	exerted	by	school	leaders	towards	teachers	and	teaching	matters.	Also	Lubienski	(2009)	
did	not	find	a	relationship	between	school	autonomy	and	the	implementation	of	innovative	
curriculum	and	pedagogical	implementation.	He	argues	that	parents	prefer	schools	with	traditional	
curricula	and	proven	pedagogical	practices,	instead	of	schools	that	focus	on	realizing	innovations.		

School	autonomy	and	government	steering		

Kuiper	(2017)	mentions	several	curriculum	related	factors	that	hamper	schools	in	the	Netherlands	to	
use	the	autonomy	granted	to	them.	In	particular	schools	(and	teachers)	feel	unsure	due	to	different	
kinds	of	standards	that	either	lack	specificity	or	are	very	specified	(input	regulation),	resulting	in	
schools	and	teachers	not	taking	the	space	they	formally	have.	In	addition	schools	(and	teacher)	
experience	pressure	from	the	monitoring	and	assessment	system	(output	regulation),	which	is	not	
always	aligned	with	the	expected	standards.	The	degree	of	input	and	output	regulation	impacts	the	
autonomy	regarding	the	curriculum	granted	to	schools	(and	teachers).	Leat,	Livingstone	and	Priestley	
(2013)	describe	how	strong	input	and	output	regulation	of	the	educational	system	in	England	does	
not	give	much	room	to	schools.	Similarly,	Greany	and	Waterhouse	(2016)	found	how	the	
accountability	system	(output	regulation)	negatively	affects	the	uptake	of	curriculum	innovation	in	
English	schools.	Scotland’s	Curriculum	for	Excellence	has	much	less	input	regulation,	which	provides	
schools	with	autonomy,	however	strong	forms	of	output	regulation	hampers	school	to	make	use	of	
their	autonomy	(Leat,	Livingstine	&	Priestley,	2013).	Countries	not	only	differ	in	this	respect,	but	the	
degree	of	regulation	might	differ	within	education	sectors	and	often	changes	over	time	(Lundgren,	
2013;	Kuiper,	van	den	Akker,	Hooghoff	&	Letschert	(2006);	Nieveen	&	Kuiper,	2012).	For	instance	in	
the	Netherlands	the	current	call	for	school	and	teacher	autonomy	is	also	the	result	of	the	negative	
effects	of	large	scale	curriculum	reforms	in	the	1990s	of	the	previous	century	(Kuiper,	Nieveen	&	
Berkvens,	2013).	The	opposite	seems	the	case	for	Sweden,	where	lower	rankings	on	international	
monitoring	studies	(PISA,	TiMSS,	PIRLS)	se	resulted	in	more	centralization	(Lundgren,	2013).	This	
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change	over	time	also	implies	that	autonomy	granted	to	schools	and	teachers	varies	and	is	not	only	a	
matter	of	competency,	but	also	of	a	context	that	gives	room	to	autonomy	(Priestley	et	al.,	2015).		

A	study	in	Israel	showed	that	government	policies	with	respect	to	school	autonomy	and	
implementation	of	21st	century	curriculum	practices	were	not	well	aligned	(Nir,	Boglar,	Inbar	&	Zohar	
(2016).	On	the	one	hand	school	autonomy	was	encouraged,	but	the	mechanisms	for	the	
implementation	of	21st	century	curriculum	practices	consisted	of	external	monitoring	and	high	
stakes	testing,	disregarding	the	autonomy	of	schools	completely.	This	is	somewhat	similar	to	the	
policy	in	Singapore	where	schools	are	autonomous	in	the	enactment	of	co-designed	lesson	plans	
aimed	at	teaching	inquiry-based	learning	and	in	the	pace	of	the	diffusion	of	the	innovation,	but	are	
hold	accountable	for	their	results	with	respect	to	student	learning	(Toh,	Hung,	Chua,	He	&	Jamaludin	
(2016).	This	differs	from	the	situation	in	the	Netherlands,	where	there	is	concern	about	schools	and	
teachers	not	using	their	autonomy,	therefore	the	Educational	Council	(Onderwijsraad,	2016)	
emphasized	the	importance	of	limiting	government	steering.		

4.2.2	Curriculum	flexibility	and	teacher	autonomy	

In	the	previous	section	we	already	emphasized	the	important	connection	between	school	autonomy	
and	teacher	autonomy.	In	this	section	we	focus	on	teacher	autonomy	as	such,	teachers’	perceptions	
regarding	the	autonomy	granted	to	them,	the	context	and	culture	in	which	teacher	autonomy	is	
situated	and	how	this	affects	their	agency	and	well-being.		

Factors	impacting	teachers’	perceptions	on	their	autonomy	

Several	studies	in	our	data	set	studied	how	teachers	from	different	countries	differ	in	their	
perception	of	the	autonomy	granted	to	them.	Erss	(2018	and	Erss,	Kalmus	and	Autio	(2016)	report	
about	the	views	of	Finnish,	Estonian	and	German	(Bavaria)	teachers	on	the	autonomy	granted	to	
them.	Wermke,	Rick	and	Salokangas	(2018)	compared	the	perceptions	of	Swedish	and	German	
teachers	and	Paradis,	Lutovac,	Jokikokko	and	Kaasili	(2018)	studied	Canadian	(Quebec)	and	Finnish	
teachers.	These	studies	differ	in	their	specific	research	questions	and	their	theoretical	framework,	
but	a	general	picture	emerges.	A	general	finding	from	all	studies	is	that	teachers’	sense	of	autonomy	
depends	on	the	historical	and	cultural	context	of	the	education	system.	The	teachers	in	the	countries	
that	were	studied	feel	and	enjoy	the	pedagogical	autonomy	granted	to	them,	but	they	differ	in	their	
perception	with	respect	to	the	curricular	autonomy	they	have.	Within	the	context	of	the	national	
core	curriculum	Finnish	teachers	experience	curricular	autonomy	to	some	degree,	they	endorse	the	
curriculum	and	don’t	feel	that	it	is	too	prescriptive.	They	feel	that	their	professionalism	is	trusted	by	
society	and	that	they	are	granted	autonomy	over	their	teaching	and	pedagogy	(cf.	Hargreaves	&	
Shirley,	2009).	The	importance	of	trust	as	experienced	by	Finnish	teachers	is	also	mentioned	by	
Halinen	and	Holappa	(2013).	They	accept	that	there	are	issues	that	are	beyond	their	control.	Finnish	
teachers	showed	satisfaction	and	well-being.	German	teachers	feel	limited	in	their	curricular	
autonomy.	They	accept	that	and	expect	more	guidelines	and	specification	about	what	is	expected	
from	them	(input	regulation).	They	experience	little	output	regulation.	Collective	decision-making	at	
the	school	level	is	at	the	heart	of	decision-making	in	German	schools.	There	is	much	control	at	the	
school	level,	but	with	little	formal	consequences.	German	teachers	perceive	control	from	parents.	
The	Estonian	teachers	perceive	their	curriculum	as	too	idealistic	and	not	well	resourced.	They	expect	
more	curriculum	guidelines	and	specifications	and	feel	not	so	autonomous,	because	they	are	hold	
accountable	for	their	student	achievements	(output	regulation).	Also	Swedish	teachers	feel	restricted	
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in	their	autonomy.	They	mention	pressure	and	control	when	it	comes	to	student	achievement	issues	
(also	due	to	low	results	in	PISA),	not	only	from	within	the	education	system,	but	also	from	parents,	
media	and	the	research	community.	This	situation	is	also	explained	by	the	marketization	of	the	
Swedish	school	system	in	which	students	and	parents	are	seen	as	customers	(Lundgren,	2013).	
Finally,	Canadian	teachers	feel	that	their	curricular	autonomy	is	decreasing	and	express	concerns	
about	this.	An	important	reason	is	the	increasing	level	of	output	regulation	in	terms	of	accountability	
and	monitoring,	which	negatively	affects	their	well-being.	Newton	and	Da	Costa	(2016)	emphasize	in	
their	study	about	autonomy	and	21st	century	learning	in	Canada	the	importance	for	teachers	to	have	
autonomy	to	be	able	to	experiment	with	innovation	and	practice	21st	century	learning	in	their	
classes.	To	conclude	teachers	who	are	not	satisfied	with	the	autonomy	granted	to	them	feel	that	
they	are	not	taken	serious	as	a	professional,	which	negatively	affects	their	motivation	and	
commitment	(Paradis	et	al.,	2018).	However,	the	relationship	between	autonomy	and	teachers’	
perceptions	of	their	job	is	not	so	clear	because,	while	teacher	autonomy	results	in	a	decrease	in	job-
related	stress,	only	a	slight	association	with	job	satisfaction	was	found	(Sinnema,	2015)	(34).	
Apparently	other	factors	also	affect	job	satisfaction.			

