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ABSTRACT
The authors examine indicator research over three periods and discuss 
shifts in policy usage over time. The study compares influential actors 
that reflect discursive shifts in how, and for what purpose, indicators 
were used: (1) Jullien de Paris, (2) faculty at Teachers College at Columbia 
University in the early-twentieth century (notably Paul Monroe and 
Isaac Kandel) and (3) UNESCO Institute for Statistics’ contribution to the 
debate on the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) indicators. 
Arguably, these periods reflect the broader agenda and usage of 
indicators: modernization/nation-building (Jullien), colonization/
development (Monroe and Kandel) and standardization/globalization 
(SDGs). In this view, indicators make systems comparable, despite 
their differences: educational systems are not comparable per se, they 
are made comparable through standardized measurement. Jullien 
crucially shaped empirical research through uniform questions that 
enable description, analysis and comparison educational systems’ key 
features. Recently, policy analysts and researchers have referred to 
those standardised questions as indicators.

1. Introduction

Marc-Antoine Jullien de Paris’ (1775 – 1848) Esquisse d’un ouvrage sur l’éducation comparée 
(Plan and preliminary views for a work on comparative education) is widely acknowledged 
as the methodological foundation for comparing systems and producing statistics, as well as 
the first attempt to reflect on suitable indicators for measuring the provision and outcomes 
of education. In Jullien de Paris’ surveys of national educational systems, he used the same 
set of questions to compare key features of educational systems such as, for example, school 
entrance age, duration of primary school and so on. (Jullien de Paris 1817). In addition to 
shaping the comparative method of cross-national inquiry, he helped to justify the need 
for comparison: lesson-drawing, policy borrowing or, better known today, learning from 
‘best practices’ and international standards. The two contributions, indicator research and 
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policy learning, remain closely related and have helped build the foundation for comparative 
education as an applied professional field and academic area of research.

This article examines indicator research during three distinct time periods and discusses 
shifts in policy usage over time. We have selected influential persons and institutions of 
different types (Jullien de Paris; Teachers College at Columbia University; UNESCO Institute 
for Statistics [UIS]) for each of the three time periods that reflect discursive shifts that 
occurred in how, and for what purpose, indicators were used:

•  Jullien de Paris’ (1817) Esquisse d’un ouvrage sur l’éducation comparée
•  Research at Teachers College, particularly Paul Monroe’s ‘surveys’ of educational sys-

tems in the Philippines (1912–1914) and Isaac Kandel’s work around comparability 
and Civilization Theory

•  UIS’s collaboration with other agencies and stakeholders in the development of edu-
cation indicators for the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (2015–2016)

Admittedly, these actors have different statuses and links to various spheres of power. 
Without a formal position in an education system, Jullien’s power was limited, although he 
was part of an impressive informal network of researchers and practitioners. (Fraser 1964) 
Teachers College forged influential partnerships with the US government with a view to 
international projects. (Monroe, Páez, and Duggan 1925) UIS has a mandate to produce 
internationally comparable data in the areas of UNESCO’s competence (Cussó 2006). 

Nonetheless, they share a commonality: their work in education, in various geographic 
and organisational contexts, was produced at foundational moments in the broader field 
of official statistics. In France the bureau of statistics of the Republic was founded in 1800, 
closed by Napoleon in 1812 and replaced by the Statistique Générale de la France in 1833; 
in the USA, the Bureau of the Census became permanent in 1902 (Desrosières and Naish 
1998). The UIS was founded in 1999, and moved away from UNESCO’s headquarters in 
Paris in 2001 (Cussó 2006), coinciding with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
and the Education for All (EFA) goals.

In addition, the choice of actors is necessarily partial. For instance, UIS is an offshoot of 
UNESCO, which in 1946 succeeded the International Institute of International Cooperation 
(Smyth 2008); therefore, this thread would lead to the 1920s, Monroe’s heyday. However, 
our aim here is not the history and genealogy of each actor, but proposing examples of 
different educational comparison approaches since Jullien’s time.

Naturally, the uses and abuses of comparative policy studies have changed significantly 
over the past two hundred years. In concert with other scholars who explore the history of 
cross-national comparison and educational statistics (see, for example, Cussó and D’Amico 
2005), we discern three discursive shifts in the policy usage of educational statistics: in the 
early period (reflected in Jullien de Paris’ Esquisse) comparison was used for modernisation, 
viewed at the time as a feature of nation building. The explicit objective of cross-national 
comparison was to ensure that educational provisions and practices from nations that had 
already successfully modernised by introducing public education could be adopted by other 
nations seeking to modernise as well.

In the early-twentieth century – marking the second period of study in this article – 
cross-national comparison became part of colonisation and ‘development’. The assumption 
that the educational systems of the colonial empires were superior to those of their colonies 
permeated the social sciences and humanities. As a result of the sweeping de-colonisation 
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movement occurring by the mid-twentieth century, the colonisation project was replaced 
with ‘aid’ in the form of ‘technical assistance’ or ‘international cooperation’.

