World Yearbook of Education 2019

Digital methodologies, new forms of data visualization and computer-based
learning and assessment are creating new challenges as well as opportunities for
scholars in educational research. The World Yearbook of Education 2019 explores
this highly relevant topic, opening a new discussion about the various conceptual
and methodological challenges and opportunities in contemporary educational
research.
This volume explores contemporary methods of inquiry, with chapters organized
around four topics of enduring interest in this field: impacts, patterns, relations and
contexts.
The World Yearbook of Education 2019 comprises contributions from
internationally renowned scholars exploring novel concepts and methodologies
in grappling with contemporary empirical phenomena in educational research.
Vital questions such as how we understand the technological developments that
are creating new possibilities for and demands on education, and how we make
sense of complex cases that cut across multiple nations, are discussed.
This newest addition to the prestigious World Yearbook of Education series
provides a fascinating read for scholars in the fields of education policy and
comparative education. It is not only a useful resource for educational researchers
and policy makers examining new trends and emerging issues, but would be of
interest to graduate students exploring innovative methodologies, particularly in
the study of education and education policy.
Radhika Gorur is Senior Lecturer, Deakin University, Australia, and a Director of
the Laboratory of International Assessment Studies.
Sam Sellar is Reader in Education Studies at Manchester Metropolitan University
and a Director of the Laboratory of International Assessment Studies.
Gita Steiner-Khamsi is Professor of Comparative and International Education at
Teachers College, Columbia University in New York.

World Yearbook of Education Series
Series editors:
Julie Allan, University of Birmingham, UK.
Terri Seddon, La Trobe University, Australia.
Gita Steiner-Khamsi, Teachers College, Columbia University, USA.
Antoni Verger, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Spain.

Examining a different topical subject each year, these fascinating books put forward
a wide range of perspectives and dialogue from all over the world. With the best
and most pivotal work of leading educational thinkers and writers from 1965 to
the present day, these essential reference titles provide a complete history of the
development of education around the globe. Available individually or in libraryready sets, this is the indispensable atlas of education, mapping ever changing
aspects of theory, policy, teaching and learning.

Titles in the series:
World Yearbook of Education 2015
Elites, Privilege and Excellence: The National and Global Redefinition of
Educational Advantage
Edited by Stephen Ball, Agnès van Zanten and Brigitte Darchy-Koechlin
World Yearbook of Education 2016
The Global Education Industry
Edited by Antoni Verger, Christopher Lubienski and Gita Steiner-Khamsi
World Yearbook of Education 2017
Assessment Inequalities
Edited by Julie Allan and Alfredo J. Artiles
World Yearbook of Education 2018
Uneven Space-Times of Education: Historical Sociologies of Concepts, Methods
and Practices
Edited by Julie McLeod, Noah W. Sobe and Terri Seddon
World Yearbook of Education 2019
Comparative Methodology in the Era of Big Data and Global Networks
Edited by Radhika Gorur, Sam Sellar and Gita Steiner-Khamsi
For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/WorldYearbook-of-Education/book-series/WYBE

World Yearbook of
Education 2019
Comparative Methodology in the Era
of Big Data and Global Networks
Edited by Radhika Gorur, Sam Sellar
and Gita Steiner-Khamsi

First published 2019
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN
and by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017
Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business
© 2019 selection and editorial matter, Radhika Gorur, Sam Sellar and
Gita Steiner-Khamsi; individual chapters, the contributors
The right of Radhika Gorur, Sam Sellar and Gita Steiner-Khamsi to be
identified as the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for
their individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77
and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing
from the publishers.
Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation
without intent to infringe.
British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record for this book has been requested
ISBN: 978-1-138-55072-8 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-315-14733-8 (ebk)
Typeset in Minion Pro
by Apex CoVantage, LLC

Contents

List of ﬁgures
List of tables
List of contributors
1 Big data and even bigger consequences

vii
viii
ix
1

RADHIKA GORUR, SAM SELLAR AND GITA STEINER- KHAMSI

PART 1

Impacts: Randomized Controlled Trials: league leader in
the hierarchy of evidence?

11

GITA STEINER- KHAMSI

2 The strengths and shortcomings of Randomized Controlled
Trials (RCTs): reﬂections from REAP’s experiences in China

17

PRASHANT LOYALKA

3 Randomized Controlled Trials: limitations for explaining and
improving learning outcomes

35

MOSES OKETCH

PART 2

Patterns: In search of patterns: with enough data, do the
numbers speak for themselves?

