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Oplægsholder
Præsentationsnoter
I have been involved in the comparative study of education for the last twenty years but have had a fascination with the implications of cultural difference for much longer than that.  I currently work in the University of Bristol’s Graduate School of Education and am an active member of our Research Centre for International and Comparative Studies.  It is work that I and colleagues have carried out there that I will draw on to illustrate some of the points I want to make.  We have an hour and a half available to us and in that time I would like to do three things.  First, I will discuss some of the history and purposes  of comparative research within education, and draw attention to the main theoretical and methodological ‘tensions and dilemmas’ that I have highlighted in my title.    Secondly, I would like to ask you, as comparative researchers, to reflect upon one particular theoretical and methodological aspect of such work. Finally, I would like to draw these ideas together and leave space for a short question and answer session. 

http://www.bris.ac.uk/education/research/centres/ics�


Marc-Antoine Jullien              Sir Michael Sadler 
        1775 – 1848     1861–1943 

Oplægsholder
Præsentationsnoter
I would like to introduce  two individuals separated by about 100 years – one French and one English - who have been influential in shaping the underlying principles of comparative work ……..at least in Western contexts. The Crossley and Watson  accompanying reading gives more detail - but I would like to refer to them briefly to help set the context in which comparative studies have developed. Marc-Antoine Jullien, who was the first to use the term ‘comparative education’, proposed ‘to advance the science of education’ by using scientific method to understand the strengths and limitations of various European education systems.  He called for a Special Commission to be established which would have the task of collecting, systematizing, and comparing materials for a comprehensive study of the institutions, and methods of education and teaching, in the various states of Europe.   His ambition was, and I quote:…to build up, for this science, as has been done for other branches of knowledge, collections of facts and observations arranged in analytical tables so that they can be correlated and compared with a view to deducing therefrom firm principles and specific rules so that education may become virtually a positive science instead of being left to the whims of the narrow-minded, blinkered people in charge of it or diverted from the straight and narrow path by the prejudices of blind routine or by the spirit of system and innovation. To do this, Jullien created a standardized questionnaire of 266 questions which he hoped could be applied in countries across Europe and the resulting data correlated using common measures.  He argued that such an approach would make it possible to judge, and I quote, ‘which are the branches that offer improvements that can be transposed from one country to another’ so that any ‘inherent deficiencies of the systems or methods of education and instruction’ could be rectified. -  So, a clear purpose.  Education systems were to be compared to look for what we would call these days ‘best practice’.  Once identified, the intention was that these educational practices would be imported to France to improve the schooling system and enhance the education of French children.



Why do it? (adapted from Holmes, 1971) 

• Leads to greater understanding of the processes of education; 
 

• Promotes interest in, and information about, particular national 
systems of education, in order to explain why they are as they 
are; 
 

• Facilitates the practical reform and planned development of 
education systems; and 
 

• Promotes desirable international attitudes among those who 
study it. 
 

• Anything else……..? 
 
 

 

Oplægsholder
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What do we understand by the term COMPARISON and why do we do it? Well, in its broadest sense, as Warwick and Osherson (1973) remind us, it is a process of ‘discovering similarities and differences among phenomena’ and that it is ‘central to the very acts of knowing and perceiving’.  As Theisen and Adams (1990) point out the purpose is ‘to make choices, to engage in debate, to better understand ourselves, our lives and the environment about us.Policy makers are  particularly interested in the third bullet point and this had led to a greater focus on the findings of international studies of student achievement.But, what else can comparative study facilitate? 



 ‘Trouble the familiar’ and ‘make the familiar strange’ 

Statement:  
 I know my home culture better 

than those who never stayed 
abroad for a lengthy period of 
time. 

