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Despite the increasing popularity of teacher autonomy studies, there is still a need to 
explore what kind of mechanism or context is created by autonomy in the background 
while teachers are using or adapting the curriculum. This study aims to investigate 
teachers’ perceived autonomy at the classroom level as well as their preferences for 
curricular use and adaptations. Drawing on a sequential explanatory design, after 
analysing quantitative data from 422 teachers through the teacher autonomy scale - 
Turkish and the questionnaire of teachers’ preferences for oppositional curricular 
solutions, interviews were conducted with a selected small group. Findings reveal that 
Turkish teachers think they have no say in the objectives-content of the curriculum and 
need more autonomy, despite high scores in instructional planning and implementation. 
Teachers ideally expect a curriculum to both present all the steps of teaching in detail 
and provide adaptation opportunities with flexibility. We reveal that no matter how 
centralised the country they live in, no matter how limited their autonomy, teachers make 
adaptations with the expectation of a flexible curriculum. Moreover, we found that there 
are links between teachers’ autonomy scores and adaptation patterns. Teachers with low 
autonomy scores made adaptations for replacing/ revising rather than extending and 
omitting.  

 
Introduction  
 
In recent years, the reduction of teacher autonomy due to such factors as accountability 
policies, prescriptive curricula, oppressive regimes of testing, fast-track teacher 
preparations and privatisation has brought about a phenomenon called de-professionalism of 
teachers (Errs, 2018; Wronowski, 2020). However, teacher autonomy is seen as a 
determining feature of teacher professionalism in many studies (e.g. Paulsrud & Wermke, 
2020). Yet, teachers' autonomy is quite low in Turkey (Çelik, Gümüş & Gür, 2017), 
despite the goals set for the development of policy documents (Canbolat, 2020). Besides, 
the performance expected from teachers and schools has increased, and there has been 
more pressure to increase Turkey's achievement in international exams (Gürlen, 
Demirkaya & Doğan, 2019). In this context, the question arises as to how teachers in 
Turkey perceive their autonomy in teaching. 
 
Jeong and Luscei (2018) revealed that while teacher responsibilities in many countries 
have been expanded beyond the classroom, this trend does not necessarily imply that 
teachers have become more empowered in the classroom. In many countries, teachers’ 
work is increasingly guided by new frameworks and assessments that are created far away 
from schools. The need to investigate curricular preferences of teachers is linked to their 
documented dissatisfaction with the current curricular policy, particularly regarding the 
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contrast between centralisation and curricular policy decentralisation in many countries 
(Viirpalu, Krull & Mikser, 2014). This is especially true for countries like Turkey where 
curriculum development has increasingly been centralised for years. All contents and 
curricula determined by the Ministry of Education (MoNE) in Turkey give teachers a 
restricted voice (Canbolat, 2020).  
 
While studies have examined teacher autonomy in instructional planning and 
implementation in Belgium (Vangrieken, Grosemans, Dochy & Kyndt, 2017), Estonia, 
Finland and Germany (Tuul, Mikser, Neudorf & Ugaste, 2015; Viirpalu et al., 2014), 
Sweden and Finland (Paulsrud & Wermke, 2019; Wermke & Höstfält, 2014), and Vietnam 
(Nguyen & Walkinshaw, 2018); in Turkey, teacher autonomy studies are mostly conducted 
from political and administrational aspects (i.e. Canbolat, 2020; Çolak & Altınkurt, 2017). 
In fact, teachers in countries with centralised education systems are really in need of 
adaptation since changes in the curriculum are less flexible (Yazıcılar & Bümen, 2019). 
Therefore, understanding the links between the weakening of autonomy and using 
curriculum can offer a new understanding to both theory and practice of teacher 
education. Besides, no study has been found concerning the links between teacher 
autonomy and the use and adaptation of curriculum in an international context. Although 
previous studies revealed the dimensions of teacher autonomy and related variables, there 
is still a gap as it has not yet been clarified what kind of mechanism or context is created 
by autonomy in the background while teachers are using or adapting the curriculum. 
 
Even though perceptions of autonomy support provided by the principal are positively 
associated with teachers' adaptability (Burkhauser & Lesaux, 2017), not much is known 
about the mechanism between autonomy and curricular adaptations, especially in a 
centralised country. Based on this gap, the present study aims to make recommendations 
that would promote teacher autonomy for curriculum reforms. Data were collected in two 
phases with a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design seeking answers to the 
following questions: (1) What are teachers’ perceptions of autonomy and preferences for 
oppositional curricular solutions? and (2) What are possible links between teachers' 
perceptions of autonomy and their use and adaptation of the curriculum? In light of these 
findings, curriculum scholars from different countries may develop a deeper and better 
understanding of how teachers’ autonomy in using and adapting curriculum occurs in a 
specific culture. 
 
Theoretical background 
 
The concept of teacher autonomy 
 
Studies on teacher autonomy offer numerous definitions of the concept, and it is difficult 
to reach a consensus because of its ambiguity (Dincer, 2019). Palsrud and Wermke (2019) 
stated that teacher autonomy is a multi-dimensional and context-dependent phenomenon. 
Thus, the concept of teacher autonomy seems to have changed and developed 
considerably over the years (Jeong & Luschei, 2018). While the focus of the definitions 
offered by the literature was on individualism and independence (Pearson & Moomaw, 
2005), it now shifted towards personal preferences and cooperative decision-making. The 
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earlier conception brought about isolation and alienation of teachers as a result of 
independence, whereas the more recent concept of teacher autonomy includes teachers' 
ability to make decisions in cooperation and freedom to make professional choices 
(Vangrieken et al., 2017). 
 