53

RADHIKA GORUR

4 Intimate data infrastructure: emerging comparative methods
of predictive analytics and psycho-informatics
BEN WILLIAMSON

59

vi

Contents

5 Politicized data and spatial methods: generating
understanding of contemporary educational policy
environments and interventions

76

CHRISTOPHER A. LUBIENSKI AND PRIYA G. LA LONDE

6 Rethinking cause and eﬀect: analyzing economic growth and
PISA scores over a period of 15 years

96

YARIV FENIGER AND MICHAEL ATIA

PART 3

Relations: Global education policy in evolving network societies

111

SAM SELLAR

7 The value of network analysis for the study of global
education policy: key concepts and methods

117

FRANCINE MENASHY AND ANTONI VERGER

8 Cartographies of the digital governance of education

132

PAOLO LANDRI

9 Big data and new social relations in higher education:
Academia.edu, Google Scholar and ResearchGate

148

JANJA KOMLJENOVIC

PART 4

Context: Contextualizing “context”

165

GITA STEINER- KHAMSI AND RADHIKA GORUR

10 Comparing platforms and the new value economy in the academy

169

SUSAN L. ROBERTSON

11 Rethinking the concept of “context” in comparative research

187

LESLEY BARTLETT AND FRANCES VAVRUS

12 Making and mobilizing contexts in policy and research

202

NELLI PIATTOEVA, ANNI KLUTAS AND OLLI SUOMINEN

World Yearbook of Education Series – full list of titles
Index

219
225

Figures

3.1
6.1
8.1
8.2

Sampling frame for Kenya and Uganda
Rate of change in reading score 2000–2015 and annualized per
capita GDP growth 2000–2015
A cartography of the sociomaterialities of “Scuola in Chiaro”
A cartography of “Scuola in Chiaro” in use

40
103
138
139

Tables

3.1
3.2
3.3

Distribution of schools by district
Distribution of teachers interviewed
Difference-in-difference (DID) in the numeracy assessment,
both countries
3.4 Difference-in-difference (DID) in the numeracy assessment,
by country
3.5 Difference-in-difference (DID) in the oral literacy assessment,
both countries
3.6 Difference-in-difference (DID) between treatment and control
in oral literacy, by country
3.7 Difference-in-difference (DID) in the written literacy
assessment, both countries
3.8 Difference-in-difference (DID) between treatment and control
in written literacy, by country
3.9 Treatment effects in high-, medium- and low-implementing schools
6.1 Correlations between PISA 2000 reading, mathematics and
science scores and annualized per capita GDP growth 2000–2015
6.2 Standardized coefficients (betas) from Ordinary Least Squares
regression analyses predicting per capita GDP annualized
growth rate 2000–2015
6.3 Correlations between annualized per capita GDP growth
2000–2015 and the rate of change in PISA reading, mathematics
and science scores 2000–2015
9.1 Overview of analytics offered by the three digital platforms
10.1 Knowledge production, platforms and the contemporary academy

42
42
43
43
44
44
44
45
46
101

101

102
158
173

Contributors

Michael Atia attained an engineering degree and was employed in a high-tech
company before becoming a mathematics and science teacher in a large urban
secondary school. In his masters’ dissertation, completed in the Department of
Education at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, he explored the relationship
between Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) scores and
national economic growth.
Lesley Bartlett is Professor in the Department of Educational Policy Studies and
a faculty affiliate in Anthropology at the University of Wisconsin, Madison. An
anthropologist by training who works in the field of comparative and international education, Bartlett does research in literacy studies (including multilingual literacies), migration and educator professional development. She is
the author, co-author, or co-editor of seven books, including Additive Schooling
in Subtractive Times; Refugees, Immigrants, and Education in the Global South;
and The Word and the World: The Cultural Politics of Literacy in Brazil. She
also served as associate editor for Anthropology and Education Quarterly and
on the board of Teachers College Record. Bartlett has been Visiting Professor at
Universidad Iberoamericana in Santo Domingo and at Universidad Autónoma
de Madrid, and she has conducted research in several regions of the world,
including Latin America and the Caribbean, sub-Saharan Africa, Europe and
the United States.
Yariv Feniger is Senior Lecturer in the Department of Education at Ben-Gurion
University of the Negev. His main areas of interest include education policy,
educational inequality and comparative education. His current research focuses
on the influences of national and international standardized tests on learning,
instruction and education policy, and on social inequality in higher education
in Israel.
Radhika Gorur is Senior Lecturer and DECRA Fellow at Deakin University,
Australia, and a Director of the Laboratory for International Assessment Studies. Her research seeks to understand how some policy ideas cohere, stabilize,
gain momentum and make their way in the world. Using material-semiotic
approaches, she has been developing a sociology of numbers that makes
explicit the instrumental and constitutive work of quantification, calculation

x

Contributors
and comparison in policy. Her current research is on the global accountability
project (GAP), with a focus on education reform and accountability practices
in the Indo-Pacific.