 
 Schweisfurth, M. (2012)  Are sojourners 

natural comparativists? Critical perspectives 
on the learning experiences of international 
students, Research in Comparative and 
International Education, Vol 7(1) 
www.wwwords.uk/RCIE 

 Likert Scale: 
 

• Strongly disagree   2.2% 
• Disagree    0.9% 
• Neutral  23.6% 
• Agree  50.5% 
• Strongly agree 22.8% 

Oplægsholder
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 Well, one on the interesting things about comparison is that it draws attention to our own cultural specificities.  Why do we do things the  way we do?It is this dual purpose of understanding others in order to more fully understand ourselves which should not be underestimated.  Such work can throw into sharp contrast those taken for granted assumptions that we use to inform and direct our everyday lives and, at a national level, the way that we organise our societies.  It can shed new light on familiar problems. Noah talked of developing theory by providing ‘counter instances’ which challenge us to ‘refine our theories and test their validity against the reality of different societies’.  Sadler talked of ‘our being better fitted to study and understand our own.’Broadfoot (1999) talked of ‘Stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this mountain’ As I understand it , a Chinese saying.So, International and cross-cultural educational studies provide an ideal ‘educational laboratory’ which allow ethnocentric assumptions to be identified and challenged by the existence of alternative practices.   



Current concerns with uncritical transfer 

 Cross-national experience is having an increasingly powerful impact 
upon policy makers, as governments look to other countries for new 
ways of organising and delivering public services, and as 
international obligations upon nations to follow practices developed 
elsewhere become more pervasive…….. 

 
 cross-national lessons are often based upon a superficial 

understanding of programmes and institutions and of the conditions 
that contribute to their success or failure.  Valid lessons from cross-
national experience can only be drawn on the basis of the 
systematic applications of knowledge about how policies and 
institutions work. 

  
 ( taken from Le Metais, 2000: 41-42) 
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Are there any dangers or limitations to comparison?  Le Metais has argued that there can be.  She recognises the impact that such studies are having on various national policies, especially in a time of fierce international competition.  But she also warns that such ‘cross-national lessons are often based upon a superficial understanding’. Crossley and Watson (2007:42) also argue that ‘…raw statistics ignore the human and cultural dimensions of a society….’ That they don’t ‘…reveal the underlying philosophy or rationale of an education system which help to explain anomalies…. They can ‘…ignore regional variations and ethnic and linguistic disparities’ and that national census figures cannot necessarily be guaranteed.As you will notice these sentiments draw on Sadler in terms  of methodology



Criticisms of the unit of analysis 

 ….too much emphasis (is) placed upon policies, plans and 
structures, at the expense of research on the actual processes of 
implementation of these in practice when the role of culture – and 
especially that of  teachers – was a crucial influence…….p.266 

 
 … (the) centrality of culture and history at every level – national, 

local, school and classroom – together with the fine-grained 
qualitative methods of observation and interview required to 
illuminate this…p.270 

 
 (taken from Vulliamy 2004) 
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For this reason, much large-scale, comparative research has been criticised by people such as Alexander (2000) and Vulliamy (2004) for its tendency to concentrate on the overt structures of different schooling systems, This, they argue, can produce descriptions which are based on implicit assumptions about the political and social functioning of these systems.  Stenhouse (1979:8), like Le Metais, argues that this aspiration to produce a predictive social science model has led to ‘an overvaluing  of the written source, of the statistical, of the accounts educational systems offer of themselves’ and a corresponding ‘undervaluing  of observation and description’.   This is important because there is a danger that government and other official sources are accepted at face value, allowing for no understanding of a possible gap between rhetoric and reality.  In other words, it assumes that there is no difference between the policy, the implementation of the policy, and professional practice.  It assumes that educational systems are completely or fundamentally determined by normative acts – legal provisions, administrative planning norms, political intentions, etc.  And that the functioning of educational systems is completely, or fundamentally, determined by the organisational structure of schooling systems as defined by government institutions.  So what does all this mean in terms of comparative educational studies?  