To clarify the multi-dimensionality of teacher autonomy, Paulsrud and Wermke (2019) 
developed a two-dimensional matrix combining several conceptualisations. This analytical 
matrix contained educational, social, developmental, and administrational domains on the 
vertical dimension and classroom and school-related levels on the horizontal dimension. 
Accordingly, such actions like teachers' making their own decisions while performing their 
job, choosing their methodologies, selecting or designing their tasks and/or materials, 
assessing the results, cooperating with others to solve problems and undertaking their 
responsibilities (Ulaş & Aksu, 2015) are included in the educational domain of the 
analytical matrix. The developmental domain of the matrix includes the professional 
development of teachers, while the classroom level (horizontal dimension) emphasises the 
context of the individual teacher's scope of action within a classroom (Paulsrud & 
Wermke, 2019). Therefore, this study focuses on the educational and developmental 
dimensions of teacher autonomy at the classroom level rather than social and 
administrational dimensions at the school level.  
 
Teachers’ curriculum use and adaptations 
 
Snyder, Bolin & Zumwalt (1992) categorised teachers’ approaches to curriculum 
implementation as curriculum fidelity, enactment, and adaptation. Curriculum adaptation 
is the changes made by teachers in such points as the course structure, activities making 
up the course, or the aim of the course in the predetermined curriculum (Sherin & Drake, 
2009). Teachers consider the local context and base their instruction on students' needs, 
resistance, learning objectives, prior knowledge, beliefs and orientations (Davis, Beyer, 
Forbes & Stevens, 2011; Gelmez Burakgazi, 2020), knowledge and orientations about the 
curriculum (Li & Harfitt, 2017); learning environment and related educational policies 
(Burkhauser & Lesaux, 2017), and pedagogical competence (Taylor, 2016). 
 
Although adapting the curriculum to school, class, and students is a new concept in 
Turkey, curriculum adaptation patterns have already been determined (Burkhauser & 
Lesaux, 2017; Li & Harfitt, 2017; Remillard, 2005; Troyer, 2019; Yazıcılar & Bümen, 
2019). Studies have shown that the specified patterns have common features but are 
named differently (modification, creating, adding, omitting, extending, revising or 
replacing, changing content, adjusting, reordering and rewording, etc.). It can be said that 
three main adaptation patterns come out as omitting, extending, and replacing or revising. 
In Table 4 of the findings, definitions of these patterns are presented.  
 
National context of Turkey 
 
According to the Global Education Monitoring Report Team (2017), Turkey is among the 
countries where teachers have the least say in deciding on the course content and their 
autonomy in this respect reduced gradually from 2006 to 2015. Similarly, a study 
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conducted by Yurdakul, Çelik, Gür and Kurt (2016) showed that 54% of the participating 
teachers think they are the passive practitioners of decisions made by the centre; while 
53% consider that they do not influence shaping educational policies. Bümen (2019) 
stated that the profession of teaching is in the category of restricted institutional and 
service autonomy (Wermke & Höstfält, 2014) in Turkey and that teachers' autonomy is 
limited through product control. Recent studies found that teachers have less autonomy in 
terms of professional development (Çolak & Altınkurt, 2017; Dincer, 2019), teachers with 
relatively less experience adopt autonomy at a higher level (Canbolat, 2020), and 
leadership behaviours of school principals are significant predictors of teachers' general 
autonomy (Yazıcı & Akyol, 2017).  
 
Method 
 
Design and participants 
 
This study adopts a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2018). The two-phase model was adopted as it allowed the initial collection of 
quantitative data on autonomy and provided qualitative data detailing the individual 
experiences of a sub-sample, thus improving the investigation's breadth and depth (Table 
1). 

Table 1: The research methodology of the study 
 

Phases Research questions Sampling n Data sources 
Phase 1 1. What are teachers’ perceptions of 

autonomy and preferences for 
oppositional curricular solutions? 

Random 422 Teacher Autonomy 
Scale-Turkish; 
Questionnaire 

Phase 2 2. What are possible links between 
teachers' perceptions of autonomy and 
their use and adaptation of the 
curriculum? 

Criterion and 
maximum 
variation 

10 Interviews 

 
In the first phase of the study, (quantitative) data were collected from 429 randomly 
selected teachers from the central districts of Izmir. For the population of 21,867, the 
number to be sampled was determined as 377-379 (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970). Incomplete 
and inappropriately filled forms were removed and analyses were conducted on 422 
teachers. Demographic information for the teachers participating in the first phase of the 
research is given in Appendix A. 
 
In the second phase, a new study group was determined after data analysis (quantitative). 
According to the criterion sampling method (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018) taken from 
the Teacher Autonomy Scale-Turkish, 10 teachers were selected from low, medium, and 
high scores. Moreover, participants were selected to differ by branch, gender, school level, 
and professional seniority to increase representation and support diversity (Table 2).  
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Table 2: Demographics of interviewed participants 
 

Code Autonomy 
level Gender Years of 

teaching Subject School type / level 

T1 High Male 2 English Private/middle school 
T2 High Female 7 Classroom teacher Public/primary school 
T3 High Female 8 English Public/high school 
T4 Medium Female 6 Literature Private /high school 
T5 Medium Female 5 Social sciences Private/middle school 
T6 Medium Female 21 Science Public/primary school 
T7 Medium Female 13 Classroom teacher Public/primary school 
T8 Low Male 6 Mathematics Public/middle school 
T9 Low Male 16 English Public/high school 
T10 Low  Female 8 Classroom teacher Public/primary school 
 
