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PREFACE

As the Annual Review of Comparative and International Education enters its sec-
ond decade of continuous publication, it is a good time to re-evaluate the purpose 
of an annual review and how it is specifically relevant to the field of compara-
tive and international education. In the inaugural Annual Review, Wiseman and 
Anderson (2013) articulated the vision of an annual review becoming a tool for 
both reflective practice among those who identify with comparative and interna-
tional education and a medium through which the field could both professionalize 
and coalesce. This ambitious vision persists; however, in those 10 years in between 
the world has changed dramatically in ways that were unpredictable at the time the 
inaugural volume was prepared. The COVID-19 pandemic, for example, created a 
fundamental shift in – and in many ways both broke and re-oriented – formal edu-
cation worldwide (Grek & Landri, 2021). Global crises have resulted in the most 
documented forced migration of humans that has ever been experienced world-
wide, even in times of world war (Fransen & de Haas, 2019). A rise in populist 
politics and fascist-like regimes worldwide has called into question the effective-
ness of mass education for creating democratic citizens and systems (Sant, 2021). 
And, new technologies employing artificial intelligence have disrupted the ways 
that people work, think, communicate, and exchange information, ideas, goods, 
and services (Zhai et al, 2021). Even though these changes and others may seem 
like insurmountable challenges, they have both inspired and required innovations 
and unique entrepreneurial approaches to teaching, learning, and other aspects of 
education, which have been necessary to continue the work of education regardless 
of other ongoing challenges (e.g., González-Pérez & Ramírez-Montoya, 2022).

Since 2013, the Annual Review of Comparative and International Education 
has published both clear review-oriented pieces (e.g., Turner, 2022) as well as 
more empirical studies of comparative and international education (e.g., Polat & 
Arslan, 2022) over the first decade, but one of the shifts moving forward from the 
editorial team should and will be a more purposeful attempt to review the past in 
order to understand what is happening in education during the review year. This 
may mean a reduction in the number of empirical studies published in the Annual 
Review, but it may also increase the number of meta-analyses and meta-syntheses 
published as part of the review each year. Another focus of the Annual Review 
of Comparative and International Education that has been a challenge during its 
first decade is the review or analysis of professional practice in the field, especially 
by development organizations, non-governmental organizations, and other enti-
ties outside of traditional educational systems and schools. So much of educa-
tion occurs outside of formal, national systems (e.g., Tisza et al., 2020) that it is 
imperative to examine and review education and educational influences originat-
ing outside of formal, mass schooling. Therefore, a specific effort should and will 
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be made to focus more evenly on comparative and international education taking 
place inside traditional education systems but also to the education and educa-
tional influences that comprise both the public and private sectors as well as infor-
mal and non-formal teaching and learning occurring outside of formal education.

At the same time, less emphasis on establishing comparative and international 
education as a distinct field and more recognition and review of ways that com-
parative and international education is celebrated and incorporated into other 
disciplines is needed in the Annual Review. Social science disciplines such as 
sociology, psychology, philosophy, history, and economics have produced just as 
much, if  not more, comparative and international education research, and pro-
fessionals working in the field of comparative and international education, espe-
cially in development and policy roles, are rarely if  ever trained in comparative 
and international education specifically (e.g., Jones, 2007). So, instead of wishing 
or willing a distinct field or discipline of comparative and international education 
to exist, the Annual Review’s editorial team should and will be more explicit about 
the contributions and contributors to the field coming from other disciplines and 
from non-education-specific sources.

With these challenges and objectives in mind, the second decade of the Annual 
Review of Comparative and International Education will continue to be a founda-
tion for reflective practice in the field and for the development and enhancement 
of comparative and international education research and practice.