Other	studies	report	the	constraints	teachers	perceive	when	they	reflect	on	their	autonomy.	
Overregulation	and	bureaucracy	(Onderwijsraad,	2016)	add	to	teachers’	workload	and	make	that	
teachers	feel	overwhelmed	(Earl	et	al.,	2003).		Many	teachers	in	the	Netherlands	feel	that	they	lack	
control	over	their	work.	They	experience	that	their	craftsmanship	is	not	taken	seriously	and	they	feel	
executors	instead	of	designers	of	education	(Onderwijsraad,	2016).	However,	teachers	in	the	
Netherlands	often	do	not	use	the	autonomy	granted	to	them,	amongst	other	things,	because	of	
unclear	standards	to	which	they	have	to	comply	(Kuiper,	2017).	Instead	they	create	their	own	clarity	
by	using	textbooks	as	a	self-imposed	form	of	prescription.	Sinnema	(2015),	in	the	context	of	New	
Zealand,	points	to	the	complexity	of	the	curriculum	design	task	when	it	is	completely	left	to	teachers	
and	the	risk	of	cognitive	overload.	She	mentions	that	teachers	might	lack	the	capacity	to	design	the	
curriculum	or	do	not	welcome	the	extra	burden	of	the	responsibilities	coming	with	autonomy.	In	the	
context	of	Hong	Kong	autonomy	is	granted	to	teachers,	but	at	the	same	time	contested	because	of	
the	centralized	system	of	monitoring	student	achievement.	In	this	context	teacher	autonomy	is	
vulnerable	(Ko	et	al.,	2016).	In	Korea	teachers	were	granted	autonomy	but	the	substance	of	the	
curriculum	did	not	change,	thus	they	felt	that	they	had	limited	room	to	exercise	their	autonomy	
(Hong	&	Youngs,	2016).		

Exercising	agency	

Teacher	agency	depends	on	the	interplay	between	teacher’s	prior	experiences,	capacity	and	
ambitions	with	the	possibilities	offered	in	the	innovative	curriculum	(Priestley,	Biesta,	Philippou	&	
Robinson	(2015).	They	studied	teacher	agency	in	the	context	of	curriculum	reforms	in	Scotland	and	
Cyprus.	They	found	that	context	and	culture	matters	to	achieve	agency.	For	instance	the	social	
structures	and	culture	that	come	with	accountability	shape	the	conditions	for	what	is	possible	in	
schools	and	classrooms	and	how	school	leaders	and	teachers	enact	their	responsibility	for	student	
outcomes	(Leat,	Livingston	&	Priestley,	2013).	Teachers	may	not	use	their	prior	experiences,	capacity	
and	ambitions	if	they	perceive	the	innovation	context	as	too	difficult	or	too	risky.	Teachers	may	also	
use	their	agency	to	resist	change.	The	importance	of	context	and	culture	in	relation	to	achieving	
teacher	agency	is	also	illustrated	in	a	study	in	Singapore,	where	teachers	teach	‘critical	thinking’	as	a	
mere	technical	skill,	following	the	curriculum	and	examination	requirements,	but	realize	at	the	same	



	
	

10	

time	that	this	way	of	teaching	is	very	limited	in	developing	relevant	critical	thinking	skills	for	life	(Lim,	
2014).	According	to	Priestley	et	al.	(2015)	teacher	autonomy	does	not	simply	result	in	teacher	
agency.	Priestley,	Edwards,	Millar	and	Priestley	(2012)	suggest	that	educational	policy	making	in	the	
context	of	curriculum	reform	needs	to	take	teachers’	engagement	into	account.	The	complex	
relationship	between	teacher	agency	and	curriculum	reform	also	becomes	clear	in	a	study	from	
Ramberg	(2014).	He	studied	the	relationship	between	the	2006	national	curriculum	reform	in	
Norway	(KP06)	and	teachers’	teaching	practice.	Ramberg	(2014)	found	that	it	was	not	the	reform	as	
such	that	changed	teachers’	teaching	practice,	but	their	general	orientation	towards	education,	
influenced	by	how	teacher	collaboration	was	fostered	and	school	leadership	was	enacted.		

	

4.3		Curriculum	flexibility	and	autonomy:	The	attained	curriculum	

In	this	section	we	discuss	how	school	(and	teacher)	autonomy	affects	the	attained	curriculum.	
Several	studies	in	our	data	set	suggest	a	positive	relationship	between	school/	teacher	autonomy	
and	student	learning.	At	the	same	time	these	studies	show	nuances	in	the	interpretation	of	this	
relationship.		