Data sources 
 
Teacher Autonomy Scale-Turkish (TAST) 
Teacher Autonomy Scale-Turkish (TAST), developed by Ula� and Aksu (2015) and 
consisting of 18 five-point, Likert type items, was employed. The participants were 
expected to express their responses with one of the options from 0 = not at all to 4 =  
extremely. The scale has three independent subscales: (1) autonomy in instructional 
planning and implementation (AIPI); (2) autonomy in professional development (APD); 
and (3) autonomy in determining the framework of the curriculum (ADFC). AIPI consists 
of 11 items (e.g., I feel autonomous in identifying the criteria to evaluate student 
achievement), APD consists of four items (e.g., I feel autonomous to choose where the 
in-service teacher training programs will be held), and ADFC consists of three items (e.g., 
I feel autonomous to select the topics for the annual/daily plans) (Şahin İpek, 2017, p.36). 
Factor structures and psychometric properties of TAST are presented in Appendix B. 
 
Questionnaire of teachers’ preferences for oppositional curricular solutions  
The study employed a questionnaire developed by Viirpalu et al., (2014) to look into the 
participants' preferences for oppositional curricular solutions and experiences. The 
questionnaire is based on oppositional opinions on the autonomy dilemmas teachers 
experience in their curricular decisions and the link between the centralised curriculum 
and teachers' lesson plans. Throughout the questionnaire, statements are given concerning 
the present state of the centralised curriculum at one end of the items while oppositional 
and alternative solutions are offered at the other end. Options are given as strongly agree, 
mostly agree, agree, and undecided, across both opposing statements. In the second part, 
four items in the questionnaire developed by Viirpalu et al., (2014) were included to 
receive the participants’ opinions about curriculum components and their interaction with 
the centralised curriculum.  
 
Viirpalu et al., (2014) were asked for permission to use the questionnaire items in the first 
place. The original questions in Estonian were translated into English and emailed by the 
author. Questions that are not appropriate for the education system in Turkey were 
excluded and the Turkish form of the questionnaire consisted of 17 items. Based on the 
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feedback from four professors in the field of curriculum and instruction, some changes 
were made in expression, marking style, and face validity on the form and it was tested for 
clarity through piloting on 15 teachers. In the first phase of the study, the questionnaire 
was applied to 422 teachers, and Cronbach's alpha was found as 0.75.  
 
Interviews 
Interview questions from Viirpalu et al. (2014), Tuul et al. (2015), and Yazıcılar and 
Bümen (2019) were referred to while preparing the questions to be used in interviews. 
Drafted questions were tested through two pilot interviews upon receiving the opinions of 
four experts. After the pilot interviews, the order of two questions was changed with no 
other change in the questions or their number (Appendix D). 
 
Data collection 
 
In the first phase of the study (March-April-May 2018), data were collected using the 
TAST and Questionnaire of Teachers’ Preferences for Oppositional Curricular Solutions. 
In the second phase, individual face-to-face interviews were held with selected, volunteer 
teachers in June 2018. To determine the participants at this phase, it was stated in TAST 
that face-to-face interviews would be held with volunteer teachers later and they were 
asked to write their email address if they were volunteers. Personal information and scale 
scores of 19 teachers who wrote their contact information were examined, and interviews 
were held with those who accepted to interview (n = 10). Participants' opinions were 
taken about the time and place of the interviews to make them feel comfortable and all 
interviews were audio-recorded. The duration of the interviews varied between 19 and 23 
minutes. The study was conducted in Turkish and that interview recordings selected as 
illustrative quotations were translated into English by the authors. 
 
Data analysis 
 
Frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations were calculated for quantitative 
data analysis. Percentages for both statements and opposing statements of items were 
determined by accumulating "agree", "mostly agree" and "strongly agree" percentages 
together in the questionnaire. As did Viirpalu et al., (2014), percentages of undecided were 
not included in findings (Table 3). As for the qualitative data analysis, the steps of 
preparation, data coding, attaining themes, data organisation, interpretation, and reporting 
(Patton, 2014) were followed. Accordingly, following the transcription, a list of codes and 
themes was developed based on the related literature for the adaptation patterns. Thus 
initial codes reflected the literature (Burkhauser & Lesaux, 2017; Bümen & Yazıcılar, 2020; 
Li & Harfitt, 2017; Troyer, 2019; Yazıcılar & Bümen, 2019) on curriculum adaptation 
patterns (e.g. omit, extend and replace). However, an open coding approach was used 
based on the data on other themes (i.e. use of text-books and different resources, teachers’ 
autonomy in planning and implementation teaching, teacher needs and autonomy 
expectations). The general form of the draft list of codes and themes was obtained by 
adding the codes, concepts, and themes that emerged after iterative readings and piloting. 
In the next step, common points were found among the codes that were determined to 
have similar meanings, meaningful groups were set and themes were obtained considering 
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the principles of internal-external consistency (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). Quotes 
from interviews were transferred into the cell opposite the codes on a Microsoft Excel 
worksheet to make it possible to see the organised data and facilitate the management of 
the data set. Thus, with each code, participant opinions that could be similar or opposing 
to each other could be seen together. Moreover, this worksheet enabled us to see which 
participants expressed each code, together with their quotes (Appendix C).  
 