Anni Klutas is a student in general and adult education at the University of Helsinki, Finland. Anni’s master’s thesis examined how the World Bank, OECD
and UNICEF aspire to achieve legitimacy in Brazilian education policy by
using knowledge-related governance strategies. Her current professional interests relate to academic entrepreneurship and the role of data and algorithms in
public policy.
Janja Komljenovic is Lecturer in Higher Education at Lancaster University. Komljenovic is interested in the diversity and complexity of markets in and around
universities, including the variety of actors who have entered the sector, their
strategies, ways of working and consequences for higher education and societies at large. Most recently she got engaged in studying the relation between
the digital economy and higher education, as well as how they might affect
each other. She is currently involved in projects in which she is investigating
the construction of students as consumers and of higher education markets,
the transition of graduates from universities to the labor market and the role
of digital platforms in this process, and the expansion of the higher education
industry more broadly. She has published internationally on higher education
policy, governance and markets.
Priya G. La Londe is Assistant Professor of educational policy at Georgetown
University’s Program in Educational Transformation. Her scholarship examines how school reform policies impact school improvement. Her current
work examines (1) how teacher incentives and use of student performance
data shape instruction, leadership and school culture; (2) evidence use among
policy actors; and (3) social justice leadership among students and community leaders. She is a co-researcher on projects funded by the William T. Grant
and Spencer foundations and currently conducts research in the United States,
China and Singapore. Her most recent article in Educational Policy Analysis
documents her research on teacher incentives in public elementary schools in
Shanghai, China.
Paolo Landri is Senior Researcher at the Institute of Research on Population and
Social Policies of the National Research Council of Italy (IRPPS–CNR). His
main research interests concern educational organizations, professional learning and educational policies. Currently, he is investigating how the digitalization is affecting the governance of education in the European Union and Italy.
He is a member of the Editorial Board of the European Education Research
Journal and link convener of Network 28 “Sociologies of Education” of the
European Educational Research Association. His most recent book is Digital
Governance of Education: Technology, Standards and Europeanization of education (London: Bloomsbury 2018).

Contributors xi
Prashant Loyalka is Assistant Professor at the Graduate School of Education
and a Center Research Fellow at the Freeman Spogli Institute for International
Studies, Rural Education Action Program at Stanford University. His research
focuses on addressing inequalities in the education of youth and improving
the quality of education received by youth in key economies such as China,
India, Korea and Russia. In the course of addressing educational inequalities,
Prashant examines the consequences of tracking, financial and informational
constraints, and social-psychological factors in highly competitive education systems. His work on understanding educational quality is built around
research that assesses and compares student learning in higher education,
vocational and K-12 schooling. He also conducts large-scale evaluations of
educational programs and policies that seek to improve student outcomes.
Christopher A. Lubienski is Professor of education policy at Indiana University.
He is also a fellow with the National Education Policy Center at the University
of Colorado, Visiting Professor at East China Normal University in Shanghai,
and Adjunct Professor at Murdoch University in Western Australia. He is coleader and convener of the Scholar Strategy Network’s K-12 Working Group.
His research focuses on education policy, reform and the political economy of
education, with a particular concern for issues of equity and access. His current work examines (1) organizational responses to competitive conditions in
local education markets, including geo-spatial analyses of education opportunities, and research on innovation in education markets for the Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD); and (2) policymakers’
use of research evidence as influenced by advocacy organizations. His newest book, Privatization and the Education of Marginalized Children: Policies,
Impacts and Global Lessons (with Bekisizwe Ndimande), was published by
Routledge in April 2017.
Francine Menashy is Assistant Professor in the Department of Leadership in
Education at the University of Massachusetts Boston. Her research examines
international aid to education, leadership structures in global governance, education policy-making processes and private sector engagement, with a particular focus on contexts of humanitarian crisis. She was selected as a 2013 National
Academy of Education/Spencer Foundation Postdoctoral Fellow and received
the George Bereday Award from the Comparative and International Education
Society in 2015 and 2018. Francine is the current co-PI on a project examining
the role of partnerships in the global educational response to the Syrian refugee
crisis.
Moses Oketch is Professor of international education policy and development at
the UCL Institute of Education, where he also co-directs the Centre for Education and International Development (CEID). He has published widely on the
connection between the theory of human capital and the implementation of
policies in the areas of economics of education, education policy analysis and
impact evaluation. He has also contributed to and supported research capacity

xii

Contributors
strengthening in Africa through his involvement with the African Population and Health Research Centre (APHRC) as a Senior Research Scientist and
Director of Research. He is a member of the Board of Directors of the Comparative and International Education Society (CIES) and an Associate Editor of
the International Journal of Educational Development. Professor Oketch was
educated in Kenya and the United States. He received his Ph.D. from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