4.3.1.	School	autonomy	and	student	achievement	

Results	from	the	PISA	2015	study	show	a	positive	association	between	school	autonomy	(and	to	
some	extent	teacher	autonomy)	and	students’	science	scores	(OECD,	2016),	in	particular	when	
schools	have	a	say	over	the	curriculum.	The	same	study	found	that	students	obtained	lower	scores	in	
science	when	the	main	responsibility	over	the	curriculum	is	situated	at	the	national	level.	However,	
when	the	socio-economic	profile	of	students	is	taking	into	account	no	correlation	between	autonomy	
and	student	achievement	was	found.	In	fact	steering	of	the	curriculum	at	the	national	level	resulted	
in	more	equitable	science	scores.	This	finding	may	be	explained	by	the	distribution	of	autonomy:	
across	OECD	countries	socio-economically	disadvantaged	schools	and	rural	schools	are	granted	less	
autonomy	than	advantaged	and	urban	schools.		

A	seemingly	different	finding	was	found	in	the	curriculum	reform	in	England	of	the	late	1990s	
focusing	on	raising	students’	numeracy	and	literacy	skills.	This	reform	showed	that	top-down	steering	
with	hardly	any	autonomy	for	schools	and	teachers	was	initially	successful.	However,	Earl	et	al.	
(2003)	in	their	evaluation	study	concluded	that	engagement	of	schools	and	teachers	with	the	
innovation	and	room	for	adapting	the	innovation	to	local	needs	is	needed	make	the	initial	success	
sustainable.		

The	relation	between	school	autonomy	and	student	achievement	scores	also	depend	on	the	
readiness	of	schools	to	use	their	autonomy	and	to	the	extent	to	which	they	are	hold	accountable	for	
student	outcomes.	The	PISA	2015	study	found	a	stronger	positive	association	between	school	
autonomy	and	student	achievement	in	countries	that	have	an	accountability	system	in	place	that	
follow	students’	achievement	on	a	regular	basis	(OECD,	2016).	Reflecting	on	the	large	differences	in	
quality	between	schools,	the	Dutch	inspectorate	Kuiper	(2017)	suggested	that	the	autonomy	granted	
to	schools	in	the	Netherlands	can	have	a	reverse	effect:	“If	schools	do	not	monitor	their	students	
well	and	do	not	set	ambitious	goals	for	themselves,	they	will	not	get	the	most	out	of	their	students."	
(p.19).	Also	Sinnema	(2015),	Caldwell	(2016)	and	Ko	et	al.	(2016)	refer	to	several	studies	that	found	a	
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positive	relationship	between	school	autonomy	and	student	achievement	if	there	is	a	balance	
between	autonomy	and	accountability.	Caldwell	(2016),	however	reported	little	evidence	between	
school	autonomy	and	student	achievement	in	so	called	21st	century	skills.		

4.3.2	Teacher	autonomy	and	student	achievement	

Ko	et	al.	(2016)	in	their	study	in	Hong	Kong	found	that	the	success	of	innovation	aiming	at	realizing	
student-centered	pedagogical	practices	may	not	lie	in	school	autonomy	as	such,	but	also	to	the	
extent	autonomy	is	granted	to	teachers.	After	all	it	is	the	change	in	teachers’	practices	that	are	
needed	to	enact	curricula	that	assume	such	pedagogies.	According	to	Ko	et	al.	(2016)	literature	
shows	stronger	teacher	effects	than	school	effects	of	autonomy	on	student	learning.	In	a	study	in	
Singapore	teachers	instrumentally	implemented	critical	thinking	in	the	curriculum,	because	of	
detailed	syllabi	and	assessment	practices.	As	a	result	weaker	students	were	not	motivated	and	
showed	resistance,	because	they	did	not	recognize	themselves	in	the	approach	to	teaching	(Lim,	
2014).	The	study	of	Oates	(2011)	in	Scotland	showed	the	opposite	effect.	Within	the	room	provided	
in	the	Curriculum	for	Excellence	teachers	used	their	autonomy	to	teach	China	as	an	optional	subject.	
They	experienced	that	their	students	were	motivated	and	felt	responsible	for	their	own	learning.	
Paradis	et	al.	(2018)	report	about	studies	that	show	that	teachers’	dissatisfaction	with	their	
perceived	autonomy	affects	not	only	their	motivation	and	commitment,	but	also	their	teaching	for	a	
diverse	group	of	students.		

4.3.3.	School	and	teacher	autonomy	and	student	achievement:	a	complex	relationship	

The	studies	in	our	dataset	did	not	find	a	direct	relationship	between	school	and	teacher	autonomy	
and	student	outcomes	(Ko	et	al.,	2016).	Suggettt	2015)	suggests	that	school	and	teacher	autonomy	is	
interacting	with	other	elements	in	order	to	improve	school	and	student	performance.	In	particular	
the	nature	and	level	of	autonomy,	the	accountability	context	in	which	the	school	operates	and	the	
readiness	of	school	principals	and	teachers	to	enact	the	autonomy	granted	to	them	(Caldwell,	2016;	
Ko	et	al.,	2016;	OECD,	2016;	Suggett,	2015).		

Suggett	(2015)	also	points	to	the	intrinsic	value	many	(school	leaders,	teachers,	policy)	attach	to	the	
decision-making	responsibilities	of	schools	and	teachers.	A	study	of	Fairbrother	and	Kennedy		(2011)	
illustrates	this	position.	They	investigated	the	expected	effect	of	the	implementation	of	civic	
education	as	a	compulsory	subject	in	Hong	Kong	and	found	a	relatively	small	positive	effect	on	
student	learning	outcomes.	Yet,	Fairtbrother	and	Kennedy	(2011)	argue	that	the	effect	is	too	small	to	
support	the	compulsory	introduction	of	civic	education	at	the	expense	of	the	autonomy	of	schools.	
The	main	reasons	to	support	their	argument	is	that	school	autonomy	is	an	important	value	of	
schooling	in	Hong	Kong	and	that	teachers	in	Hong	Kong	find	it	important	to	teach	civic	education	
(Fairbrother	&	Kennedy,	2011).	Leat	and	Thomas	(2018)	argue	that	school-based	curriculum	making	
is	important	for	preparing	young	people	for	current	society,	also	because	a	local	curriculum	will	
provide	students	with	concrete	opportunities	to	contribute	to	society.	Yet,	they	acknowledge	that	
school-based	curriculum	making	requires	capacity	building	for	teachers	as	well	as	the	development	
of	a	culture	that	supports	teachers	as	curriculum	makers.	Yet,	Sinnema	(2015)	also	mentions	the	risk	
of	school-based	curriculum	making	from	a	student	perspective.	After	all,	national	standards	
guarantee	the	provision	of	education	to	all	students	as	a	shared	responsibility	of	society,	and	as	such	
contributes	to	equity.		
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4.4		Conditions			

In	this	section	we	present	conditions	for	a	productive	relationship	between	curriculum	flexibility	and	
school	and	teacher	autonomy	that	were	derived	form	the	studies	included	in	this	review.		