Alexander W. Wiseman
Editor, Annual Review of Comparative and International Education
Series Editor, International Perspectives on Education and Society
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ABSTRACT

This paper takes stock of developments in, and the state of, the field of com-
parative and international education at the beginning of the 21st century, 
using as data base articles published in the journal Comparative Education 
Review during the second decade of the 21st century and to compare results 
with a content analysis done on the first 50 years of the existence of the 
Review and which was published in 2008. The 246 articles that were published 
in the Comparative Education Review during the decade 2010–2019 were 
analyzed under the following metrics: levels of analysis of articles; number of 
units covered by articles; research methods; narrative basis; phase of educa-
tion articles cover; and mode of education articles deal with. Compared to the 
first 50 years of the existence of the Review, single-unit national-level studies 
still dominate the field, though less so. A case can be made out for a deconcen-
tration to allow more space for research at geographic levels both larger and 
smaller than the nation-state. The most prominent narrative in which articles 
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are framed is that of the social justice narrative. The neo-liberal economic 
narrative stands strong too, while the poor standing of the human rights narra-
tive is disappointing. Turning to modes and phases of education is concerned, 
the shadow education system has registered on the comparative and interna-
tional education research agenda, while there seems to be a modest upswing in 
interest in pre-primary education. Thoughts about the future trajectory of the 
field are suggested.

Keywords: Comparative and international education; Comparative 
Education Review; human capabilities theory; human rights; international 
test series; journal analysis; neo-liberal economics; shadow education 
system; social justice

INTRODUCTION
Comparative and international education has been typified as a field of scholar-
ship that is gaining new relevance in a changing world (Powell, 2020). On the 
other hand, it has also been described as a field where there is constantly much 
discussion of the future road the field should take and has also been criticized 
as a field that is not remotely living up to its potential (Wolhuter, 2008). Such a 
situation necessitates regular stocktaking and attendant critical reflection as to 
the state of the field. One method of gaining a picture of the state of the field is 
a content analysis of the articles published in its most esteemed journals, as has 
been done by scholars in the field such as Schweisfurth (2015), Davidson et al. 
(2017), Nordtveit (2016), Flessa et al. (2021), Jing et al. (2023), Schweisfurth et al. 
(2020), and Wolhuter (2008).

The aim of this research was to take stock of the field of comparative and 
international education by means of a content analysis of the articles published 
recently over a decade in one of the top (based on impact factor) journals in the 
field – the Comparative Education Review or, in short, the Review. Based on an 
analysis of the articles published in the Comparative Education Review during the 
decade 2010–2019, this paper constructs a picture of the current state of com-
parative and international education. As a base reference point, the paper will 
use the results of a content analysis of the articles published in the Comparative 
Education Review during the first 50 years of its existence, from 1957 to 2006 
(Wolhuter, 2008). This will indicate movements in the field during the decade 
2010–2019, compared to the state of the field in the past.

LITERATURE SURVEY
Comparative and international education has been described as an amorphous 
field (see Bereday, 1957; Halls, 1990; Wilson, 1994), a field neither stable nor well 
defined (Nordtveit, 2015), or an eclectic, diverse field with adjustable borders 
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and contours that are difficult to demarcate (Epstein & Carroll, 2005), but at 
the same time also as a dynamic or even an infinite field, constantly testing new 
frontiers (Wolhuter & Wiseman, 2019) and aiming to adjust and rise to the occa-
sion brought about by new times and contexts (Arnove, 2001). That it is a field 
with a growing corpus of literature accumulating at an increasing rate is clear 
from Easton’s (2016) analysis of the Comparative Education Review bibliogra-
phy, which was published annually in the Review (until discontinued in 2015). 
Easton traces the growth of the Comparative Education Review bibliography and 
describes it as “galloping.” The number of references increased from 606 in 1990 
to 1,232 in 2000, to 2,071 in 2010, and to 4,300 in 2015 (Easton, 2016). Indeed, 
reflecting on his experience as the editor of the Comparative Education Review for 
10 years, 2013–2023, and studying the archives of the journal since its inception 
in 1957, Nordtveit (2023, p. 701) remarks that the rate of change in the field, as 
reflected in publications in the journal, is accelerating.

An analysis of articles published during the first 50 years of the history of 
the Comparative Education Review (1957–2006) came to the conclusion that dur-
ing that half  century in the Review, two equally strong trends were visible in the  
field – a remarkable resilience or constancy amid a broadening of the field 
(Wolhuter, 2008). While new vistas that were beckoning were constantly identi-
fied by scholars active in the field, at the same time, strong inertia was detectable, 
as scholars tenaciously stuck to established traditions and patterns of scholarship 
(Wolhuter, 2008). This inertia prevented the field from developing to its maxi-
mum capacity and use. The inertia hampering the field was evident in four aspects 
of scholarship: the methodology that scholars used, the paradigms extant in the 
field, the modes of education, and the phases of education that scholars tended 
to focus on (Wolhuter, 2008).