Nelli Piattoeva is Associate Professor in the New Social Research programme at
the University of Tampere, Finland. Her research principally focuses on the
transnationalisation and datafication of education policy. She is concerned with
national and international large-scale assessments as sources of evidence for
policy-making and new technologies of governance at a distance, examining
these through the lenses of science and technology studies (STS) and ActorNetwork Theory (ANT). Her previous research explored state and nation (re)building in the post-Soviet societies and changes in school curricula and the
perceptions of “good” citizenship entangled in these processes. She is also interested in Russian aid to education, as well as the practices of scientific knowledge
production on socialist and post-socialist countries. Nelli’s primary geographical focus of research is Russia and the post-Soviet space.
Susan L. Robertson is Professor of sociology of education in the Faculty of Education,
University of Cambridge. Her research has broadly been engaged with transformations of the state, education and its political economy in the context of rescaling
projects such as globalization. Susan has recently published Public Private Partnerships in Education (2012) and Global Regionalisms and Higher Education (2016).
She is also founding editor of the journal Globalisation, Societies and Education.
Sam Sellar is Reader in Education Studies at Manchester Metropolitan University.
His current research focuses on large-scale assessments, data infrastructures, commercialization and new accountabilities in schooling. Sam is currently researching the development of data infrastructures in schools and school systems in
Australia, the United States, Canada and Japan, and the emergent use of artificial
intelligence in education policy and governance. Sam’s recent books include The
global education race: Taking the measure of PISA and international testing (2017,
Brush) and Globalizing educational accountabilities (2016, Routledge).
Gita Steiner-Khamsi is Professor of Comparative and International Education at
Teachers College, Columbia University, New York. In addition, she has been
seconded by the Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies
(Geneva) to serve as Faculty Member and Director of NORRAG for a period of
four years. As a result, she spends the fall semesters in New York and the spring
semesters in Geneva. A former president of the Comparative and International
Education Society, she carries out research and publishes on topics related to
comparative education, policy studies, globalization and development studies.
She is editor or co-editor of three book series (Routledge, E. Elgar, Teachers
College Press).

Contributors xiii
Olli Suominen is a doctoral student at the University of Turku, Finland. His ongoing doctoral dissertation focuses on the contradiction between nationalistically
motivated, integrative functions of history education on the one hand and the
qualifying, skills-oriented functions on the other. He examines how high school
history education in three countries – China, Finland and the United States –
approaches teaching the theoretical notion that the writing and interpretation
of history can be purposefully biased due to political considerations. Olli’s primary research interest is with the political dimensions of history education as
a global phenomenon, albeit geographically and culturally his special expertise
lies with contemporary China.
Frances Vavrus is Professor in the Program in Comparative and International
Development Education at the University of Minnesota. She is also Director
of Special Initiatives at the University’s Interdisciplinary Center for the Study
of Global Change. Vavrus conducts research in the areas of postcolonialism
and development studies, gender studies and teacher education in sub-Saharan
Africa. She has published over 30 articles and book chapters in such journals
as Comparative Education, Comparative Education Review, Discourse: Studies
in the Cultural Politics of Education and the International Journal of Qualitative
Studies in Education. She is the recipient of two Fulbright Fellowships for her
work in Tanzania and, since 2012, has served as the North American representative for the International Labour Organization to the Joint ILO/UNESCO
Committee of Experts on the Application of the Recommendations Concerning Teaching Personnel (CEART), the foremost world body monitoring teachers’ rights and working conditions.
Antoni Verger is Associate Professor at the Department of Sociology of
the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB). His research focuses on the
study of the relationship between global governance institutions and education policy; that is, how education policies are internationally disseminated and enacted in different institutional settings, and how this impacts
education quality and equity. With a cross-disciplinary training in sociology and education, Verger publishes in comparative education, sociology of
education, education policy and development studies journals. Currently,
he coordinates the ERC-funded project REFORMED–Reforming Schools
Globally: A Multiscalar Analysis of Autonomy and Accountability Policies
in the Education Sector.
Ben Williamson is a Chancellor’s Fellow at the Edinburgh Futures Institute and
Moray House School of Education, University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom. His research traces the connections between educational policy, digital
technologies, science and practices in schools and universities. Recent topics
of his research include data analytics, algorithmic decision-making, coding in
schools, behavioral apps and the development of performance metrics in the
school and higher education sectors. His latest book is Big Data in Education:
The digital future of learning, policy and practice (Sage, 2017).