Multi-layered Iterative Filter  
(McNess,  2013 forthcoming)   

  
  

  MACRO                                                   GLOBAL ISSUES   
  

     Theoretical Perspectives   
  

               EUROPEAN PROJECT   
  

           
                        Policy Documents   
                 NATIONAL POLI CIES                   and      
                                       Key Informants   

  
        Iterative   
       Reflection                   LOCAL PRIORITIES   

  
  
  

       SCHOOL STRUCTURE   
  Case Studies   
  

                              TEACHER VALUES               
  
  
  

MICRO                                              CLASSROOM PRACTICE   
  
  
  

-   
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Well, I argue that we need to take a multi-layered approach to the collection of data, which sees a clear connection between the various levels – supra-national, national, local and institutional – if we are to truly understand what we are investigating.  Ideally, we need to combine various data collection techniques – documentary analysis, questionnaire survey, interview, focus groups, observation -  each of which feeds into the other in an iterative way to create an holistic picture of the research focus.Theisen and Adams (1990:294) call on us to ‘integrate ideas and facts into observations that examine education as a total process, not as a desegregated set of discrete pedagogical or policy-making activities.’But, this is not easy.  What about the practicalities of carrying out comparative research?



Four Challenges of Cross-Cultural Research 
• Equivalence of measurement: Need to consider research design, 

research questions, research instruments, which may need to be jointly 
constructed - ‘joint-development-concurrent model’ (Dujykes & Rokkan, 
1954) 
 

• Equivalence of sampling: importance of an appropriate sampling frame – 
selection, oversampling or under-sampling of some groups, response 
rates….. 
 

• Linguistic equivalence: Do literally equivalent words always convey 
equivalent meaning?  Pragmatic competence.  Jankowicz (1994) 
distinguishes between langue (language as translated) and parole 
(language as experienced) – use of back translation 
 

• Conceptual equivalence: the need to understand concepts as they are 
used in different cultures.  Salience may differ. 

Oplægsholder
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Warwick and Osherson’s classic work in the 1970s drew attention to four key concepts that should be addressed in order to collect authentic data:.They argue that we need to aim for equivalence of measurement, equivalence of sampling, linguistic equivalence and conceptual equivalence.Equivalence of measurement suggests that, if we are comparing across national and cultural borders, we need to include representatives of those cultures right from the very beginning of the  project.But how can this be done?
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To illustrate this I would like to draw on data from the ENCOMPASS project  which I was involved in with colleagues.  This project investigated the perceptions  and experience of 14-year-olds in relation to their formal schooling in Denmark, France and England.  The fact that the study looked at the education of 14 year-olds is not important.  The concepts which we are talking about can be applied whatever the focus of the study.So, in terms of equivalence of measurement, we worked as a team of researchers from the three countries who worked together BEFORE data collection to identify the research questions, to get an understanding of each other’s systems, and to create the data collection instruments.  The different national researchers acted as ‘cultural mediators’ and this led to some important conversations, particularly in terms of reflecting on our own systems.Now let’s look at the complications of equivalence of sampling.



Equivalence of sampling 

Oplægsholder
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This is a diagrammatic representation of the three schooling systems.  It is not necessary to see the detail but what do you notice?  Why could it be difficult to determine a truly comparative sample?As you will see, the systems do not correspond exactly and the first dilemma of the project was to decide how we would find comparative samples.  To what extent could we justify the samples as being equivalent?  Although we could find 13/14 year olds within each of the systems – within the French system class groups could have a wider age range of pupils because of the process of redoublement - keeping children down a year if they had not achieved the necessary learning.  Within the Danish system the 13/14 year olds were located in all through comprehensive schools in mixed ability classes.  Within the English system they were located in large comprehensive schools where they tended to be separated into different attainment groups based on test results.  How could we address this and attempt to achieve a representative sample from each country?  They were all in classrooms being taught by teachers – but we had to think carefully about their different contexts.