To commence with research methods, some comparativists argue that “com-
parison” is a research methodology in itself  (Schriewer, 2014, see also Manzon, 
2011, pp. 158–177). Erwin Epstein (2008) maintains that comparative education 
is nothing but an applied study; that is, the conceptual and methodological tools 
of the entire range of social sciences are applied to solve education problems or 
challenges. However, it can also be argued that comparative and international 
education has a dual nature, simultaneously being a field of study with a clearly 
specified object of study and representing a method of study (Wolhuter, 2024). 
The object of study is then education systems in their societal contextual inter-
relationships. Various education systems in their societal contextual interrela-
tionships are compared to highlight these interrelationships and to gain a more 
complete understanding of education systems and the interrelationships between 
education systems and their societal contexts (Wolhuter, 2024). However, even 
conceding that comparative education is a method or contains an element of 
the method of comparison, in carrying out this comparison, other methods of 
research are subsumed.

In the published analysis of the first 50 years of the Comparative Education 
Review, it was found that, despite all the clamor of the field entering a social sci-
ence phase in the 1960s, with an attendant quantitative revolution, a literature 
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study remained the most common method of conducting research, although its 
dominance declined over those 50 years (Wolhuter, 2008). During the first five 
years of the journal, 72% of the articles it published were on research entailing a 
literature study as method. This decreased to 48% during the last five years of the 
first 50 years (Wolhuter, 2008). The second most common research method, mak-
ing its appearance in the 1960s (the time of the proclaimed social science phase), 
was the calculation of correlation coefficients (Wolhuter, 2008). The conclusion 
reached in the analysis was that this was a very limited selection of the range of 
social science research methods that scholars in the field employed, to the detri-
ment and impoverishment of the field.

The article that surveyed the first 50 years of  the Review analyzed the para-
digmatic affiliation of  the articles it had published (Wolhuter, 2008). Analyzing 
the paradigmatic affiliation of  authors and publications was judged to be 
important, as a paradigm specifies what kind of  problems or issues scholars 
regard as worthy of  being studied and what concepts and methods are viewed as 
legitimate. In that analysis, it was found that, despite theoreticians of  the field 
proclaiming that the field was beset by an impressive and growing assortment 
of  paradigms as a hallmark of  its stage of  development (e.g., Epstein, 1983; 
Jules et al., 2021; Paulston, 1977, 1994, 1996, 1999; Psacharopoulos, 1990; Rust, 
1991), actual studies on education remained tenaciously stuck in the two con-
ventional, historical frameworks, namely the factors and forces framework and 
the framework of  structural functionalism. These two frameworks stem from, 
respectively, the 1930s and 1960s (see Epstein, 1983; Noah & Eckstein, 1969; 
Stone, 1983), and in view of  developments in both the scholarly world (e.g., 
Jules et al., 2021; Suter et al., 2019) and the world of  education practice (e.g., 
Baker, 2014; Coombs, 1968, 1985; Wolhuter & Wiseman, 2022a, 2022b), now 
seem to be anachronistic.

Turning to foci on various phases of education, the analysis of articles pub-
lished during the first 50 years of the Comparative Education Review found that 
the two main foci were higher education and secondary education. While over 
those 50 years, the exact proportion of articles dealing with these two phases 
varied, typically over any five-year period, roughly 20% of the articles published 
focused on higher education and 15% on secondary education (Wolhuter, 2008). 
Criticism was expressed about the low interest in pre-primary education (at most 
2% of the articles in any five-year cycle), adult education (less than 10%), and 
primary education (10% or less of the articles in any five-year cycle).

Finally, turning to mode of  education, this was perhaps the aspect of  schol-
arship where the feature of  scholars being stuck in trodden paths, thereby 
impoverishing the field, was most evident. The article that analyzed the first 50 
years of  the Comparative Education Review recognized four modes of  educa-
tion. The first three – formal, informal, and nonformal education – are used as 
defined by Phillip Coombs (1985). As in the article reviewing the first 50 years 
of  the Review, a fourth category was added, namely pre-formal education. Pre-
formal refers to what children learn from family, especially parental influences, 
especially in the years before formal schooling commences (Wolhuter, 2008).
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Throughout the first 50 years of the existence of the Review, over 90% of the 
articles it published focused on formal education. The comment was made that in 
view of the rise of stimuli of informal education (television and the Internet) and 
in-service training, the existence of ample (occupation and other) training systems 
outside of the formal education system, and the impact of the preschool years on 
the subsequent lives of students, there are strong imperatives for scholars to give 
more attention to informal, nonformal, and pre-formal education. In view of the 
rise of social media and fake news, also noted by scholars of comparative and inter-
national education (e.g., Nordtveit, 2023, pp. 703–704), the call for more attention 
to the informal mode of education is even more compelling today than in 2008. 