Validity and the role of the researchers 
 
Considering the validity threats of the explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2018), qualitative data collection was designed to explore more meaningful and 
detailed explanations. Hence, qualitative data was collected with the help of a criterion 
sampling technique consistent with the TAST and questionnaire findings. In the first 
phase, the participants were informed about the second data collection to obtain their 
consent. After the transcription of the interviews, member-checking was applied. The 
analyses were started by the first researcher. However, in collaboration with the second 
researcher, all the episodes of the study were checked and evaluated by considering all the 
arguments and comparisons. Additionally, the first researcher’s occupation as an English 
teacher working at state schools for six years enabled us to gather deeper and richer 
information. We consider that this position had the role of a facilitator in the 
interpretations of the findings and an encouraging role to increase the participants’ 
involvement and outspoken comments. 
 
Results 
 
Teachers' perception of autonomy 
 
The means and standard deviations of the participants’ scores regarding the dimensions of 
the TAST are given in Figure 1. According to Figure 1, the highest level of perception of 
autonomy is in instructional planning and implementation (M=3.55, SD=0.77). Teachers' 
autonomy in professional development is lower than autonomy in instructional planning-
implementation and in determining the framework of the curriculum (M=2.19, SD=0.98). 
Since the TAST scores are on a scale of 0-4 (Figure 1), averages above 3 indicate that 
teachers' perception of autonomy is at a high level. 
 
Teachers’ curriculum use and preferences for oppositional curricular solutions 
 
The participants responded to the question “How often do you use the curriculum as a 
guide?” as usually (53.1%) and sometimes (31.8%). The question “How useful do you find 
curricula as a guide?” was responded as slightly (62.8%) and very (27.7%). According to the 
questionnaire, the curriculum component that the participants benefit from most is 
objectives (46%), the one they benefit from least is assessment (46.7%). The participants 
responded to the question “How do curricula extend or restrict your freedom of making 
decisions as a teacher?” as “neither extend nor restrict” (44.8%), “restrict” (29.6%) and 
“extend” (15.9%). Percentages of the participants' responses to their preferences for 
oppositional curricular solutions are as shown in Table 3.  
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Figure 1: Teachers’ autonomy levels by dimensions (N=422) 

 
As seen in Table 3, on five items (1, 2, 4, 7, and 10) measuring whether teachers are ready 
or willing to be autonomous decision-makers in teaching, participants stated that they 
supported having prescriptive and detailed guides in teaching instead of more autonomy. 
However, according to the participants, an ideal curriculum should provide teachers with 
the autonomy to adapt curriculum components and directives (item 6, 67.3%). Although 
the findings of the first research question show that the highest TAST scores are in the 
autonomy in instructional planning and implementation subscale (Figure 1), the demand 
for autonomy in this respect is still high according to the questionnaire (item 5, 62%). 
Moreover, most of the participants (item 3, 57.8%) expect to have autonomy on selecting 
and using textbooks. However, textbooks are approved by the MoNE and distributed to 
students free of charge in Turkey and the use of any other textbook or supplementary 
resource book is not allowed (MoNE, 2016). 
 

Table 3: Dichotomised distribution of teachers’ preferences  
for oppositional curricular solutions as percentages (N=422) 

 

The ideal curriculum… 
1. …provides precise and clear 

recommendations. 
50.7% 41.9% …provides more freedom in terms of 

its recommendations.  
2. …in addition to listing the content to 

be taught, provides methodological 
guidelines for instruction. 

59.7% 28.6% …lists the content to be taught and 
does not provide instructional 
guidelines. 

3. …is provided with a whole set of 
compulsory textbooks, workbooks 
and other methodological means. 

33.4% 57.8% …provides freedom of choice in 
selecting textbooks and other aids to 
teachers. 



1278 Turkish teachers’ autonomy in using and adapting curriculum: A mixed methods study 

4. …does not give guidelines for out-of-
class or out-of-school activities. 

24.4% 62.3% …gives guidelines for out-of-class or 
out-of-school activities. 

5. …gives teachers a lot of autonomy in 
the planning and implementing 
process of teaching. 

62% 29.8% …gives teachers detailed 
prescriptions for instruction. 

6. …though its components and 
guidelines are developed by experts, a 
curriculum should be adapted by 
teachers and schools.  

67.3% 23.7% …is one in which components and 
guidelines are developed by experts 
and made compulsory for schools. 

7. …does not go into details, it provides 
objectives to be achieved at the end 
of the subject and allocated time for 
this. 

35.5% 53.3% …goes into details and provides 
content to be taught, instructional 
methods and principles of 
assessment. 

8. …defines general competences to be 
achieved.  

59.4% 27.4% …does not define general 
competences because the 
achievement of these competences is 
not controllable. 

9. …prescribes cross-curricular themes 
treated in different subjects for 
developing general competences. 

66.5% 22% …does not prescribe cross-curricular 
topics in different subjects because it 
limits teacher’s autonomy. 

10. …states observable and detailed 
objectives. 

66.5% 23.5% …does not state objectives in detail 
because achievement of objectives is 
beyond control. 

11. …introduces learning theories that 
are expected to be helpful in selecting 
the appropriate instructional methods. 

55.9% 31.5% …does not introduce learning 
theories because teachers base on 
their own experience rather than the 
learning theories. 

12. …makes it compulsory to cooperate 
with different subject areas. 

32.7% 58.7% …proposes to cooperate with 
different subjects, but allows each 
lesson to be separate and 
independent. 