4.4.1	Government	steering	and	autonomy:	A	balancing	act	

Several	studies	in	our	data	set	(e.g.	Earl	et	al.,	2003;	Kuiper	et	al.,	2013;	Ko	et	al.,	2016)	show	that	
finding	the	right	balance	between	providing	autonomy	to	schools	and	teachers	and	exercising	a	
steering	role	to	guarantee	quality	and	equity	in	schooling	is	a	complex	effort.	Too	much	government	
steering	decreases	ownership	and	commitment	of	teachers	and	schools,	while	less	steering	gives	
schools	and	teachers	too	little	direction,	resulting	in	uncertainty	about	outcomes.	Teachers,	
according	to	Kuiper	(2017),	‘cry	for	freedom	and	call	for	specificity’	(p.17).	Wylie	(2013),	when	
reflecting	on	school	autonomy	during	New	Zealand’s	Tomorrow’s	Schools	reform	argued	that	a	
complete	lack	of	connection	between	schools	and	the	ministry	and	between	schools	amongst	each	
other	makes	it	impossible	to	secure	equity	in	the	system	and	the	quality	of	schooling.	

In	the	evaluation	report	of	the	National	Literacy	and	Numeracy	Strategy	in	England,	Earl	and	
colleagues	(2003)	conclude	that	central	government	steering	and	accountability	was	successful	to	get	
schools	involved	at	the	early	stage	of	implementation.	Yet,	they	contend,	that	in	the	long	run	too	
much	steering	and	accountability	reduces	the	autonomy	of	teachers	and	schools	to	implement	local	
initiatives	and	will	decrease	a	culture	of	professionalism	in	schools.	Four	years	after	the	
implementation	of	the	Strategy,	there	were	serious	concerns	about	the	sustainability	of	the	
improvements	being	made	in	numeracy	and	literacy.	Earl	and	colleagues	(2003)	argue	that	for	
sustainable	implementation	schools	and	teachers	need	to	have	more	flexibility.	In	addition	the	focus	
needs	to	be	on	capacity	building	of	teachers	and	principals	and	of	the	school	organization.		

Hargreaves	and	Shirley	(2009)	advocate	a	combination	of	a	mixed	approach,	with	both	top-down	and	
bottom-up	steering,	in	which	teacher	professionalism,	community	engagement	and	accountability	
are	clearly	positioned.	An	important	condition	is	government	steering	on	core	tasks	instead	of	micro-
management	steering,	together	with	a	trust	in	the	professionalism	of	teachers	and	schools	
(Onderwijsraad,	2016).		

For	the	Netherlands	Kuiper	et	al.	(2013)	interpreted	this	as	‘direction	and	pressure	from	the	top,	
room	for	teachers	taking	initiatives	from	the	bottom,	and	support	provided	from	aside’	(p.	159-160).	
They	propose	the	development	of	a	common,	comprehensive	and	cohesive	curriculum	framework	
with	room	for	local,	school-based	variety;	thus	taking	the	professionalism	of	schools	and	teacher	
seriously.	Schools	and	teachers	then	are	supported	in	their	choices	by	(amongst	other	things)	
specification	and	exemplification	through	curriculum	materials.	However,	finding	the	right	balance	
between	non-mandatory	prescription	in	curriculum	materials	and	room	for	teachers	has	been	found	
difficult	(Kuiper,	2017).		

	

Important	ingredients	for	realizing	the	balance	between	autonomy	and	steering	in	Finland	are:	(1)	
having	a	shared	national	core	curriculum;	(2)	monitoring	the	improvement	of	the	system	(not	
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individual	schools);	(3)	state	and	local	funding	for	projects	that	aim	to	tackle	educational	challenges	
(e.g.	diversity,	impact	of	ICT);	(4)	a	culture	of	self-evaluation	throughout	the	education	system;	and	
(5)	trust	in	the	quality	and	professionalism	of	teachers	(Halinen	&	Holappa,	2013).	In	Finland	national	
authorities	can	rely	on	the	motivation	and	capability	of	teachers,	principals	and	local	authorities	in	
developing	the	core	curriculum	to	reflect	local	needs	and	implementing	it	accordingly	(Halinen	&	
Holappa,	2013;	Pyhälto	et	al.,	2018).		

Essential	in	the	centralized-decentralized	system	in	Singapore	is	the	partnership	between	schools,	
universities	and	the	government	(Toh	et	al.,	2016).	In	the	context	of	a	system	of	standards	and	
accountability	(centralized),	the	government	creates	an	environment	that	facilitates	educational	
innovations	through	collaboration	in	partnerships	instead	of	competition	(decentralized).	An	
example	from	Singapore	is	the	funding	programs	from	the	government.	These	programs	welcome	
innovations	initiated	by	schools.	Schools	that	sign	up	have	to	collaborate	with	other	schools	and	
research	partners.	From	the	start	of	the	project	participating	schools	need	to	think	about	scalability	
of	findings	to	other	schools.	Such	collaborations	aim	to	realize	real	impact	in	schools	nationwide,	and	
at	the	same	time	contribute	to	knowledge	building.		

4.4.2	Fostering	school	and	teacher	autonomy:	Responsibilities	of	the	system	

Position	schools’	and	teachers’	professional	space	in	the	educational	system		

Suggett	(2015)	(31)	and	Kuiper	(2017)	argue	that	school	and	teacher	autonomy	needs	to	be	better	
positioned	at	the	system	level.	This	requires	answers	at	the	system	level	about	the	rationale,	the	
value,	the	priorities,	the	levers	and	expected	outcomes	of	school	autonomy.	These	answers	also	
imply	that	the	educational	system	has	responsibilities	to	facilitate	school	autonomy	instead	of	
hindering	it.		This	position	complies	with	Nieveen	(2017),	who	argues,	that	the	room	granted	to	
schools	to	engage	in	school-based	curriculum	development	needs	to	be	recognized	in	the	
educational	system.	Accordingly	it	needs	to	be	clear	that	the	different	levels	within	the	school	
community	(school	governing	board,	school	leadership,	teachers)	have	different	responsibilities	but	
also	need	to	agree	about	the	rationale,	content,	objectives	and	pedagogical	approach	of	the	school.	
It	is	an	important	step	in	the	uptake	of	school	and	teacher	autonomy	and	several	authors	argue	that	
external	support	is	needed	to	help	in	this	multi-level	process.		

The	need	for	alignment	and	vision	

To	foster	the	autonomy	of	schools	and	teachers,	Suggett	(2015)	suggests	that	it	needs	to	be	clear	
how	responsibilities	for	curriculum,	pedagogy	and	assessment	are	distributed	between	the	system,	
the	schools	and	the	teachers.	In	addition,	these	responsibilities	need	to	be	aligned	with	the	
administrative	and	financial	processes.	To	realize	alignment	of	responsibilities,	facilitating	a	
continuous	dialogue	between	different	educational	levels	–	national,	local,	school	(Halinen	&	
Holappa,	2013)	and	stakeholders	(Kuiper,	2017)	is	an	important	task	of	the	system.	According	to	
Kuiper	et	al.	(2013)	such	a	dialogue	also	needs	to	address	the	development	of	a	shared	vision	on	the	
purpose	of	education	in	current	society,	because	this	‘	could	stimulate	schools	and	teachers	to	take	
advantage	of	better	use	of	the	space	offered	for	their	own	curricular	choices,	in	particular	regarding	
‘how’	to	realize	the	‘what’	(p.157).	