1

Big data and even bigger
consequences
Radhika Gorur, Sam Sellar and
Gita Steiner-Khamsi

Globalization has been a central theme and a salient backdrop for scholars in social
research for several decades.1 In educational research, the topic gained prominence among scholars associated with comparative policy studies. The period of
globalization between 1989 and 2008 was welcomed by some as an opening up of
possibilities and breaking down of boundaries, inducing calls to overcome “methodological nationalism” and explore new, dynamic methodologies that could cope
with the movement of people, goods, ideas and money across various “scapes”
(Appadurai, 1991; Sassen, 2007).
The World Conference on Education for All held in Jomtien in 1989 was a key
event that set in motion the continuous institutionalization of a global script for
education in developing countries (Chabbott, 2015). Culminating in a global
agreement to push for universal access to education, it triggered the development
of a series of national action plans, accompanied by processes for monitoring
the implementation of these plans globally. This vision of Education for All as an
urgent, global imperative was consolidated in 2000 at the World Education Forum
in Dakar, where specific international education goals were set out in the Framework for Action. That same year, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
were endorsed. These events and global strategies did much to consolidate a sense
that global strategies were needed to address a global education crisis.
A global script of a different kind emerged at the turn of the millennium. This
time, global reform encompassed all countries, that is, developing countries as
well as Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, and propelled a shift from inputs to outcomes. The liberalization of inputs
encouraged non-state actors, including businesses, to provide goods and services
in education systems that are funded by the state. As a corollary, choice, vouchers
and charter school policies mushroomed in different corners of the world. Rather
than regulating the inputs and provision of education, governments were urged
to focus on establishing learning standards and monitoring learning outcomes.
Monitoring entails measurement. The measurement turn, or governance by numbers, produced an ever-expanding test industry in which individuals are assessed
at critical stages of their school career and throughout their lifespan. Twenty years
after the market reforms in education, education systems are drowning in data
and their administrators have become champions in international comparison.
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Test-based accountability of educational systems (Verger & Parcerisa, 2017) has
become the norm rather than the exception.
The measurement turn in educational research was accompanied by a vociferous rhetoric of global competencies, 21st-century skills and the urgency to prepare national populations to compete in a global workforce. The OECD has been
instrumental in exerting “soft” pressure on national educational systems to comply with international “best practices” by way of reviewing, measuring, comparing
and advising governments. In effect, governments authorized the OECD to symbolically accredit their own national educational system through Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA). The results on the test became a stamp
of approval certifying that the system indeed prepares students for global or transnational skills needed in the 21st century. The power of OECD as a symbolic transnational accreditation agency in education is not to be underestimated. In an era
of global interconnectedness, the growing influence of transnational authorities
poses a great threat to public education systems that by definition operate nationally. National public education systems are at a disadvantage compared to multinational agencies, such as global education businesses, that are able to use English
as a language of instruction, focus on global competencies, or evoke the imaginary
of the mobile, cosmopolitan citizen, while at the same time downplaying national
curricular content, which increasingly is seen as parochial and outdated.
The desire for an internationalized, cosmopolitan education has now grown
in all segments of society (that is, beyond the middle class), and this is clearly
apparent in the shift, in many low-income nations, to low-cost private schools,
often teaching in English and with “international” or “global” in their names. Curricula are being revisited to include content about different countries and cultures,
exchange programs are being developed and many universities are recruiting staff
from around the world to “internationalize” the faculty. Overseas campuses of
American and European universities have sprung up in Asia and the Middle East.
Internationalization has become one of the parameters by which universities are
ranked. These developments have brought in their wake a variety of international
surveys and rankings, and with them the methodological challenges associated
with mobility, commensuration and comparison.
For the field of comparative education, the sense of open borders and global
imaginaries was associated with a growth of regional and global large-scale assessments (Sellar & Lingard, 2013), a convergence of policies (Steiner-Khamsi, 2006),
a slew of global ranking exercises and the search for “best practices” (Grek, 2013).