This need is even more accentuated with the rise of  artificial intelligence, 
underscored by the sudden emergence of  ChatGTP. ChatGTP was released in 
2022, and a year later, in 2023, it became the fastest growing computer software 
in history (Hu, 2023, as cited by Nordtveit, 2023, p. 704). Similarly, in view 
of  the importance of  family background in the overall life and development 
of  children and young people (e.g., Acar et al., 2018), also noted in compara-
tive and international education circles (e.g., in 2020 the journal Comparative 
Education had a Special Issue on “Competing Interests: Parents, schools and 
nation states”; see also Proctor et al., 2020), more attention by comparative 
and international education scholars to the pre-formal mode of  education is 
needed too.

Evidently, there is now a need to investigate whether scholars have, in recent 
times, moved away or evolved from the historical patterns of scholarship regard-
ing methodology, narratives, and the phases and modes of education.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The 246 articles that were published in the Comparative Education Review during 
the decade 2010–2019 were analyzed in terms of the following parameters:

•	 research methods;
•	 narrative bases (i.e., in which of the four basic narratives extant in the field the 

article falls);
•	 the phase of education (pre-primary education, primary education, secondary 

education, post-secondary education, or higher education) the article covers; 
and

•	 the mode of education (formal, non-formal, informal, pre-formal education, 
and supplementary tutoring) the article deals with.

These four parameters were chosen because they deal with features that have, 
as emerged in the literature survey above, simultaneously defined the field and pre-
vented the field from reaching its maximum potential. This statement is explained 
and substantiated with respect to each parameter, as the results of the investiga-
tion of each parameter are now discussed in turn.
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The research method followed in this study is not a review (not any of the 
14 review types identified by Grant & Booth, 2009) but a content analysis (see 
Vaismoradi et al., 2013). Content analysis is an established and accepted method 
of research in the social sciences (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001). Content analysis 
entails a systematic coding and categorizing approach used for exploring large 
amounts of textual information unobtrusively to determine trends and patterns 
of the words used, their frequency, their relationships, and the structures and 
discourses of communication (Gbrich, 2007; Mayring, 2000; Pope et al., 2006; 
Sarantakos, 1998). Leedy and Ormrod (2001) describe the steps of content analy-
sis as follows:

1.	 The researcher selects the specific material to be studied.
2.	 The researcher decides on the features to be studied.
3.	 The features are divided into small, manageable segments or categories.
4.	 The material is investigated with respect to the features of Step 2 and the  

categories of Step 3.

Subjecting leading journals to content analysis is an accepted and time-tested 
method of gaining a picture of the state of a particular scholarly field, including 
in comparative and international education (see, e.g., Davidson et al., 2020; Jing 
et al., 2023; Manzon, 2011; Wolhuter, 2008).

RESULTS
Research Methods Employed by Scholars

This paper differs from the approach of the analysis of research methods pub-
lished in the article that reviewed the first 50 years of the Review (Wolhuter, 2008). 
In the current paper, a distinction is made between three levels of research meth-
ods. Following Robson (2011), whose framework for research methods was also 
used by the publication of Val Rust et al. (1999) on research methods in compara-
tive education, this paper distinguishes between research methods on three levels. 
These are the level of data collection, methods at the level of data processing, 
and methods at the level of data interpretation. In surveying the articles used as 
the source for this analysis, the reality that transpired was that researchers used a 
variety of methods, which could comfortably be categorized into the three levels 
of methods of data collection, methods of data processing, and methods of data 
interpretation.

Methods of Data Collection
The frequency of each of the 10 most used data collection methods, instruments 
of data collection, or sources of data collection is presented in Table 1.

A small number of methods, sources, or instruments of data collection domi-
nate. While literature studies and documents were the prime method of data col-
lection (75 of the 246 articles), as it was for the first 50 years of the Review, it is 
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