Developing	a	self-evaluation	culture		
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Several	studies	in	our	dataset	mention	the	importance	of	the	availability	of	unobtrusive	monitoring	
systems	to	de-emphasize	the	pressure	of	external	accountability	and	to	provide	schools	and	teachers	
with	the	opportunity	to	exercise	autonomy.	In	particular	formative	assessment	(Suggett,	2015)	and	
self-evaluation	practices	(Halinen	&	Holappa,	2013;	Koh	et	al.,	2016)	are	important	means	to	support	
schools	and	teachers	in	exercising	their	responsibility	for	student	learning.	More	general,	the	use	of	
data	by	schools	and	teachers	for	school	improvement	is	considered	important	for	school	
improvement	(Halinenen	&	Holappa,	2013;	Sinnema,	2015;	Suggett,	2015).	

The	importance	of	an	intermediate	layer	

In	some	studies	in	our	dataset	we	found	the	importance	of	an	intermediate	level,	between	the	
government	and	the	schools.	The	middle	layer	is	thought	to	have	an	overview	of	the	innovation	as	a	
whole	and	therefore	may	serve	as	a	broker	between	curriculum	intentions	and	the	reality	in	schools	
(Newton	&	Da	Costa,	2016).	Leat	and	Thomas	(2018)	studied	the	role	of	brokers	(specialized	and	
experienced	teachers;	curriculum	specialists)	in	helping	(groups	of)	schools	in	England	in	this	process.	
Also	Toh	et	al.	(2016)	mention	the	importance	of	teacher	leaders	who	may	act	as	a	broker	when	
teachers’	co-design	innovative	lessons,	in	this	case	about	inquiry-based	learning	in	Singapore.	Two	
studies	in	Finland	(Pietarinen,	Pyhälto	&	Soini,	2017;	Pyhälto,	Pietarienen	&	Soini,	2018)	studied	how	
local	curriculum	steering	groups	orchestrated	the	process	of	interpretation	and	implementation	of	
the	new	national	core	curriculum	at	the	district	level.	In	Finland	the	district	is	the	core	educational	
level	where	top-down	and	bottom-up	initiatives	need	to	be	aligned	and	the	curriculum	steering	
groups	(consisting	of	the	major	educational	stakeholders	in	the	district)	play	a	critical	role	in	this	
process.	These	curriculum	steering	groups	used	three	major	strategies	in	their	curriculum	
development	work:	to	align	the	objectives	of	the	national	core	curriculum	with	school	realities,	to	
anticipate	possible	problems	and	set	priorities	to	manage	time	and	keep	to	deadlines	and	to	
promote	collaborative	learning	in	the	development	work.		

4.4.3 Capacity	building	and	support	to	enact	autonomy	

Capacity	building	and	support	for	schools	and	school	principals	

Several	studies	in	our	dataset	point	to	the	importance	of	capacity	of	school	leaders	to	enact	their	
autonomy	and	the	support	they	need	to	develop	this	capacity	(Caldwell,	2016;	Ko	et	al.,	2016;	
Greany	&	Waterhouse,	2016;	Suggett,	2015).		

Distributed	leadership	was	important	in	successfully	enacting	autonomy	in	the	Australian	schools	
studied	by	Caldwell	(2016)(18),	but	he	agrees	that	many	school	principals	in	Australia	need	support	
to	develop	this	capacity.	Similarly	in	the	Netherlands	room	for	professional	learning	of	school	
leadership	to	exercise	distributed	leadership	was	considered	important	(cf.	Sinnema,	2015).	Ko	et	al.	
(2016)	contend	that	school	autonomy	can	only	be	successful	when	school	principals	and	senior	staff	
have	knowledge	about	school-based	planning	and	have	room	to	experience	with	new	routines	in	
organizing	their	own	school.	Greany	and	Waterhouse	(2016)	distinguish	between	structural	and	
professional	autonomy	for	schools	and	school	leaders.	Structural	autonomy	refers	to	the	formal	
decision-making	power	of	school	leaders,	while	professional	autonomy	has	to	do	with	trust	in	the	
capacity	and	effectiveness	of	school	leaders.	School	principals	need	to	build	trust	in	the	school	team	
(Ko	et	al.,	2016),	which	is	considered	an	important	condition	for	learning	as	a	team	and	building	
instructional	capacity	in	the	school	team	(Onderwijsraad,	2016).	
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Suggett	(2015)	mentions	the	importance	of	support	to	foster	school	autonomy.	He	refers	to	the	
availability	of	1)	leadership	standards	and	assessment	appropriate	for	autonomous	schools,	2)	
professional	support	systems	and	3)	peer	accountability.	In	particular	professional	networking	
between	school	leaders	is	important	to	share	experiences	and	knowledge	between	schools	(Caldwell,	
2016)		

Capacity	building	and	support	for	teachers	

The	focus	of	interventions	aimed	at	fostering	teacher	autonomy	should	be	on	teacher	teams,	instead	
of	individual	teachers	only	(Onderwijsraad,	2016).	The	German	teachers	in	the	study	of	Wermke	et	
al.	(2018)	also	found	this	important.	Ko	et	al.	(2016)	see	team	collaboration,	trust	within	the	team	
and	a	focus	on	student	learning	as	conditional	for	sustainable	school	improvement	in	the	context	of	
autonomous	schools	and	teachers.	 

A	risk	of	teacher	autonomy	is	that	(teams	of)	teachers	lack	capacity	(Sinnema,	2015).	However,	
teachers	not	always	recognize	that	they	lack	capacity	to	design	and/or	implement	curriculum	
innovations.	The	evaluation	of	the	English’	National	Literacy	and	Numeracy	Strategy	showed	that	
teachers	often	think	that	they	have	the	knowledge	to	implement	curriculum	innovations,	which	
hinders	them	to	engage	in	professional	development	activities	(Earl	et	al.,	2003).	Oates	(2011)	
contends	that	teachers	need	support	in	the	design	of	new	curriculum	practices	and	in	their	
professional	communication	about	their	experiences	with	colleagues.	Nieveen	(2017)	argues	that	
curricular	autonomy	granted	to	teachers	also	implies	that	they	need	to	develop	curriculum	design	
expertise,	such	as	collaborative	skills,	change	expertise,	curriculum	design	and	inquiry	skills,	which	
goes	beyond	the	subject	matter	and	pedagogical	expertise	teachers	have.	 