During the 1990s, the involvement of international organizations in education
policy began to give coherence to a global field of education policy shaped by the
discourses and data analyses of the OECD, World Bank and UNESCO (Lingard,
Martino, Rezai-Rashti, & Sellar, 2016). At this time, the seeds were being sown for
the emergence of neoliberal policy discourses that have been characterized as a
Global Education Reform Movement (Sahlberg, 2011) or School Autonomy With
Accountability (SAWA) (Verger & Parcerisa, 2017).
Then the global financial crisis in 2008 abruptly confronted us with the limits
of capital (Wallerstein, Collins, Mann, Derluguian, & Collins, 2013), introducing
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new tensions within the European Union and elsewhere. The confident neoliberal
theory of change premised upon marketized approaches, competition, devolution
of responsibility, transparency and accountability failed in its bid to improve educational outcomes, and instead presented governments with a whole new set of
problems, including rising inequities. Today, confronted with growing uncertainties, we are witnessing a reassertion of nationalism, isolationism and exceptionalism, to which unexpected events such as Brexit, and the election of Donald Trump
and of far right and nationalist parties in several European nations, bear witness.
The growing political fragmentation, an almost unprecedented humanitarian crisis, extreme inequities, the current brinkmanship and talk of trade wars and protectionism (in contrast to free trade and the idea of a global marketplace), as well
as a dystopian sense of uncertainty that characterizes the world today, demand
that any study of societies attends to multiple scales and contradictory national
and global impulses.
Intertwined with these upheavals are extraordinary technological developments. Where once social media were celebrated for breaking down boundaries
and connecting diverse groups, today they are also, simultaneously, implicated in
creating ideological silos and echo chambers of “fake news.” Even as knowledge
is increasingly being made public, and people are exhorted to become informed
participants in governance and public life, it is becoming increasingly difficult to
tell facts from fiction. Big data, digital methodologies, new forms of data visualization, and computer-based learning and assessment are on the rise, both as research
tools and objects of investigation.
The MDGs have given way, in 2015, to the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) – a 15-year global framework for providing access to quality education
for all. Different from the two earlier global scripts, Education For All (EFA) and
the MDGs, the SDGs are not only addressed to developing countries but to each
and every government in the world. In addition, inscribed in the new global script
is the unabashed commitment to quality of education, and thus, to measuring
and monitoring the quality of education. Without any doubt, the shift in focus
from access to education in the MDGs to the quality of education and learning
in the SDGs has given rise to new waves of regional and international comparative assessments, as well as a renewed set of global reform strategies, promoted
by the large development agencies and international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs) acting in concert. The OECD has come up with a variation on its
signature PISA in the form of PISA for Development. UNICEF is promoting the
Southeast Asia Primary Learning Metrics (SEA-PLM) which, it says, “directly supports the regional standardisation of data around learning and the mobilization
of technical expertise, institutional capacity and political will to translate the data
into action”2. This epitomizes the current global project in the pursuit of SDG4
(the education SDG), which involves a combination of standardization of data
gathering, capacity building to enable and sustain this data project, and advocacy
to influence governments.
The theory of change that is driving current global efforts to improve learning
outcomes includes a strong preference for decentralization and the devolution of
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responsibility to the school or village level, accompanied by strong accountability
practices to encourage fidelity in implementation. This has meant not only more
testing of students, but the creation of extensive and highly descriptive databases
and management information systems, supported by a variety of software packages.
For scholars in educational research, this historical moment, shaped by contradictory impulses of globalization and resurgent nationalisms, the rise of fundamentalism and far-right politics amid involuntary migration at an unprecedented
scale, and widespread speculation that technological change will cause unprecedented disruption, presents a fresh set of conceptual and methodological challenges. The field of comparative education has always been methodologically
diverse, inviting the attention of a range of scholars, including anthropologists,
economists, historians, philosophers, political scientists, sociologists, as well as
psychometricians and statisticians. They have responded in a variety of ways to
the emerging challenges of recent decades with methodologies that both reflect
and affect changing societal and educational contexts.

