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Series Editors’ Foreword

The field of comparative and international education requires its researchers, teachers, and students to examine educational issues, policies, and practices in ways that extend beyond the immediate contexts with which they are most accustomed. To do so means that one must constantly embrace engagement with the unfamiliar, a task that can be daunting because authority within academic disciplines and fields of study is often constructed according to convention at the expense of imagination and creativity. Comparative and international education as an academic field is rich and eclectic, with a long tradition of theoretical and methodological diversity as well as an openness to innovation and experimentation. However, as it is not immune to the conformist—especially disciplinary—pressures that give academic scholarship much of its legitimacy, we believe it important to highlight the importance of research and writing that is creative, thought-provoking, and, where necessary, transgressive. This series offers comparative and international educators and scholars the space to extend the boundaries of the field, encouraging them to investigate the ways in which underappreciated social thought and theorists may be applied to comparative work and educational concerns in new and exciting ways. It especially welcomes scholarly work that focuses upon themes that have been under-researched and under-theorized but whose importance is easily discernible. It further supports work whose theoretical grounding is centered in knowledge traditions that come from the Global South and welcomes perspectives including those that are associated with post-foundational theorizing, non-Western epistemologies, and performative approaches to working with educational problems and challenges. In these ways, this series provides a space for alternative thinking about the role of comparative research in reimagining the social.

Understanding PISA’s Attractiveness: Critical Analyses in Comparative Policy Studies continues the critical thrust of the series. The role of international large-scale assessment studies such as Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) in shaping globalizing education continues to be a major issue of attention for scholars, policy-makers and practitioners alike. This volume comes at an opportune time, furthering our understanding of the relations between transnational policy actors, national education systems, teachers and students and, most notably, the ways in which references to “the other” shape governance and accountability in education. Through concept development and well-chosen case studies, the volume makes clear that education is no longer the preserve of “local” policy-makers, if it ever was. Rather, we are now seeing a new era in education policy where political agendas are made in relation to what is reasonable, desirable or necessary in the eyes of others and in order to gain legitimacy and influence both at home and abroad. A new terminology is emerging here—reference societies, projection, scandalization, and envy—that complicates and extends earlier notions of excellence, success, and crisis. The volume requires that we rethink the political in education as well as our understanding of place, context, and political agency. There is little likelihood that the influence of data-driven policy will diminish. It is hoped, therefore, that this important collection may provide some tools to analyze and better understand its place in our educational landscape.

Stephen Carney, Irving Epstein, and Daniel Friedrich


1

Introduction: Projection in Education Policy-Making

Florian Waldow

International large-scale assessments and education policy-making

Starting from humble beginnings in the late 1950s, international large-scale assessments (ILSAs) in education have undergone a tremendous expansion in number, frequency, and scope over the past few decades (Kamens and McNeely 2010; Pizmony-Levy 2013; Addey 2018). While in the beginning they were mostly driven by scientific curiosity, over the years ILSAs have increasingly developed into a tool of governance and accountability (Addey 2018). In addition, ILSA results have become an important point of reference and a legitimating argument in education policy-making.

By now, there is a substantial body of research looking at how large-scale assessments, especially PISA, are being used in education governance and policy-making (to name but a few important publications in this field: Grek 2009; Martens and Niemann 2013; Meyer and Benavot 2013; Bieber et al. 2014; Sellar and Lingard 2014; Hamilton, Maddox, and Addey 2015). Among other things, this body of research has shown that countries do not simply participate in ILSAs because they are interested in the results. Rather, according to Steiner-Khamsi (2017), participating in ILSAs can serve purposes of

(1) coalition-building or, more precisely, . . . generating or alleviating reform pressure, (2) mobilising financial sources for the education sector, (3) demonstrating ‘internationality’ and, finally, (4) learning technical skills of how to measure student outcomes and system performance. (Steiner-Khamsi 2017, 444; see also Addey and Sellar 2017)

The fact that there is such a diverse range of purposes for participating in ILSAs means that the processes initiated by ILSAs in national education systems and education policy-making are a good deal more complicated than mere “lesson-drawing” from successful ILSA-league leaders.