 
Expectations about teacher autonomy  
 
As seen in the results of the questionnaire (Table 3, item 5), most of the participants 
interviewed (n=8) think that teachers must be given more voice when implementing the 
curriculum in the classroom. Teachers with high and moderate level TAST scores state 
that they have higher expectations of autonomy to stretch the methods, techniques, 
materials, and time allocated for the content suggested in the curriculum according to 
their student profile, whereas only two of the teachers with low TAST scores (T8 and 
T10) claim not each teacher should be given voice: 
 

I may not contribute about objectives but practitioners, I mean, teachers should have a 
say about the subjects and materials. In my opinion, we should develop, implement, and 
maintain materials. (T3) 
 
If all our teachers were aware of what they are doing, if they were all conscious citizens, 
then we would be given a voice. But I am sure, I have even seen that there are many 
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people among my colleagues who do not deserve to be a teacher. Thus, the present 
system should not be changed. There is already a balance maintained. I think we should 
have a say in the way we already do. (T8) 

 
The links between teachers' autonomy and their use and adaptation of the 
curriculum 
 
Participants want the course to be comprehensible and catchy for the student profile 
when planning their lessons. However, they stated that they make changes (adaptations) 
when they think the subject or activities are not appropriate for the students. Adaptation 
patterns used by the participants are extending, replacing and revising, and omitting.  
 
Extending 
Based on the data obtained from the interviews, teachers create new things and extend the 
curriculum when there are elements they do not like in the curriculum or textbook. 
Particularly when the textbook provided by the MoNE remains insufficient and students’ 
demands/questions increase, they search for new materials and design different activities.  
 
Replacing and revising 
Another way of adaptation when implementing the official curriculum is 
replacing/revising in the times allocated for and the order of certain subjects. Student 
profiles and needs cause teachers to make changes in the time allocated for the content. In 
addition, teachers believe some subjects are not ordered correctly in the curriculum, so 
they bring forward the subjects that need to be taught earlier making learning easier. 
 
Omitting 
The last adaptation pattern used by the teachers is omitting. Subjects considered 
unsuitable for the student profile are omitted. Subjects that are not included in the 
national (central) exams they will take, those that were previously taught in a quick and 
good way are omitted. The participants, however, think that changing the curriculum 
content completely is not legal. It is seen that some connections exist when teachers’ 
curriculum adaptation patterns and TAST scores are examined together. The joint display 
of teachers' perceived autonomy and their adaptations is presented in Table 4.  
	
It was concluded that the teachers interviewed omit subjects rarely (n=3/10) and two of 
the teachers who choose omitting have a high and the other one has a moderate TAST 
score. Therefore, omitting is mostly done by teachers with medium and high TAST 
scores. As seen in Table 4, some differences are remarkable in the adaptations made by 
teachers, particularly those with low and high autonomy scores. For instance, a teacher 
with a low autonomy score (T9) stated that he/she applies extending only upon the 
approval of families and all these teachers with a low autonomy perception expressed that 
they do not choose omitting. In other words, teachers with low autonomy perceptions 
seem to be more faithful to the curriculum. However, while these participants state that 
changing the curriculum content is not legal, they provided detailed examples of their 
adaptations for revising/replacing. Therefore, it could be asserted that teachers with low 
autonomy scores prefer replacing/revising rather than omitting and extending.  
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Table 4: Quotes related to teachers’ adaptations with low, moderate and high 
TAST scores 

 
Extending 
Unlike the official program or textbook expected to be used by the government, the teacher 
creates something new in teaching or makes additions to teaching by using other resources. 
Low TAST score 
teachers  

I'm not free to choose the content. Because the content already comes ready, 
you implement it. (T10) 

Receiving families' approval, we offer extra supplementary resources to them 
[students]. And they are very happy, pleased with this. We use supplementary 
resources, books to help them. (T9) 

Moderate TAST 
score teachers 

Since the textbooks given by the MoNE are not adequate in providing 
information... students cannot get enough efficiency when they study those 
books. Therefore, we have them get additional resources or we provide 
further support. (T4) 

I mean, we can choose additional books, but we have to follow the curriculum 
already given to us, we have no other choice. (T6) 

High TAST score 
teachers 

Well, if I teach for very good classes, the textbook is sufficient to a certain 
degree and the student's demands increase after some point. So I try to 
develop materials. We create new activities. We design activities in different 
cognitive-affective levels to make students look from different perspectives. 
(T3) 

For example, the student has extra needs. I try to fulfil their needs with new 
materials that I prepared according to her/him. Doesn't happen any other 
way. (T1) 

Replacing and revising 
Replacing and revising of the teacher in the official curriculum or curriculum materials in terms of 
format, duration, and order. 
Low TAST score 
teachers 

You know; I wait for at least eighty percent of the class to understand a subject 
before I pass onto the next one. So, time varies, too. You know, it is given a 
week on the curriculum but you teach it in two or three weeks... Sometimes 
we don't follow the order of the subjects, too. Sometimes they are given in 
such an order in the curriculum that you can't reach the objective unless you 
present one subject before another one. (T10) 

So the order of topics is sometimes given in such a way that in the curriculum if 
you do not give the subject before that, you will not be able to reach the goal. 
What are we doing? We give subject A first, then we have to move on to the 
other subject. (T9) 

Moderate TAST 
score teachers 

As I just said, we are making a change on a time basis. Sometimes the subject 
given to me is based on the curriculum… we can make changes in the annual 
plan that we have prepared. I mean, if it takes three weeks, but if it's a topic 
that ends in two weeks, shorten it… so we can make changes in the form of 
lengthening and shortening the subject. (T4) 

I sometimes extend the time. And sometimes I shorten it. Well, if outcomes are 
generated in the class, outcomes are gained [learned], I continue. But 
generally, we extend the time. (T6) 
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High TAST score 
teachers 

You know, even if I don't change the subject completely, you can give the 
examples differently. Depending on the school you work at, according to the 
demands, needs of its environment... I can change the teaching method, you 
know, the method-techniques specified by the curriculum. Some flexibility in 
timing. I can hardly... [do these]. (T2) 