4.4.4 Resources	

Kuiper,	Nieveen	and	Berkvens	(2013)	argue	for	support	to	teachers	‘by	specification	and	
exemplification’	(p.158).	They	propose	to	provide	teachers	(and	teams)	with	concrete	examples	of	
the	intended	curriculum	in	the	form	of	curriculum	materials.	Nowadays	these	materials	not	only	
have	to	be	paper-based,	but	may	use	various	media	to	communicate	the	intentions	of	the	curriculum	
that	is	envisioned.	Such	materials	can	serve	as	a	means	for	schools	and	teams	to	develop	concrete	
images	of	the	reform	that	is	expected	from	them.	In	the	context	of	school	and	teacher	autonomy	
such	exemplification	should	not	be	confused	with	prescription,	because	too	much	prescription	may	
be	perceived	as	‘a	straitjacket	that	works	counterproductive’	(p.158)	and	provoke	testing	and	
control,	which	hinders	schools	and	teachers	to	exercise	their	autonomy.		

Halinen	and	Hoppa	(2013)	and	Toh	et	al.	(2016)	suggest	that	targeted	funding	by	the	government	
may	help	to	further	develop	the	enactment	of	curriculum	innovations	in	practice	and	at	the	same	
time	foster	school	and	teacher	autonomy.	Societal	challenges	that	affect	education	may	need	
schools	to	collaborate	with	each	other	and	with	research	to	collect	research-informed	and	practice-
based	information	about	what	works	(and	not)	at	the	school	level.		

Suggett	(2015)	argues	that	it	is	important	that	schools	have	analytical	tools	and	data	at	their	disposal	
that	are	tailored	to	their	needs.	Only	then	schools	are	able	to	responsibly	exercise	their	autonomy	
with	a	view	to	their	students’	learning.	 
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5.	Conclusion	

In	this	review	we	studied	relations	between	curriculum	flexibility	and	school	and	teacher	autonomy	
and	its	effects	on	teacher	agency	and	well-being	as	well	as	student	outcomes.	Based	on	the	findings	
of	this	review	we	formulated	the	following	conclusions.	

The	studies	in	our	data	set	examined	school	and	teacher	autonomy	in	relation	to	curriculum	reform	
in	general.	Curriculum	flexibility	was	implicitly	addressed	in	the	studies,	and	the	relationship	
between	different	forms	of	curriculum	flexibility	and	school/teacher	autonomy	were	not	discussed	in	
detail.	The	curriculum	reforms	addressed	in	the	studies	focused	either	on	improving	the	teaching	of	
basics,	but	more	often	on	renewing	the	curriculum	because	of	new	demands	from	current	society	
(e.g.	21st	century	skills,	inquiry	learning,	critical	thinking).	

Two	rationales	for	school	and	teacher	autonomy	were	found:	(1)	the	opportunity	to	contextualize	
the	curriculum	to	the	needs	of	students	and	the	community	and	(2)	to	offer	parents	a	choice	in	the	
selection	of	schools	for	their	children.		

The	findings	of	our	study	did	not	show	a	clear	relationship	between	school	and	teacher	autonomy	
and	curriculum	innovation.	One	explanation	for	this	finding	could	be	that	schools	and	teachers	often	
do	not	experience	that	they	have	autonomy,	because	of	a	too	detailed	prescribed	curriculum	(input	
regulation)	and/or	the	pressure	of	accountability	(output	regulation).	Also	school	and	teacher	
autonomy	is	sometimes	part	of	the	rhetoric	of	politics	but	contrary	to	concrete	policy	measures.	In	
educational	systems	where	parents	are	entitled	to	select	the	school	for	their	children,	schools	may	
be	cautious	to	diverge	too	much	from	the	average,	because	parents	often	have	traditional	views	on	
education,	and	are	afraid	of	curriculum	innovation	if	practices	are	not	proved.		

It	is	not	enough	to	formally	delegate	power	to	schools	and	teachers	(structural	autonomy),	more	
important	is	professional	autonomy:	the	capacity,	confidence	and	trust	granted	to	school	leaders	and	
teachers.		Only	professional	autonomy	can	result	in	engagement	with	curriculum	innovations	and	the	
agency	of	school	leaders	and	teachers	to	commit	to	and	enact	curriculum	innovations.		

An	important	finding	of	this	study	is	that	trust	in	the	professionalism	of	school	leaders	and	teachers	
is	an	essential	condition	exercising	autonomy.	Trust	also	seems	to	contribute	to	teachers’	well-being.	
The	motivation	and	commitment	of	school	leaders	and	teachers	for	a	curriculum	innovation	also	
depends	on	the	feeling	of	being	taken	serious	as	professional.	Teacher	autonomy	contributes	to	a	
decrease	in	job-related	stress,	but	not	necessarily	to	job	satisfaction.	It	is	not	yet	clearly	understood	
why.		

The	studies	in	our	dataset	showed	ambiguous	findings	about	the	relationship	between	school	
autonomy	and	student	outcomes.	Several	studies	found	a	positive	relationship,	when	major	
stakeholders	experience	the	balance	between	school	autonomy	and	accountability	as	‘just	right’.	
But,	as	we	concluded	in	the	previous	paragraphs,	too	much	pressure	from	the	accountability	system	
may	also	impede	schools	(and	teachers)	to	exercise	their	autonomy,	resulting	in	a	lack	of	
commitment	for	curriculum	reforms.	Many	educational	systems	are	struggling	with	finding	the	right	
balance	between	government	steering	and	autonomy.		

In	the	end	it	is	the	teacher	who,	through	the	concrete	practice	of	teaching,	most	directly	contributes	
to	student	learning	achievement.	Our	findings	concerning	the	relationship	between	teacher	
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autonomy	and	student	achievement	were	scarce	and	showed	different	results.	The	studies	in	our	
dataset	confirmed	the	findings	of	Priestley	et	al.	(2015)	that	teacher	agency	in	curriculum	reform	
scenarios	as	reflected	in	their	teaching	practice	to	a	large	extent	depends	on	context	and	culture.		

Several	studies	in	our	dataset	reported	conditions	for	a	productive	relationship	between	curriculum	
flexibility	and	autonomy.	These	conditions	are:	

• The	need	for	an	adequate	balance	between	government	steering	and	autonomy;	
• System	responsibilities,	i.e.	the	need	for	alignment	and	vision,	developing	a	self-evaluation	

culture,	making	use	of	an	intermediate	layer;	
• Capacity	building	for	school	leaders	and	teachers;	
• Resources,	i.e.	exemplification	of	curriculum	innovation,	targeted	funding	and	monitoring	

tools	to	support	teachers	and	schools	in	the	enactment	of	curriculum	innovation.		