Comparison as a way of knowing
Although large-scale international statistical comparisons in education are now
routine, they were once thought impossible to carry out, given the vast differences
in social, cultural and financial contexts between countries, and the differences
in the way education systems were organized (Gorur, 2015). It took an enormous
global effort over several decades to develop the international standard classification of education (ISCED) and global education indicators that make such comparisons possible (Gorur, 2018). On the basis of these indicators and globally agreed
norms for generating education data, such publications as the OECD’s Education
at a Glance are now confidently able to present global comparative statistical data
on education systems. And the publication of international comparative data on
a regular basis as an aid to policy-making is not limited to education – the OECD
also produces similar “at a glance” publications in a number of other fields, including Health at a Glance, Environment at a Glance, Entrepreneurship at a Glance,
Government at a Glance, Society at a Glance and so on. Making the development
of indicators possible were innovations in psychometrics and other measurement
and survey technologies, as well as well-developed infrastructures for routinely
collecting the required data. The Internet has added exponentially to the possibilities for data to be collected faster and in greater detail.
While these developments have led to an explosion in quantitative comparisons, and technical advances have produced more and more complex and sophisticated numbers, challenges and criticisms of such exercises remain. A serious
practical challenge is that standardization and fidelity in data collection processes
across different nations is difficult to ensure, especially with many more lowincome nations, where the data-generating infrastructures are less well developed,
coming into the orbit of such comparisons. And then there is the vexing issue of
context. Statistical comparisons across diverse contexts, and policy lessons based
on such comparisons, have been severely critiqued by qualitative researchers on
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the grounds that standardization ignores too much of the context that is relevant
to understanding education systems. Regardless, such comparisons have gained
enormous policy leverage and have become very influential in shaping policy
globally.
Whereas international comparisons have become routine for colleagues who
use statistical and quantitative methodologies, for sociologists using ethnographic
or anthropological approaches, comparison presents some conundrums. Niewöhner and Scheffer (2010) point out that comparison was central to the development
of the discipline of sociology – and they cite the modernist comparisons of Tocqueville, Martineau, Comte, Marx, Weber and Durkheim as cases in point. Indeed,
they say that the volume of ethnographic and sociological work in comparison
is ever on the increase. Despite this, they insist that ethnographers and anthropologists share an ambivalent relationship toward comparison, because, on the
one hand, comparison is “criticised as mechanistic, technical, and naïve (vis-à-vis
hegemonic concepts and categories)” but on the other hand, ethnographers have
been able to play the role of “cultural translators” in the productive engagement
with the high demand for cross-cultural comparisons. To address the “epistemic
slippage” that is created by this ambivalence, they suggest that ethnographers
should engage with “thick comparison” (after Geertz’s “thick description”) – a
research practice where researchers not only perform comparison but also reflect
on the act of producing objects of comparison. Thickness here is not only about
describing field sites, but in exploring the “comparative enterprise itself ” (p. 4).
Thus the challenges to comparison have been posed not only by an increasingly complex, globalizing world with new networks and new technologies, but
by the epistemic complexities of comparison. Both quantitative and qualitative
social scientists have responded to these challenges in a variety of ways. In the
current moment, certain methodologies have gained traction – among them are
randomized controlled trials, meta-analyses and large-scale standardized assessments, which privilege epistemological stances from the natural and statistical sciences; network methodologies, which draw from a relational ontology and spatial
theories; and digital platforms, big data studies and digital methodologies, which
are enabled by new and ever-changing technologies. More traditional methodologies such as case studies are also undergoing interesting adaptations, and these
micro-sociologies are challenging macro-sociological and multi-sited approaches
that characterized the field of comparative education. This volume brings together
chapters that showcase some of these developments. At the same time, keeping the
idea of “thick comparison” in mind, the authors have been asked to reflect on the
methodologies they employ, focusing on their affordances and limitations.