The third period under investigation began in the 1990s and reflects an agenda of global 
trade relying heavily upon the transnational flow of people, production, finance, ideas, 
beliefs and technology. Today, the objective of cross-national comparison is inextricably 
linked with global monitoring of whether the agendas reflected in international agreements 
(EFA, MDGs, SDGs, Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, etc.) are being pursued at a 
national level. In a similar vein, governments voluntarily subject their educational systems 
to regional or cross-regional large-scale student assessments (PASEC, PIRLS, PISA, PISA-D, 
SACMEQ, TERCE, TIMSS, etc.) in order to position them internationally. Arguably, these 
international policy tools have a harmonisation, homogenisation and standardisation effect 
at the level of policy talk. Topics of great import in this regard, including what particular 
moments national policy actors become receptive to supranational influence, why they 
selectively adopt global education policy and how they adapt and modify them to suit their 
own agendas, are discussed elsewhere (see Steiner-Khamsi and Waldow 2012).

The rapport between politics and statistics is not a new field of inquiry. Desrosières 
(2000) examines official economic statistics in the liberal, welfare, Keynesian and neolib-
eral states. Cussó (2006) focuses on educational statistics and international organisations. 
Smyth (2008) studies the emergence of International Governmental Organizations  and 
international classifications of education. Nóvoa and Yariv-Mashal (2003) link the current 
rebirth of educational comparatism to the rise of indicators in the intersection between 
technical and political spaces.

Bearing in mind the importance of context, we examined changes in education indicator 
research over time. The three periods selected for our study reflect important shifts in how 
and why education indicators were developed. In each case the following objectives apply: 
modernisation/nation-building; colonisation/development; and standardisation/globali-
sation. The first part of each pair (modernisation, colonisation, standardisation) reflects 
the policy objectives of educational statistics. The second (nation-building, development, 
globalisation) denotes the broader political and economic context in which the policy uses 
and abuses of cross-national comparison, educational statistics and indicator research were 
embedded.

2. Jullien’s scientific project: observe, compare, borrow

Jullien de Paris is considered one of the ‘pioneers’ of comparative education research (Sobe 
2002, 141). Studying the genealogy of comparison as a ‘positive science’, that is, as an area 
that draws on specific questions, observations, measurements and tools of analysis, has 
developed into a fundamental topic of education research. But was Simon Fraser’s (1964, 
115) suggestion that Jullien de Paris was the sole ‘father figure’ of comparative education 
correct? The 200-year anniversary of Jullien’s (1817) Esquisse d’un ouvrage sur l’éducation 
comparée marks the third time in which Jullien has been re-discovered as the founder of 
comparative policy studies in education. William W. Brickman, historian of education, 
comparativist and co-founder of the Comparative and International Education Society 
in 1956, reminds us that Jullien’s work was first found by chance in a bookstall along the 
Seine in Paris in the late-nineteenth century (Brickman 2010, 48). It was Ferenc Kemény, 
an influential Hungarian public intellectual, peace activist and promoter of international 
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education who came across Jullien’s writings in 1885 (see Giraud 1975). Thereafter the 
publication date of Jullien’s Esquisse became inscribed as the birthdate of the entire field of 
comparative education.

The second revitalisation of Jullien may be attributed to a faculty member at Teachers 
College, Columbia University, Isaac L. Kandel (1881–1965), a student of Sir Michael 
Sadler (1861–1943) who emigrated from the UK to the USA. For more than three decades 
(1915–1946) Kandel was a faculty member at Teachers College and for almost two decades 
(1946–1962) also served as consultant for UNESCO. In the meanwhile, Kandel (1942) 
effectively created a history for the field, which he believed had a promising future. Kandel’s 
widely-cited publications led to the current, third revitalisation on the horizon for 2017, a 
time when cross-national comparisons and international large-scale student assessment are 
receiving unprecedented interest, inspiring a desire to delve more deeply into the history of 
indicator research, statistics and comparative policy studies in education.

Jullien de Paris was hardly the first to compare educational systems for purposes of 
drawing lessons, emulation and policy borrowing. In fact, the ‘traveling observer’ (Sobe 
2002, 147) existed long before comparative education was established as a science. Gail P. 
Kelly (1992) refers to the early days of comparative education as the time ‘when gentlemen 
traveled extensively and wrote about differences between nations’ (14). In addition to these 
traveling observers there were also a few locally situated analysts who systematically com-
pared their own systems with those abroad. In 1808, French Professor César-Auguste Basset 
urged his university to dispatch a researcher to ‘foreign countries’ to ‘observe, compare, 
and present the facts’ concerning their educational systems and methods of instruction 
(Brickman 2010, 47).