I'm making a change in time, of course. Now, if the subject is very important 
for slow learners, I spend more time. But I cut that period from more 
understandable issues. We have to balance this way. (T3) 

Omitting 
Failure or negligence by the teacher of parts considered to be impractical or useless in the official 
curriculum or curriculum materials 
Low TAST score 
teachers 

--- 

Moderate TAST 
score teachers 

We can never make changes in subjects. As this means changing the curriculum 
content completely... (T5) 

High TAST score 
teachers 

If it is not suitable for students' level, if it is far lower than the students' level, 
for example, we omit the subject. (T3) 

 
On the other hand, teachers with high autonomy scores gave several examples for 
adaptations classified as extending and revising/replacing. When the adaptation patterns 
expressed by the teachers are counted and compared in terms of their TAST scores, those 
with high TAST scores (n=3) stated that they use extending, replacing/revising and 
omitting most frequently. The most frequently used patterns by the teachers with a 
moderate level of TAST scores (n=4) are replacing/revising, extending and omitting, in 
order. Teachers with low levels of TAST scores (n=3) apply replacing/revising most 
commonly, extending in the second place while they never use omitting. These teachers 
listed their reasons for adaptation by extending as follows: (1) activities that are not 
suitable for student level; (2) inadequacy of activities that address different domains of 
learning (cognitive, affective, psychomotor) in curricula or textbooks; and (3) students' 
needs, demands and feedbacks.  
 
Discussion 
 
In contrast to previous studies indicating that teacher autonomy is low in Turkey (Çelik, 
Gümüş & Gür, 2017; Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2017), the autonomy 
perception of teachers in this study is high in general (M=3.13 out of 4). This 
contradiction can be explained by considering autonomy in terms of administrative/ 
political/ institutional dimensions in those studies. As a matter of fact, in other studies 
(Çolak & Altınkurt, 2017; Yazıcı & Akyol, 2017) dealing with educational and 
developmental dimensions of autonomy, teachers' perceptions of general autonomy were 
found to be higher than moderate level and these results were interpreted as they being 
willing to take initiative. Just as teachers in Canbolat's (2020) study were willing to increase 
their autonomy in instructional, administrative, personal and professional development, 
some of the findings of this study (see Table 3, item 5 and qualitative findings on 
expectations) show that teachers demand more autonomy. Although Turkish teachers' 
TAST scores are high, it is concluded that they still feel that this is not enough.  
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Based on the findings, teachers who think that the textbooks are inadequate in giving 
information and inefficient for students' learning tend to use supplementary resources upon 
parents’ consent although it is forbidden. It is also true for Vietnamese teachers as they 
have limited autonomy in choosing the materials they use in class (Nguyen & Walkinshaw, 
2018). Similarly, Estonian teachers reported a great difference between the instruction 
they plan and the realities of the class because of inadequate textbooks (Erss, 2018). 
Trying to practise teaching without the guidance of any textbook puts pressure on 
teachers to be more autonomous when selecting the content and Erss (2018) defined it as 
forced autonomy (p.249). However, “as soon as a textbook is put into practice, it starts to be 
seen as the curriculum rather than a practice book, which in turn restrains teachers' 
autonomy” (Erss, 2018, p.249). Similarly, we believe that the textbooks designed in a 
centralistic way in Turkey create a nominal autonomy perception, because of which teachers 
still cannot feel autonomous despite taking high scores in autonomy in instructional 
planning and implementation.  
 
It would be good to compare the results of the present study to the findings revealed by 
Viirpalu et al. (2014) and Tuul et al. (2015). In all three of these studies, teachers stated 
that the ideal curriculum should include methodological guidelines along with the subjects 
to be taught (Table 3, item 2). The ratio of the teachers agreeing that the ideal curriculum 
should present detailed educational objectives was found as 66.5% (Table 3, item 10) in 
our study, 39% by Viirpalu et al. (2014), and 57% by Tuul et al. (2015) (the findings are 
given in means in the study conducted by Tuul et al (2015), so those numbers were turned 
into percentages in the present study for comparison purposes). All three studies asked 
about the effect of the curriculum on their freedom of decision-making. According to the 
findings of the present study, the ratio of the teachers suggesting curricula have no 
restrictive or extending effect on their freedom of decision making is 44.8%, while it was 
found as 70% by Viirpalu et al. (2014) and 72% by Tuul et al., (2015). Based on these 
findings, it could be interpreted that the restrictive effect of the centralised curriculum on 
teacher autonomy is perceived more in Turkey.  
 
On the other hand, it was also seen that Turkish and Estonian teachers have opposing 
ideas about preferences for oppositional curricular solutions. For instance, the ratio of the 
teachers supporting the idea that the curriculum should present the content, teaching 
methods and assessment principle in a detailed way is 53.3% (Table 3, item 7) in our 
study, whereas it was found as 36% by Viirpalu et al., (2014). Likewise, 33% (Table 3, item 
12) of the Turkish teachers agree that the ideal curriculum should offer cross-curricular 
themes while this ratio is 85% in Estonia (Viirpalu et al., 2014). These differences naturally 
stem from many historical-cultural, economic and contextual factors that could be further 
explored through comparative studies. Even if it is dealt with based on a specific course or 
grade level, a great number of comparative results can be obtained since teacher autonomy 
is a context-dependent (Palsrud & Wermke, 2019) concept. 
 