Methodologies and their consequences
Theoretical and methodological commitments are often described using the metaphors of the “lens” or “toolkit.” But the implications of adopting these metaphors
are seldom explored carefully. The “lens” metaphor presupposes an independent
reality subject to observation, but which is distorted (or magnified, which is a form
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of distortion) in the act of observation. It also invokes things that may get left out
of the field of vision. In this paradigm, then, different methodological “lenses”
result in different partial glimpses of the truth. To get closer to the truth, researchers might employ multiple “lenses,” each with its own bias, each possibly counteracting the biases of the others. Researchers who subscribe to the “lens” metaphor
of methodology might make a disclaimer at the outset to alert the reader/user of
research to the partiality (in both senses of the word) of their methodologies, but
in relation to a tacitly assumed totality beyond direct experience.
The toolkit metaphor could also signify “digging away” to get at the truth, an act
that would require not just observing or studying through a “lens” but interacting in more consequential ways with the researched. But this sense of the toolkit
shares similar presuppositions about an independent reality subject to discovery.
The toolkit metaphor could also suggest that research is a process of construction
rather than uncovering – a construction that requires a set of tools that can perform different functions within a complex field of research. This more pragmatic
inflection would sidestep ontological questions in favor of questions concerning
consequences. These metaphors clearly index a set of complex yet often unexamined philosophical issues that are nevertheless crucial to the way we construct our
research design – and indeed to why and how we conduct our research.
Despite the highly consequential nature of methodological decisions, it is common to claim that we “choose” our tools according to the task at hand, based on the
topics of research and the research questions under investigation. We are less likely
to concede, in the “justification” parts of our publications and grant applications,
that to someone with a hammer, everything looks like a nail. The methodologies
that are part of our epistemic cultures (Knorr-Cetina, 1999) inevitably influence
our areas of focus and determine the questions we deem to be of interest. Indeed,
methodologies are so inherently constitutive of epistemic cultures that the determination of which methodologies to deploy may even be a foregone conclusion
within our disciplines and paradigms.
Crucially, three points are to be noted with regard to methodology. The first
critical feature, from a relational and constructivist perspective, is that methodologies not only present certain understandings of the world, they actively shape and
create new realities. Consider, for example, how the methodologies of large-scale
international and national comparative assessment methodologies are impacting
national policies, curricula and the lives of teachers and students. Or the ways
in which impact measurement methodologies – and indeed understandings of
“impact” – affect funding and other decisions with serious consequences for not
just the program being evaluated, but for those affected by the program – often
children or other “vulnerable” populations.
Second, inasmuch as contemporary events and actions may demand certain
methodologies to properly investigate our rapidly changing field, the converse is
true as well; that is, our methodologies make worlds “legible” or knowable in certain
ways (and not in others). This goes beyond the “distortion” implied by the “theory
as lens” metaphor. It accounts for the reasons why researchers from different epistemic cultures not only “see differently” but are sometimes unable to even regard
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the knowledge from other epistemic cultures as being valid or legitimate. This is
particularly an issue in our eclectic field, where a variety of different paradigms are
simultaneously in play. Moreover, comparative education has always had implications for policy and practice, and this means that the actors who have some
interaction with the results of comparative research – policymakers, politicians,
activists, teachers and school leaders, teachers’ unions, international organizations
and think tanks, etc. – are varied. This can lead to disagreements about which
knowledge counts and which type of research should inform policy and practice.
A third contemporary issue that has bearing on methodology is the availability
of datasets that were not available before, and moreover, the accessibility of these
datasets. With many records held in digital formats, a range of data that were traditionally difficult to manage and manipulate in research are now crawled, scraped
and parsed in different ways with ease, speed and accuracy. New types of data are
now able to be collected – such as metadata from digital interfaces, twitter feeds,
web search histories, etc. Many databases are now open access, encouraging more
researchers to engage with them. Digital methodologies have developed alongside
the growth of databases, making possible the kinds of research that were simply
not possible before (Rogers, 2013). Various forms of bibliometric analyses, social
network analyses, analyses of click data, pupil movement data, affect measurement
data, twitter data analyses, etc. are now beginning to appear in our field – methodologies that even a few years ago were unheard of. These emerging methodologies
enable research on different topics and populations than traditional approaches,
potentially revolutionizing our field. New methodologies applied to traditional
topics of study may produce entirely new understandings and create possibilities
for addressing stubborn issues such as rising, structural inequities. And analysis
of these large datasets is now conducted routinely by non-academic organizations
(e.g., governments and companies), raising questions about the usefulness and
distinctiveness of academic research (Burrows & Savage, 2014; Savage & Burrows,
2007).
The diverse methodologies and the underpinning ontological commitments
that make up “comparative methodologies” is seldom apparent, since specialized
journals, special interest groups and specialized conferences tend to draw together
scholars with similar approaches into silos where epistemic practices remain tacit
and taken for granted. This means that there are few opportunities for theories and
assumptions to be challenged. This makes the task of bringing a range of diverse
methodologies in comparative research together into one volume all the more
important and urgent.
It is with this particular understanding of worlds and methodologies as coproduced that we embarked on this volume of the World Yearbook. Far from
being merely “tools of our trade” that guarantee sound and rigorous research, we
understand methodological decisions as deeply political and consequential. These
decisions should therefore not be made as a matter of course – as tacit practices
that are routine and de rigueur within our epistemic cultures – they should be
made with great deliberation, and with a deep awareness of their politics and their
consequences.
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In collecting in one place a range of methodologies, and in inviting our contributors to explicitly focus on how their methodologies configured their research,
we bring together a diversity of ontological and epistemological assumptions. Such
juxtapositioning provides an opportunity to learn about how others understand
and construct the world; but equally important is the exercise of explaining what
we often take for granted about our own methodologies and our understandings
of how the world is and how it works that underpin these methodologies.
To summarize, this volume includes contributions from scholars deploying
novel concepts and methodologies to grapple with contemporary empirical phenomena in education, including globalization, international large-scale student
assessment, development studies and comparative policy studies. Each contribution will combine the discussion of a particular approach with a critical reflection
on the affordances, limitations and consequences of that approach for the study of
current and emerging phenomena in education. Contributors will address such
questions as: How do we study new global networks that are filling hollowed-out
spaces of the state? How do we understand the technological developments that
are creating new possibilities for and demands on education? And how can we
make sense of complex cases that cut across multiple nations, sites and scales?
The contributions in this volume are organized in four parts that describe shared
foci around which related methodologies are clustered: impacts, patterns, relations
and contexts. Each part will begin with a short introduction that scopes the salient
features of the cluster of methodologies that pertain to that part and the ways in
which these approaches attempt to study contemporary phenomena. This is followed by chapters that demonstrate the use of related methodologies through their
deployment in empirical research, and critical reflections on these methodologies.
While our focus here is on research, our field of comparative education inevitably intersects with the work of policymakers, governments, think tanks, activists, educators and civil society. It is only when we learn to become aware of the
performativity of our own methodological choices that we can hope to engage
productively in collaborations across our disciplinary boundaries, let alone engage
with a range of other actors involved in the field.

Note
1 We wish to thank Rebecca Mower, Ph.D. student at Deakin University, for diligently
copy-editing and formatting the manuscript for this volume.
2 SEA-PLM brochure, www.acer.org/files/SEA-PLM_brochure.pdf
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