Linguistic equivalence:  
the ‘class teacher’ 

   
 
 

 Le Professeur – Monsieur LeProf  
 
 Class teacher – Mrs Dixon 
 
 Klasselaerer - Hanne 
 
  

Oplægsholder
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Now let’s look at the idea of linguistic equivalence.It was easy to find an equivalent word for ‘class teacher’ in the three languages but, remember, it is the comparability of ideas, rather than a literal exchange of words which was important.  It turned out that ‘class teacher’ meant something slightly different in each of the three national contexts.Monsieur LeProf : was responsible for teaching a specific curriculum subject and the focus was on the cognitive development of children.  They were not required on the school premises if they do not have a class to teach.  They considered that they had no wider responsibility for the social or emotional development of children Mrs Dixon: was responsible for teaching an academic subject across the age range from 11 to 18 yrs.  But also had a pastoral responsibility for a tutor group of approximately 20 pupils.  This could continue with the group as they move through the school.Hanne: was responsible for one class of children (a relatively small class).  But also managed a team of three or four other teachers.  Between them they covered the whole curriculum.  The teacher was also responsible for the personal and social development of the children and had regular contact with their parents. They could stay with the same children for the whole of the primary and lower secondary schooling.The way that they were referred to was also important in terms of the relative distance between the teachers and the pupils. The French teacher having the most formal relationship and the Danish teacher having the least formal.But why is this difference important? 



Conceptual equivalence - the teacher? 
A. They think I’m a bit strict [in my subject lessons] but the very same kids can 

also sit down and have a good laugh with me [outside lesson time].  As a 
tutor, you need to be sensitive to children’s needs, as very distinct from 
academic needs.’ 
 

B. The class teacher should be engaging, able to understand their pupils’ 
concerns and problems and live and grow together with their pupils….. The 
better children get along with each other the more power and energy they 
are able to use on learning.  Learning will be hampered if you feel socially 
insecure.’ 

 
C. It is important that the pupils know something…….his or her socialisation is 

not my priority, all that matters is my subject 
 
(Source: ENCOMPASS Project, Osborn et al. 2003) 

 

Oplægsholder
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Well, these concepts are underpinned by assumptions  which I think are clearly visible in these quotes from a teacher in each national context.Perhaps you might like to see if you can identify which nationality is represented by each quote.  Why is this important in terms of comparison?Well, these underlying  national values and assumptions, which teachers  hold, have real implications for the expectations they have for their work.  Which, in turn, can have real implications for teaching and learning.



 How do you conceptualise ‘Lifelong Learning’? 
  

• An emancipatory or social justice model:  Lifelong learning for ALL 
 

• A cultural model:  Lifelong learning for self-fulfillment 
 

• An ‘open society’ model: Lifelong learning for all who want, and are 
able, to participate 
 

• A human capital model:  Lifelong learning for employment 
 

 Are there cultural differences between ‘Western’ concepts of lifelong 
learning and those used in ‘Confucian Heritage’ cultures? 

   
  Folkeoplysning  versus certification/smart card 

 

Oplægsholder
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So, let’s apply this to your work.  How do you, for instance, conceptualise Lifelong Learning?This is not my specialism but I was interested to read in an article by Scheutze and Casey (2006) that there are at least four ways of conceptualising it:An emancipatory model emphasises the notion of equality of opportunity and life chances through education in a democratic society.A cultural model sees LLL as a process of each individual’s life, aiming at fulfilment and self-realisationA ‘open society’ model in which LLL is seen as an adequate learning system for developed, multicultural and democratic countriesA human capital model where LLL equates to training and skill development to meet the needs of the economy – leading to a qualified, flexible and adaptable workforceHow do these models apply to the different cultural contexts?  Are there other models that aren’t represented here?