Turkish teachers expect the curriculum to present all the steps of the instructional process 
in detail while providing opportunities for adaptation and flexibility at the same time. In 
other words, teachers see themselves as autonomous professionals and curriculum 
developers in their ideals rather than their daily professional practices (Tuul et al., 2015). 
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Erss (2018) concluded that especially younger and less experienced teachers feel safer with 
rules and certain limits. In this respect, it can be considered that the relatively younger age 
and less experience of the teachers participating in our study (as seen in Appendix A, the 
number of participants aged 20-40 is 287; the number of those having 1-15 years of 
experience is 277) caused them to need more detailed guidelines.  
 
According to the findings, the adaptations teachers make on the curriculum (extending, 
replacing/revising and omitting) confirm the patterns specified in the USA (Burkhauser & 
Lesaux, 2017), People's Republic of China (Li & Harfitt, 2017) and Turkey (Bümen & 
Yazıcılar, 2020). Baş and Şentürk (2019) found that teachers could be decision-makers in 
the components of teaching and assessment rather than objectives and subjects in the 
curriculum. Teachers participating in the present study, as well, seem not to prefer 
activities like adding, omitting objectives, or changing the subject as they perceive them as 
radical changes. This supports the quantitative findings showing that teachers' perceived 
autonomy in instructional planning and implementation is higher than their perceived 
autonomy in making decisions about the curriculum (see Table 3).  
 
Besides, teachers with low TAST scores make more adaptations related to 
revising/replacing interestingly. Some of the curricula implemented by teachers with low 
scores include explanations indicating that changes can be made in the order and timing of 
the objectives (i.e. MoNE, 2018a; 2018b). We believe that these explanations make 
teachers with low autonomy scores feel comfortable and facilitate making adaptations of 
revising/replacing which are perceived as more legal compared to other adaptation 
patterns. Similarly, having a higher TAST score can be thought to decrease hesitance to 
admit using omitting - which is a more risky adaptation pattern to express (this is because 
teachers in Turkey know that they would be indicted unless they precisely followed the 
subjects and objectives in the curriculum). Eventually, we claim that there is a link 
between teachers' perceived autonomy and their adaptation patterns.  
 
Interestingly, although teachers' autonomy in instructional planning and implementation is 
higher according to TAST scores (see Table 3); they still expect to have more autonomy in 
class compared to other dimensions based on both the results of the questionnaire (Table 
3, item 5) and qualitative findings (especially in those with high and moderate TAST 
scores). Recent studies report that Turkish teachers believe they have no effect or power 
in shaping educational policies since their roles and responsibilities in the curriculum 
development are ambiguous (Baş & Şentürk, 2019). Remembering that half of the 
teachers participating in a large-scale study thought they were passive practitioners of the 
decisions taken and they have no effect in shaping educational policies (Yurdakul et.al., 
2016), it is confirmed that teachers feel the responsibility to implement the curriculum 
rather than develop it and they have no say in selecting the content. Turkish teachers seem 
to accept that they are not able to change the basic structure of the education system, they 
will never be given more authority and their autonomy will never be increased, which 
means they accept their current position.  
 
For Turkey, a country that has had a centralised education system for decades, such 
results are not very surprising. Just like in Estonia (Tuul et al., 2015), this indicates the 
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threat that everything imposed by the government will be accepted without any 
questioning and teachers will inarguably accept the tasks and responsibilities which do not 
contribute to their professionalisation. Actually and unfortunately, this confirms Bümen’s 
(2019) claim that de-professionalisation has increased in Turkey and implies that teachers 
act as automatons.  
 
Conclusions 
 
This study offers several contributions to the field of teacher autonomy in using and 
adapting curriculum. First, both quantitative and qualitative findings are presented 
concerning the educational and developmental domains in the vertical dimension, and 
classroom level in the horizontal dimension of teacher autonomy (Paulsrud & Wermke, 
2019). Although the findings reveal that Turkish teachers feel more autonomous in 
instructional planning and implementation than designing the framework of curricula and 
professional development, they indeed want more. Secondly, the study contributes by 
revealing the results of the dilemmas experienced by teachers in terms of autonomy in 
using the curriculum. For example, the fact that textbooks are found inadequate by 
teachers forces them to use supplementary books despite not being allowed to, which 
brings about nominal autonomy still making teachers fail to feel autonomous. Third, in a 
country that is governed in quite a centralised way (Bümen, 2019; Çelik et al., 2017), the 
study discusses teachers' preferences for the ideal curriculum by comparing with previous 
studies in Estonia (Viirpalu et al., 2014; Tuul et al., 2015). These comparisons provide 
information about the possible states of teachers in both countries and also serve as an 
example for future studies.  
 
Finally, as there is no study on this topic to the best of our knowledge, it could be said 
that the study is the first to explore the links between teacher autonomy and curricular 
adaptations. The findings shed light on the understanding of differences in the adaptation 
patterns used by teachers who have high and low autonomy scores. Moreover, no matter 
how centralistic the country is, no matter how much autonomy is restricted, the findings 
once again reveal that teachers make several adaptations with the expectation of a flexible 
curriculum.  
 
We conclude by acknowledging some methodological limitations. First, the sample 
reflecting only the western part of the country limits the generalisability of the study. 
Second, only interviews were conducted to determine the adaptations made by teachers, 
which, in fact, should be supported by observations. Finally, the teachers interviewed may 
not be sufficient to represent different grade levels and subjects. Future research might 
profitably survey a larger sample and interview participants from a wide range of diversity. 
 