In Germany, Friedrich August Hecht has been credited with presenting the first compar-
ative study 20 years prior to the publication of Jullien’s Esquisse (Lenhart 2015). Hecht’s De 
re scholastica Anglica cum Germanica comparata (English and German school education 
compared) was published in 1795 in Latin, which may help explain why, as with Jullien, 
his book was only discovered in the twentieth century once comparative education became 
established as an academic field requiring its own history and genealogy. However, there are 
two features of Jullien’s work that set him apart from other early comparativists: in addition 
to Basset’s above-mentioned dictum (observe, compare and present the facts), Jullien devel-
oped the methodology of standardised cross-national comparison and actively promoted 
policy borrowing. Thus, Jullien modified Basset’s formula by encouraging researchers to 
borrow. From a critical perspective, one may assert that he developed indicators to replace 
the observer and researcher with an anonymous authoritative voice presenting the ‘facts’ 
or data for recommendations on what should be transferred from one national context to 
another.

Jullien had, as Gautherin (1993) poignantly describes, a ‘mystical’ belief in the power 
of public education to ‘re-generate’ people by emancipating them from the feudal monar-
chical structures still dominating the political scene in France and Europe. In his early 
career Jullien was deeply impressed by the Swiss educators Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and 
Philipp Emanuel von Fellenberg. Pestalozzi ran three institutes in Switzerland, where he 
implemented his child-centred pedagogy in the German speaking towns of Burgdorf and 
Münchenbuchsee, as well as in Yverdon, located in the French speaking part of Switzerland. 
Jullien moved with his family to Yverdon and lived in Pestalozzi’s institute for three months. 
After this brief stay, he returned several times to Yverdon between 1811 and 1812 to more 



COMPARE   5

fully study Pestalozzi’s child-centred pedagogy. Partly because of Pestalozzi’s positive influ-
ence on his mythical belief in public education as the means to bring happiness, mitigate 
social class differences and foster political participation among citizens, Switzerland became 
an important laboratory for Jullien’s comparative studies. He also selected Switzerland 
because its decentralised governance system resulted in 22 Cantonal educational systems, 
roughly reflecting the wide variety found in the rest of Europe. As Jullien wrote:

Because of the great variety of climates, languages, religions, political organizations and gov-
ernments in the twenty-two cantons of the Helvetic Confederation, an infinite variety of edu-
cational establishments and systems, reproducing every possible known form is to be found 
there. (Jullien de Paris 1817, 9)

Over the course of his travels, Jullien compiled a set of indicators to be used for com-
parison between different countries. He systematised and presented them as ‘questions’ in 
an Annex to the Esquisse (Jullien de Paris 1817). What strikes the reader even today is how 
much these indicators anticipate the vast majority of those currently used for international 
comparison. What has changed, however, are the definitions of an ideal educational system. 
The covert normative assumptions underlying the selection of suitable indicators account 
for changes over the three time periods under study in this article.

2.1. Jullien’s visions of pedagogy

In developing his methodology, Jullien made two important assumptions. First, unlike 
some of his contemporaries, Jullien did not believe in ‘the national character’ of educational 
systems, and explored other factors to account for differences between systems. In fact, his 
studies in Switzerland – one nation with many different educational systems – demonstrated 
the limitations of the national-character theory prevalent at the time. Fraser (1964) con-
trasts Jullien’s approach to interpreting differences between educational systems with that 
of Berchtold (1759–1809), who believed that educational systems reflect typical ‘French’, 
‘English’ or other cultural features of their respective nation-states. Second, Jullien focused 
on formal, public schooling understood as a series of stages (primary, secondary, higher 
education) where different types of schools cater to the individual’s evolving needs. As a 
result of these assumptions, the practice of comparing educational systems today begins 
with describing the organisations that impart education at the various levels, the populations 
they serve and the resources and strategies they employ.

The structure and organisation of the questionnaires laid out in Esquisse (Jullien 1817) 
reflect his vision of an ideal educational system that would help create the new citizen for 
a post-feudal, modern nation-state. Here, Jullien presented six ‘series of questions’ that 
contain the seed of contemporary indicators. Series 1 to 3 focused, respectively, on primary, 
secondary and higher education – a triad that mirrors the successive stages of childhood, 
adolescence and youth. Series 4 to 6 would have covered teacher education, the education 
of females and the regulatory framework, however the Esquisse presents only the first two 
series. Of the remaining four we only know their format and intent. Each of the first five 
series, those that deal with a subsector of the education system, follows the same blueprint: 
a triad of triads.

