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Clearly, then, there are 5 number of different answers to the question:
what is comparative education? The long history of comparative
education provides some clues to this diversity. Like other specialist
fields, comparative education has had its share of 'paradigm wars'.

Writing in 1002, on the scope, problems and potential of
comparative and international research in education, Michael Crossley
and | identified some of these different traditions. The detailad
documentation approach of jullien is one that established al an early
stage of the developmen! of comparative education a respect for careful
descriptidn of the different ways individual systems have for providing
for the organisation and delivery of sducation. This empiricist approach
may be contrasted with another significant body of comparative
educational research which has taken place within the ambit of
positivist epistemology, driven by the desire to_apply the scientific
method in the search for generalisability (see for example Holmes, 1981),
A third identifiable strand is the more holistic approach of Sadler — one
of the earliest scholars in the field and his student, Kandel. The latter
well expressed this approach in his 1933 book Studies in Comparative
Education:

The comparative approach demands first an appreciation of
the intangible, impalpable. spiritual and cultural forces which
underlie an edueational system; the forces and factors outside
the scheol matter even more than what goes on inside it.
Hence the comparative study of education must be founded on
an analysis of the social and political ideas which the school
reflects, for the school epitomises these for transmission and
for progress. In order te understend, appreciote and evaluate
the real meaning of the educational system of a nation, it is
essential to know something of its history and froditions, of
the forces and attitudes governing its social organisaltions. of

the palitical and sconomic conditions that determine its
development. (p. xix/

Crossley & Broadfoot link Kandel's perspective to themore recent and
highly influential work of Edmund King bul sugges! that “King's cogent
arguments in support of cultural integrity within comparative education
have vet to be extended inte a more explicit link with those of
anthropology and interpretative sociology” (p- 105].

1 believe it is this latter integration of comparative education as a
field of study within social science debates more penerally that 1 was
graping towards in 1977 when | ergued the need for an
ethnomethodological approach which could reveal the dynamic
workings of the educational system as “the whole living organism rather
than the skeleton” (p. 135). ‘Many other writers since than have
recognised that it is epistemological questions that lie at the heart of the
guestion: what is comparative education? That the debate can never be
simply one of methodology or focus bul must rather be centred on the
more general project of explaining and exploring the nature of social life
and conceptualising this in a way that provides both insight and
guidance concerning how learning may best be facilitated and provided
for in & particular ime and place.
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We have now come close at Jeast (g answering the question of what

:'sl not comparative education Postlethwaite [1988) offers somie further
CIues:

strictly speaking to ‘compare’ means to examine tWer or more

entities by putting them side by side and looking for

similarities and differences between or among them. in the

field of education, this can apply both to comparisons

batween and within systems of education. in addition,

however, there are many studies that are not comparative in

the strict sense of the word which have traditionally bean

clussified under the heading of comparative education. Such

studies do not compare but rather describe, analvse or make

proposals for a particular aspect of education in one country

vther than the author's own country. (p. xvif) i
Postlethwaite refers to these latter studies as ‘international’ rather than
comparative,

To be clear about the future development of comparative education
as & field of study, we have to be clear what ite mission is; whal we are
Urying to achieve and what is unique about the nature of this particular
Quest in_the general territorv of both social sclence In general and of I
educalional research in particular. Does it matter where we draw the line
In Figure 2 in classifying what is and what is not comparative
education? | believe that it dogs,

I'suggest that the goal of comparative education iz to build on syslematic
studies of common educational issues, needs or-practices as these are
realised in diverse cultural settings in order to enhance awareness of
possibilities, clarify contextual constraints and contribute to the
development of s comprehensive socio-cultural perspective.

This assertion of what comparative education both is and is not
brings me to my final question which, in attempting to answer, will
allow me to justify the position taken sbove. It will also explain my |
perhaps rather esoteric choice of title. If in 1977 I believed that
comparative education was a ‘context rather thap a discipline’, I now
believe that it is not a context but ‘more a way of life".

not so much o prograomime,

mare ¢ way of life;

and a way of looking at the world;

one Ve epen wide, one eve closed,

and between the two the picture gels composed ...
This song was the theme tune to a satirical 1960s television programme
entitled ‘That Was the Week Thal Was' in which recent evenls were
subjected to allernative depictions and interpretations. Without wishing
to stretch the metaphor too far, it seems 10 me that this song highlights
the essence of what comparative education must be. Qn the one hand,
there is the challenge to ‘make the familiar strange™ - though this is
arguably one of the raisans d'étre of all social science. On the other,
comparative education is ‘not so much a context, more a way of life’ in
being the means of highlighting the multiple levels of cultural
perspective and 'ideclogical and institutional constraints that constituts
the territory for social science. Archer, sums up this perspactive well:

Imputation dispenses with analysis of social interaction and the
interests actually sajient in it af the time. For these are the real
processes which drive the system - which are respensible for
structuring it and for its re-structuration ... to deal only with
abstract interests (eg parents seek the best for their child, the State
has an interest in o minimum level of civil disobedience within the
total population) prevents interests from (a) ever being seen as
vested interests in a particular structure that is firmly anchored in
time ond space and conditioned by that specific educational reality
and (b} as elements whose results depend exclusively upon
interaction taking pioce in thot context. (Archer, 1981, p. 213,
emphasis in original)