Some typical approaches to international 
comparative study 

 
• ‘Safari’ approach – researcher(s) from one country going into one or 

more other different national/cultural contexts 
 

• ‘Lone ranger’ approach – data collected independently by national 
researchers in each country 
 

• ‘Insider/outsider’ approach – International teams of researchers 
working across national boundaries  
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So, what about the practicalities of carrying out comparative research?You will find each of these approaches represented in the research literature and they each have their strengths and limitations.   IHow would you characterise your work?I would like to draw particular attention to the third approach because this is how we engaged in the comparative research which I spoke about earlier.  Notice the terms ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’.  These terms have had a long history, particularly in anthropology and ethnography – the value of the ‘sociological stranger’ or ‘marginal man’ -  Arthur’s paper talks about these concepts in more detail.It is argued that the ‘outsider’ can bring a particular, ‘objective’ perspective to the research.  Let’s look at some data from ENCOMPASS..



Insider/outsider knowledge 
 What first strikes the Danish visitor to a French school is its clinical and 

strictly functional environment, which seems to have little connection with 
young people’s lives and their learning.  Internally there is an impression of 
space with wide, bare corridors which are kept clinically clean.  There is no 
evidence of learning outside the classroom.  Nor is there any evidence of 
pictorial decoration or space for pupils to hang coats and leave personal 
effects.  Classrooms, which are kept locked, are also strictly functional….. 

 
 Lacking a home base French pupils appear not to belong anywhere.  There 

is much movement in between lessons from one similar classroom to 
another.  Pupils are obliged to carry their school bags and outdoor wear 
with them during the school day.  Pupils do not have the opportunity to 
create their own physical space where they can express and stamp their 
individuality. 

 
 (taken from Osborn et al. 2003, p. 51) 
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Here is an extract from one of the Danish researchers who went into a French school.  What do you notice about her comments?Well, I think one of the most striking things is that you learn a great deal about the values that underpin her idea of schooling and education.  Going back to Sadler and others – we  can learn a lot about ourselves by investigating others.What are the things that she notices that might go ‘unnoticed’ to an insider?She refers to the school as ‘clinical’ with not much ‘connection to young people’s lives’.  ‘No evidence of learning outside the classroom’, ‘Classrooms are kept locked a purely functional’ ‘Pupils do not have the opportunity to create their own space’.



Further variations of ‘insider’ and ‘outsiderness’ 
 

 The individual researcher working in a different national/cultural 
context: some language skills, possibly bi-lingual, cultural empathy 
and more – but what about past and present histories?  

 
 The individual researcher working in their own national context but 

researching in an different professional or cultural community : 
inclusion of local voice but there may be less obvious barriers to do 
with unequal power relationships 
 

 The individual researcher working in their own 
national/professional/cultural community BUT shaping their research 
questions and data collection approach in a different country 
 

 Others…………..  
 
 

Oplægsholder
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But we argue that these concepts of the ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ are not as easy as you might think to identify.  They can have various dimensions to them.Look at these variations and consider what they mean for  ‘insiderness’ and ‘outsiderness’.What might be the advantages and limitations of such conceptions?How might they impact on the quality of data collected and the interpretation of those data?



How do you position yourself within 
your research? 

 To what extent do you consider yourself to be an ‘insider’ 
in your research context? 

 
 To what extent do you consider yourself to be an 

‘outsider’ in your research context? 
 
 To what extent are you neither, or both? 
 
 What are the dimensions of your insider/outsiderness? 

Oplægsholder
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What about yourselves?  Take a few minutes to discuss with your neighbour how you position yourself within the research?What do you consider are you dimensions of ‘insider’ and outsiderness’?Think about things such as gender, age, language, culture, professional background, etc.



Insider/Outsider Continuum 

 The realization then often begins to emerge that there 
are subtly varying shades of ‘insiderism’ and 
‘outsiderism’.  The issue may be more one of 
empathetic, rather than spatial, closeness or distance.  
Moreover, it can sometimes become quickly apparent 
that the same researcher can slide along more than one 
insider-outsider continuum, and in both directions, during 
the research process. 