Implications and further research 
 
Turkish teachers should be encouraged more to participate in curriculum development 
and autonomy should be extended in all dimensions, particularly in instructional planning 
and implementation. Similarly, it would be beneficial to make transformational models 
(Kennedy, 2014) more common to promote autonomy in professional development. For 
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teachers to make productive adaptations instead of lethal mutations (Troyer, 2019), they need 
support in how to adapt the curriculum under the conditions specific to the school, region 
and classes they work. Curricula could provide teachers with suggestions or options to be 
considered when making adaptations (Bümen, 2019; Yazıcılar & Bümen, 2019), and 
professional development can be organised focusing on adaptation skills.  
 
It is also recommended that further studies examine the relations between teacher 
autonomy and student performance. Links among teacher autonomy, curriculum 
adaptations and teachers' pedagogical design capacity can be explored. Finally, qualitative 
studies aiming to reveal the detailed relations between curriculum adaptations with a 
certain course focus and teacher autonomy can contribute to both the fields of curriculum 
studies and teacher education.  
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Appendix A: Demographics of teachers in the first phase (N=422) 
 

Variable Demographics n % 

Gender Female 
Male 

269 
152 

63.8 
36.2 

Age 20-25 
26-30 
31-35 
36-40 
41-45 
46-50 
51-55 
56-60 

31 
127 
76 
53 
35 
52 
29 
10 

7.5 
30.7 
18.4 
12.8 
8.4 
12.6 
7.0 
2.4 
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School level Kindergarten 
Primary school 
Secondary school 
High school 

6 
68 
210 
132 

1.5 
16.3 
50.5 
31.7 

School type Public 
Private 

296 
120 

71.1 
28.9 

Years of  
teaching 

1-5  
6-10  
11-15  
16-20  
21-25  
26-30  
31-35  
36-40 

120 
101 
56 
44 
38 
34 
16 
4 

29.0 
24.4 
13.5 
10.7 
9.2 
8.2 
3.9 
0.9 

Weekly course  
hours 

10-15  
16-20  
21-25  
26-30  
31-35  
36-40 

18 
56 
108 
173 
24 
10 

4.6 
14.5 
27.7 
44.5 
6.2 
2.5 

Education Associate degree 
Bachelor's degree 
Graduate degree 

45 
322 
51 

10.8 
77.0 
12.2 

Subject Social sciences and Turkish 
language 
Mathematics and science 
Foreign languages 
Physical education 
Art education 

214 
107 
59 
20 
15 

51.6 
25.8 
14.2 
4.8 
3.6 

 
Appendix B: TAST factor structures and psychometric properties 
 
The Teacher Autonomy Scale-Turkish (TAST) is an instrument to measure the level of 
autonomy of Turkish teachers. Ulaş and Aksu (2015) collected data from 292 teachers 
working in state elementary schools located in five main districts of Ankara, and analysed 
through exploratory factor analysis (EFA) in order to investigate the factor structure of 
the instrument. EFA resulted in three factors named as (1) autonomy in instructional 
planning and implementation; (2) autonomy in professional development; and (3) 
autonomy in determining the framework of the curriculum. Cronbach's alpha coefficient 
was .91, .80 and .86, respectively (Ulaş & Aksu, 2015).  
 
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to confirm the factor structures and 
retest the reliability and validity of the scale (N=422) in this study. Accordingly, factor 
loadings of the items in the three subscales had values ranging between 0.72-0.91; 0.59-
0.81; and 0.60-0.82 respectively. All the path coefficients indicated in the three-factor 
model tested were found statistically significant at the p<0.001 level. In addition, CFA 
revealed that the model is statistically significant and good fit indices (χ2/SD=2.94; 
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RMSEA=0.07; SRMR=0.06; CFI=0.96; NNFI=0.96; GFI=0.90; AGFI=0.87) met the 
criteria suggested by the literature (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1984). 
Cronbach's alpha coefficients found for autonomy in instructional planning and 
implementation, autonomy in professional development, and autonomy in determining 
the framework of the curriculum subscales and the whole scale are 0.86; 0.84; 0.76; and 
0.87 respectively. 

	
A path diagram of the TAST (χ2 = 388.55; df = 132; p<0.001) (AIP: Autonomy in 
instructional planning and implementation; APD: Autonomy in professional development; 
ADFC: Autonomy in determining the framework of the curriculum. 
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Apendix C: A cross-section of the organisational stage in 
qualitative data analysis (codes with related quotes) 
 

 
 
Apendix D: Interview questions 
 
Warm-up questions 
How many years have you been teaching? Where did you work? 
Have you ever experienced curriculum revision? How many curriculum revisions have you 
seen before? 
 
1. Do you use the curriculum and books offered by MoNE while you are teaching? 
 If yes, how do you use them? If no, why do you not use them? What do you use 

instead? What do you base on? 
 Probe: How do you take advantage of these? 
2. How do you prepare before your classes? What are your most basic preparations? 
 Probe: What do you pay attention to? 
 Do you develop plans or materials? How? 
3. Do you make any adaptations while implementing the curriculum? 
 If yes, why and how? 
 If no, what do you do when you think the curriculum is not suitable for your school 

and students? 
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 Probe: Which one of the options do you use like developing new activities and 
materials, replacing, omitting, using different resources, making changes in timing, 
making changes in the order of the content? 

4. How free do you feel when implementing the curriculum? 
 Probe: How free do you feel in terms of objectives, content, books, materials, and 

exams? 
5. How much right to say do you think you have in the process of developing a 

curriculum? 
6. Would you like to have more say in the process of developing a curriculum? Why? If 

yes, in which ways would you like to have more say? 
7. To what extent should teachers have a say in the development and implementation of 

the curriculum? 
 Probe: How much should teachers have a say in determining objectives, content, 

books materials, and exams? 
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