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William Cummings is not alone in observing US disinterest in educational reforms of
other countries:

The American interest in foreign educational systems has never been great, and
as America has prospered to a position of international pre-eminence it appears
that this interest has steadily declined: after all, what could the world teach
America? (Cummings, {989, p. 294)

Cuminings published his observation in 1989, at the dawn of a new era in which the other
empire, the Soviet Union and its socialist allies, was dissolved. Even more than before,
the global posture of US policy analysts is noticeable. The isolationist status of US com-
parative education research or “self-referentiality” (Luhmann, 1990; Schriewer, 1990; see
also Steiner-Khamsi, 2004} as the primary mode with which policy decisions are made
in US educational reform, is a relatively recent phenomenon. Historically, the period
of greatest US interest in educational systems of other countries (in particular Europe),
was the second half of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century. Having this
particular period of US comparative educaiion in mind, Harold Noah and Max Eckstein
(1969. p. 3) identified the period of educational borrowing, “when the desire to learn
useful lessons from foreign practices was the major motivation” as the second stage in
the development of comparative education.’ In a similar vein, Gail P. Kelly refers to the
period in the history of comparative education, when “gentlemen traveled extensively
and wrote about differences between nations” (Kelly, 1992, p. 14).

David Phillips coined the term *cross-national policy attraction” (Phillips, 2004,
Ertl, 2006) to capture, from a historical perspective, the British interest in German
educational provision over a considerable period of time. This interpretive framework
is useful to understand the sustained interest of policy analysts of one educational
system in the educational provisions, reform strategies, and other institutional fea-
tures of another. In the case of US policy analysts, however, the inverse applies: an
apathy towards experiences from elsewhere. It seems that there are no lessons to be
learned from other educational systems and experiences elsewhere are not viewed as
imstructive for domestic policy development. Exceptions such as UK — United States
cross-national policy attraction do exist, but there are, for sure, no contours of any
pronounced policy pilgrimage by US policy analysts. In other contexts, cross-national
policy attraction is the rule and not the exception. For example, the first few years after
the release of the PISA results, numerous policy analysts from different corners of the

world flocked to Finland to explore the reasons for the exceptional achievement of
Finnish students in language literacy.
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The contradictions of reform

A set of basic tensions are embedded in the Conservative educational
state (reflecting and reproducing more general state problems). These

drive and inform policies and produce tensions and incoherences
within policy making. The problems of the state are both structural
and played out in micropolitical struggles inside the state itself. There
are three ‘fields’ of problems: (a) the problem of capital accumula-
tion and economic efficiency; (b) the problem of social order, social
authority and stability; and (c) the technical and managerial prob-
lems of the state itself — governance and control (legal and admin-
strative procedures), costs (public spending) and planning. At any
point in time these problems are informed by and inscribed within
particular political discourses. Some of the main thrusts of recent
education policy can be related back to or understood in terms of

these generic problems. I shall begin by taking the National Curri-
culum as a case in point.
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The vocational emphasis within education policy through the mid-
1980s and represented (weakly) at least in the initial 1988 version of
the National Curriculum, the Mark 1 National Curricutum (Mk1C)
(Ball 1994), was certainly intended to inflect the curriculum, assess-
ment and pedagogy towards the changing needs of post-Fordist
industrial production (and thus enhance national economic per-
formance). The orientation of new developments in teaching and
learning in science and mathematics in particular had strong affin-
ities with the development of flexible production methods in in-
dustry. The challenge of ‘progressive vocationalism’ (Ball 1990b) to
textual authority, the traditional role of the teacher and formalist con-
ceptions of knowledge presented an extraordinary and, as it turned
out, shortlived moment for progressive educational reform. It serves
to point up very dramatically the inherent contradictions between the
economic and the political within state policy making,