This volume aims to take a fresh look at some of the changes the rise of ILSAs has brought about in education policy-making. It understands policy-making in a wide sense, also comprising media discourse and policy-relevant academic writings, which ultimately may feed back into the policy process proper. The contributors to this book focus on why and how national policy actors use the results from international large-scale student assessments for setting policy agendas, evaluating reform options, and formulating new policies. The analytic lens for this fresh look is provided by the concept of projection, which will be outlined below.

Reference Societies, Scandalization, and Glorification

Before the concept of projection is introduced, it is necessary to revisit the concept of “reference societies,” which the former concept builds on in a number of ways. The concept of “reference societies” was originally coined by the macro-sociologist Reinhard Bendix (1967, 1978). Bendix modeled his “reference societies” on the concept of “reference groups” as used in social psychology and sociology (see Hyman 1942; Merton and Rossi 1968).1 Usually, the term “reference society” is used in the sense of a model nation from which to borrow elements (e.g., by Schriewer 1990; Arbeitsgruppe Internationale Vergleichsstudie 2003; Lingard and Rawolle 2011), that is, the concept denotes positive reference to another country.2 However, arguably Bendix’s (1978) definition of the concept allows for a wider analytic use of “reference societies.” In his book Kings or people, he gives the following definition: “I shall use the term reference society whenever intellectual leaders and an educated public react to the values and institutions of another country with ideas and actions that pertain to their own country” (Bendix 1978, 292, emphasis in original). Bendix’s definition leaves open whether reactions to “values and institutions of another country” are positive or negative, accepting or rejecting. Indeed, these reactions can take both a negative and a positive form (Waldow 2016). Reference societies can function as a way of presenting either a desirable model or an “anti-model.” Both types of reference societies are frequently encountered in education policy-making and will feature in this book.

Reference societies are frequently invoked in the context of “scandalization” or “glorification” (see Steiner-Khamsi 2003), respectively. Gita Steiner-Khamsi (2003) defines “scandalization” as “highlighting the weaknesses of one’s own educational system as a result of comparison” and, conversely, “glorification” as “highlighting the strengths of one’s own educational system as a result of comparison” (Steiner-Khamsi 2003). It should be noted that “highlighting the weaknesses of one’s own educational system as a result of comparison” is not the same as “highlighting the weaknesses of one’s own educational system as a result of low scores.” Comparison is a complex process of meaning-making, and scandalization can also occur if ILSA results are average, but lower than anticipated (see Martens and Niemann 2013). Scandalization can even occur when ILSA results are very good, for example, if there is a perception that these results have been bought at too high a price, as claimed by some observers, for example, in Korea (see Chapter 11 by Lee and Sung in this volume) or Shanghai (see Chapter 8 by Reyes and Tan in this volume).

When speaking of reference societies, Bendix speaks of “countries,” that is, he tacitly assumes that reference societies are contained within the boundaries of nation states. However, this is not necessarily the case. Reference societies can encompass several nation states deemed to be similar or part of a region that is perceived as culturally homogeneous, for example, when the “Scandinavian” or “East Asian” education systems are invoked as a reference (e.g., see Chapter 3 on Germany and Chapter 4 on Australia in this volume).

What turns a society into a reference society for others? Researchers have identified various factors. The educational philosopher and historian R. Freeman Butts (1973), who used the term “reference society” for the first time in connection with education, identified countries that were particularly quick to modernize as potential reference societies for others. Bendix (1978) himself demonstrated how economic competitors and military rivals can become reference societies, citing among others Meiji-era Japan as an example. More recently, scholars have identified achieving high scores in ILSAs as a factor that can turn a country into a reference society for others (Wiseman 2010; Lingard and Rawolle 2011). Reference societies have also been actively promoted with reference to ILSA results by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) itself. For instance, OECD (2011) presents “[l];essons from PISA for the United States” by presenting a range of “[s]trong performers and successful reformers” (OECD 2011, title page
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