	

6. Recommendations	for	policy	and	further	research	

The	final	section	of	this	review	concerns	recommendations	for	policy	and	further	research.	We	
formulated	the	following	recommendations.	

• Clarity	about	distribution	of	responsibilities	

Most	studies	in	our	dataset	were	unclear	about	how	the	responsibilities	for	the	different	forms	of	
curriculum	responsibility	(programmatic,	pedagogical	and	organizational)	were	distributed	among	
the	government,	the	schools	and	the	teachers.	Suggett	(2015)	suggests	that	a	dialogue	is	needed	to	
clarify	and	agree	upon	these	responsibilities.	Clarity	will	help	to	regulate	expectations	and	prevent	
misunderstanding	about	responsibilities	among	important	stakeholders.		

• Developing	an	adequate	balance	between	government	steering	and	autonomy		

An	adequate	balance	between	government	steering	and	school	and	teacher	autonomy	seems	
essential	for	enacting	sustainable	curriculum	reform.	The	most	important	condition	for	developing	
this	balance	seems	to	build	a	culture	of	trust	between	national	authorities	and	schools	and	teachers.	
In	many	educational	systems	such	a	culture	of	trust	implies	a	different	view	on	government	steering.	
For	instance	accountability	may	need	to	change	from	monitoring	individual	schools	to	monitoring	the	
improvement	of	the	system.	But	such	a	change	also	requires	schools	to	develop	a	self-evaluation	
culture.	Such	changes	are	complex,	they	need	shared	understanding	among	stakeholders	and	time.	
Moreover,	such	change	processes	need	to	make	sense	in	the	historical	and	cultural	context	of	an	
educational	system,	as	policy	borrowing	from	other	educational	systems	can	also	be	
counterproductive	(Steiner-Khamsi,	2014).		

• Developing	capacity	of	school	leaders	and	teachers	to	exercise	autonomy	in	curriculum	
reform	

Developing	the	capacity	of	school	leaders	and	teachers	in	exercising	their	autonomy	also	fosters	
confidence	in	using	autonomy	in	practice.	For	school	leaders	this	refers	to	developing	curriculum	
leadership	in	order	to	maintain	the	quality	of	the	curriculum	and	advance	it	to	new	requirements	of	
society.	Albashiry,	Voogt	and	Pieters	(2016)	mention	four	important	tasks	for	school	leaders	as	
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curriculum	leaders:	establishing	purpose;	providing	structure	and	support;	promoting	collaboration	
and	coordinating	efforts.	Teachers	need	to	develop	a	basic	understanding	of	curriculum	
development,	which	implies	skills	related	to	the	analysis,	design	and	evaluation	of	curriculum,	a	
helicopter	view	to	guarantee	coherence	of	the	curriculum	and	the	capacity	to	collaborate	in	teams	
(Nieveen,	2017).		In	addition	to	curriculum	expertise	school	leaders	and	teachers	also	need	to	
develop	competencies	that	contribute	to	school	improvement,	which	implies	the	ability	to	use	data	
(Schildkamp,	Lai	&	Earl,	2013)	and	the	development	of	self-evaluation	practices	(Halinen	&	Holappa,	
2013;	Ko	et	al.,	2016).		

• Curriculum	scaffolding:	Providing	support	and	resources	

In	addition	to	developing	the	capacity	of	schools	and	teachers	also	support	and	resources	are	
needed.	This	study	showed	the	importance	of	a	middle	layer,	which	can	act	as	a	broker	between	
national	requirements	and	wishes	of	schools	and	teachers.	The	main	tasks	of	such	a	broker	is	
twofold:	facilitating	the	process	of	sense	making	of	the	curriculum	innovation	in	the	local	context	and	
the	orchestration	of	the	curriculum	development	process	with	all	stakeholders	involved	(Pyhälto,	
Pietarunen	&	Soini	(2018).	Exemplary	curriculum	materials	can	help	the	process	of	sense	making	
(Kuiper,	2017).	In	addition	teachers	need	tools	to	support	schools	and	teachers	in	evaluating	teaching	
quality	and	student	learning.	

• Further	research	

We	concluded	that	research	on	the	effects	of	curriculum	flexibility	and	school	and	teacher	autonomy	
is	not	yet	well	understood.	One	of	the	major	findings	of	our	research	is	that	context	and	culture	
matters	in	exercising	autonomy.	Therefore	we	need	to	understand	much	better	understand	how	
context	and	culture	affects	the	relationship	between	curriculum	flexibility,	school	and	teacher	
autonomy	and	the	impact	on	teachers	and	students.	We	call	for	more	research	in	this	domain	and	
advocate	a	mixed	methods	approach	of	quantitative	studies	to	identify	effects	and	trends	and	
qualitative	studies	that	provide	understanding.		
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Appendix	1	

Appendix	1	

Databases	
ERIC																								 	5	results	(August	6,	2018)	
Web	of	Science							 13		results	(August	6,	2018)	
Scopus									 									 	9	results	(August	6,	2018)		
Total																									 27		results	
Total,	deduplicated			 26	results	
		
ERIC	
Ovid	
		
#1	curriculum	reforms	
(curriculum	ADJ2	(renewal	OR	innovat*	OR	reform*	OR	change)).ti,ab.	
Results:	4454	
		
#2	State	
National	curriculum/	OR	state	standards/	OR	(national	OR	state	OR	region*	OR	provinc*	OR	countr*	
OR	federal*).ti,ab.	
Results:	334569	
	
		
#3	K12	
elementary	secondary	education/	OR	grade	1/	OR	grade	2/	OR	grade	3/	OR	grade	4/	OR	grade	5/	OR	
grade	6/	OR	grade	7/	OR	grade	8/	OR	grade	9/	OR	grade	10/	OR	grade	11/	OR	grade	12/	OR	
elementary	education/	OR	elementary	schools/	OR	primary	education/	OR	public	schools/	OR	middle	
schools/	OR	junior	high	schools/	OR	secondary	education/	OR	secondary	schools/	OR	high	schools/	
OR	(elementary	education	OR	elementary	school*	OR	primary	education	OR	primary	school*	OR	K-
12*	OR	K12	OR	1st-grade*	OR	first-grade*	OR	grade	1	OR	grade	one	OR	2nd-grade*	OR	second-
grade*	OR	grade	2	OR	grade	two	OR	3rd-grade*	OR	third-grade*	OR	grade	3	OR	grade	three	OR	4th-
grade*	OR	fourth-grade*	OR	grade	4	OR	grade	four	OR	5th-grade*	OR	fifth-grade*	OR	grade	5	OR	
grade	five	OR	6th-grade*	OR	sixth-grade*	OR	grade	6	OR	grade	six	OR	intermediate	general	OR	
secondary	education	OR	secondary	school*	OR	7th-grade*	OR	seventh-grade*	OR	grade	7	OR	grade	
seven	OR	8th-grade*	OR	eight-grade*	OR	grade	8	OR	grade	eight	OR	9th-grade*	OR	ninth-grade*	OR	
grade	9	OR	grade	nine	OR	10th-grade*	OR	tenth-grade*	OR	grade	10	OR	grade	ten	OR	11th-grade*	
OR	eleventh-grade*	OR	grade	11	OR	grade	eleven	OR	12th-grade*	OR	twelfth-grade*	OR	grade	12	
OR	grade	twelve	OR	junior	high*	OR	highschool*	OR	preuniversity	OR	pre-university).ti,ab.	
Results:	528886	
		