 
 (Hellawell 2006:489) 

Oplægsholder
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Well, what I hope you found is that it is not always easy to define insiderness and outsiderness as clear cut polarities.  As Hellawell puts it…..So, there is a great deal of debate here.  Should we be outside the research context in order to ‘trouble the familiar’?  Or will this impose an outside framework, or worldview, which has no currency within the research context?Should we be ‘insiders’ to the research in order to have empathy and understanding of the focus of the research? CIs there a danger that this can lead to poor research which fails to get to grips with the essential nature of the research through an over familiarity?Another thought -  What about that space that can be created between cultures…



‘Third Space’ – a liminal space of in-betweeness 
  
 Pratt (1991) talks about the ‘contact zone’ which can be areas of hostility 

but also great creativity, mutual understanding and new wisdom.  
 
 Homi Bhabha (1994:37) refers to these as: Discursive sites or conditions 

that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial 
unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, and 
re-historicized anew.   

 
 Activity theorists Wenger, McDermott & Snyder (2002:153) suggest that: 

while the core of practice is a locus of expertise, radically new insights and 
developments often arise at the boundaries between communities.  

  
 Gadamer talked of the need to create a ‘fusion of horizons’.  He refers to a  

positive conception of prejudice as pre-judgement (prae-judicium) or prior 
knowledge. 
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As you can see from these illustrative quotes, this liminal space can allow for intercultural communication where new meaning can be constructed. Again, the reading by Arthur (2008) gives more explanation here. I think that Gadamer’s ‘fusion of horizons’ is a useful concept here. Gadamer introduced the phenomenological concept of the ‘horizon’, arguing that understanding and interpretation always occurs from a particular horizon that is determined by our historical situatedness.  There are echoes here of Sadler.He refers to a positive conception of prejudice as pre-judgement (prae-judicium) or prior knowledge and seeks a ‘fusion of horizons’ as an outcomes of such investigationSo, to recap..



Methodological/epistemological approaches: 

•  Large international datasets aim to apply common frameworks  
from the point of view of the disinterested scientific onlooker: ‘facts 
and observations arranged in analytical tables’  (Jullien) 

 
• A post structuralist approach to knowledge assumes that ‘reality’ in 

situated, relative, and multiple: looks more closely at the context and 
‘the things outside the school’  (Sadler) 
 

• A social constructivist approach to data collection sees research as 
a socially situated activity focusing on the inter-subjectivity of 
collaborative action: ‘subtly varying shades of ‘insiderism’ and 
‘outsiderism’’ (Hellawell) 
 



Some solutions to the problems of 
cross-national comparison? 

• Danger of reliance on single methodology: Additional value of 
combined methods, quantitative (what) + qualitative (why)  
 

• Need for triangulation and data collection & analysis at various 
levels (iterative filter): questionnaire survey, documentary analysis, 
observation, individual interviews, focus groups, case studies 
 

• (Dis)advantages of insider/outsider perspectives :  a priori 
knowledge versus  ‘the sociological stranger’ or ‘marginal man’ 

 
• Need for cross-cultural teams to engage in a deep understanding of 

the concepts being investigated BEFORE going into the field - 3rd 
Space – fusion of horizons 
 

 



Some final thoughts 
 
• Guard against ethnocentric assumptions by ‘troubling the familiar’. 

 
• Consideration should be given to the positioning of individuals within the 

research process and the way this might change as the research develops: 
insiderness/outsiderness   
 

• Hellawell refers to both ‘empathy’ and ‘alienation’ being useful to the 
researcher. 
 

• Researchers have multiple identities which can play out differently in 
different situations.  How can these be represented?  What can they mean 
in terms of the questions we ask, the data we collect and the interpretations 
that we make?  

 
• Jones & Jenkins refer to learning from difference rather than learning about 

the ‘Other’ 
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