#4	autonomy	&	flexibility	
(autonomy/OR	flexib*/OR	deregul*/OR	personali*/	OR	local	curriculum/	OR	school-based	
curriculum/	OR	school	based	curriculum/	OR	teacher	agency).	ti,ab.	
Results:	1280	
	
1	AND	2	AND	3	and	4	 			19	results	
Limit	to	peer	review			 5	results	
Limit	to	2000-..								 	 5	results	
		
Web	of	Science	
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#1	curriculum	reforms	
TS=(“curriculum”	NEAR/1	(“renewal”	OR	“innovat*”	OR	“reform*”	OR	“change”))	
Results:	1409	(LIMITED	TO	ARTICLES	AND	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE)	
	
#2	State	
TS=("national"	OR	"state"	OR	"region*"	OR	"provinc*"	OR	"countr*"	OR	"federal*")	
Results:	72417	(LIMITED	TO	ARTICLES	AND	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE)	
	
	
#3	K12	
TS=("elementary	education"	OR	"elementary	school*"	OR	"primary	education"	OR	"primary	school*"	
OR	"K-12*"	OR	"K12"	OR	"1st-grade*"	OR	"first-grade*"	OR	"grade	1"	OR	"grade	one"	OR	"2nd-
grade*"	OR	"second-grade*"	OR	"grade	2"	OR	"grade	two"	OR	"3rd-grade*"	OR	"third-grade*"	OR	
"grade	3"	OR	"grade	three"	OR	"4th-grade*"	OR	"fourth-grade*"	OR	"grade	4"	OR	"grade	four"	OR	
"5th-grade*"	OR	"fifth-grade*"	OR	"grade	5"	OR	"grade	five"	OR	"6th-grade*"	OR	"sixth-grade*"	OR	
"grade	6"	OR	"grade	six"	OR	"intermediate	general"	OR	"secondary	education"	OR	"secondary	
school*"	OR	"7th-grade*"	OR	"seventh-grade*"	OR	"grade	7"	OR	"grade	seven"	OR	"8th-grade*"	OR	
"eight-grade*"	OR	"grade	8"	OR	"grade	eight"	OR	"9th-grade*"	OR	"ninth-grade*"	OR	"grade	9"	OR	
"grade	nine"	OR	"10th-grade*"	OR	"tenth-grade*"	OR	"grade	10"	OR	"grade	ten"	OR	"11th-grade*"	
OR	"eleventh-grade*"	OR	"grade	11"	OR	"grade	eleven"	OR	"12th-grade*"	OR	"twelfth-grade*"	OR	
"grade	12"	OR	"grade	twelve"	OR	"junior	high*"	OR	"highschool*"	OR	"preuniversity"	OR	"pre-
university"	OR	"child*"	OR	"adolesc*"	OR	"boy*"	OR	"girl*"	OR	"youth")	
		
Results:	538090	
		
#4	autonomy	&	flexibility	
TS=(“autonomy”/OR	“flexib*”/OR	“deregul*”/OR	“personali*”/	OR	“local	curriculum”/	OR	“school-
based	curriculum”/	OR	“school	based	curriculum”/	OR	“teacher	agency”)	
Results:	170750	(LIMITED	TO	ARTICLES	AND	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE)	
	
	
1	AND	2	AND	3	AND	4	 14	results			
Limit	to	2000-..								 13	results	
	

Scopus	
		
#1	curriculum	reforms	
TITLE-ABS-KEY({curriculum}	W/1	({renewal}	OR	innovat*	OR	reform*	OR	{change}))	
Results:	5689	(LIMITED	TO	ARTICLES	AND	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE)	
		
#2	State	
TITLE-ABS-KEY({national}	OR	{state}	OR	region*	OR	provinc*	OR	countr*	OR	federal*)	
Results:	6633341	(LIMITED	TO	ARTICLES	AND	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE))	
	
#3	K12	
TITLE-ABS-KEY({elementary	education}	OR	"elementary	school*"	OR	{primary	education}	OR	"primary	
school*"	OR	"K-12*"	OR	{K12}	OR	"1st-grade*"	OR	"first-grade*"	OR	{grade	1}	OR	{grade	one}	OR	
"2nd-grade*"	OR	"second-grade*"	OR	{grade	2}	OR	{grade	two}	OR	"3rd-grade*"	OR	"third-grade*"	
OR	{grade	3}	OR	{grade	three}	OR	"4th-grade*"	OR	"fourth-grade*"	OR	{grade	4}	OR	{grade	four}	OR	
"5th-grade*"	OR	"fifth-grade*"	OR	{grade	5}	OR	{grade	five}	OR	"6th-grade*"	OR	"sixth-grade*"	OR	
{grade	6}	OR	{grade	six}	OR	{intermediate	general}	OR	{secondary	education}	OR	"secondary	school*"	
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OR	"7th-grade*"	OR	"seventh-grade*"	OR	{grade	7}	OR	{grade	seven}	OR	"8th-grade*"	OR	"eight-
grade*"	OR	{grade	8}	OR	{grade	eight}	OR	"9th-grade*"	OR	"ninth-grade*"	OR	{grade	9}	OR	{grade	
nine}	OR	"10th-grade*"	OR	"tenth-grade*"	OR	{grade	10}	OR	{grade	ten}	OR	"11th-grade*"	OR	
"eleventh-grade*"	OR	{grade	11}	OR	{grade	eleven}	OR	"12th-grade*"	OR	"twelfth-grade*"	OR	{grade	
12}	OR	{grade	twelve}	OR	"junior	high*"	OR	"highschool*"	OR	{preuniversity}	OR	{pre-university})	
Results	199007	(LIMITED	TO	ARTICLES	AND	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE)	
	
#4	autonomy	&	flexibility	
TITLE-ABS-KEY	(autonomy/OR	flexib*/OR	deregul*/OR	personali*/	OR	local	curriculum/	OR	school-
based	curriculum/	OR	school	based	curriculum/	OR	teacher	agency)	
Results:	175	(LIMITED	TO	ARTICLES	AND	ENGLISH	LANGUAGE)	
	(limited	to	journal	and	English	language)	
	
1	AND	2	AND	3	AND	4	 0	results		
	
1	and	4:	16	(limit	to	journal	and	English	language	10	
Limit	to	20001990-..	 9	results	
	

	

	