The first triad, the most ‘quantitative’, covers schools, teaching staff and students. Jullien 
prefigures indicators still used today; for instance, he asks ‘What is the proportion of the total 
number of these students to the population of the township or division?’ This foreshadowed 
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today’s gross enrolment ratio (GER1), which limits the denominator to school age children, 
instead of the whole population. Since Jullien also inquired about ages of school entry and 
exit (questions 34 and 40, first and second series), he might have taken this further step, 
had he implemented his project. But Jullien is also sensibly cautious. For example, after 
proposing a ‘pupil-teacher ratio’ (PTR), he adds: ‘What is the minimum, the maximum?’ 
(question 33, second series), because average PTRs disguise inequities (Kadzamira and 
Rose 2003), one of his recurring concerns.

The second triad, influenced by his observations in innovative European schools, focuses 
on curriculum and instruction. Its structure stems from Pestalozzi’s tripartite conceptions of 
man and happiness, which constitutes the purpose of education: (1) physical and gymnastic 
education focuses on the body’s health; (2) moral and religious education on the heart’s 
morality and virtue; and (3) intellectual education on the mind’s instruction.

The third triad focuses on each level’s (e.g., primary) relationship with its context: the ties 
of public education with private or home-based education; its connections with other levels 
of public education; and its historical context. Here Jullien relaxes his own rules, namely 
the focus on public or formal education, as well as its compartmentalisation into levels.

2.2. The political agenda of compulsory education and nation-building

Arguably, education indicators tend to measure issues that, in a given policy context, are 
considered new, relevant or contested. Understanding the political agenda of a comparative 
study is therefore key to explaining why certain indicators are selected at the expense of 
others. Unsurprisingly, Jullien’s indicators reflect his pedagogical mission, tailored after 
Pestalozzi’s writings, as well as his belief in the modern nation-state where formal education 
is supposed to create social cohesion and mobility. Therefore the latter set of indicators 
corresponds with the urge of government actors at the time to establish [modern] schooling 
as a means of national-building. In effect, he combined pedagogy with politics in that his 
formula helped advance a very specific pedagogical vision in a post-feudal era where the 
political value of compulsory education for ensuring literacy among the masses was deemed 
a prerequisite for political participation and the spread of democratic values.

France’s nation-building process, partly fuelled by evolving official statistics, surely 
inspired Jullien’s political approach:

The most visible manifestation of this process of homogenising and codifying many aspects 
of human existence was the unification of the national territory, since many things and rules 
that were then redefined and generalised had previously been specified at a local or provincial 
level. This complex, expensive, and often tedious work was termed adunation by Sieyes, one of 
the principal actors involved: by this he meant the deliberate unification of systems of refer-
ence. … The general principle was to make a tabula rasa of a society that had previously been 
characterized by its privileges, by fiscal arrangements that differed according to the province, 
and by local superstition. … This process was launched by a monumental statistical survey. 
(Desrosières and Naish 1998, 32–33)

The modernising intention behind Jullien’s plan is evident in several ways. First, it mon-
itors the spread of innovative pedagogies and measures the prevalence of modern and tra-
ditional approaches. Second, it encourages exploration and experimentation to devise new 
methodologies for instruction, identifying what we would call ‘best practices’. Third, it pro-
poses a holistic view of human development, following Pestalozzi, and a systemic approach 
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to education. Finally, meliorism informs the entire project, within the Enlightenment’s 
philosophical framework.

During his travels, Jullien observed innovative pedagogies in action, and encouraged 
adoption of ideas by Bell and Lancaster, Pestalozzi, as well as Gaultier (see Jullien de Paris 
1817; first series, questions 96–98). Meanwhile, other questions in Jullien’s exploratory/
experimental approach are not data collection tools but interrogations on effective, ethical 
pedagogy: ‘How does one succeed in directing and supervising, in an indirect way, without 
disturbing the freedom of children, their exercises and their games?’ (Jullien de Paris 1817, 
question 54, first series).

Though featured in the physical education section, the question contains clear moral and 
intellectual implications illustrating Jullien’s holistic approach. After inquiring about the use 
of rewards for good behaviour or competition to foster progress in study, Jullien proposes 
forsaking both in favour of focusing on a child’s ‘internal satisfaction … in the conscious-
ness of his strength and progress as he exercises and develops his moral character and his 
intelligence’ (questions 86, 88 and 90, Fraser 1964). One may be tempted to propose that 
this oddly modern idea was popularised many years later and re-emerged most recently in 
the 1970s under the auspices of intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan 1975).

Jullien’s underlying systemic thinking cuts across sections, exploring links between wealth, 
parenting practices and formal schooling. At one point, Jullien considers the relationship 
between social class, use of nursemaids and maternal influence on children’s education. He 
first asks whether ‘the wealthiest citizens commit their children to nursemaids’ (question 
43, physical education, first series); then if ‘mothers exercise a considerable influence on 
the primary education of their children’ (question 78, moral education); and, finally, if 
there are differences ‘with regard to this influence of mothers, in the poor and rich classes’ 
(question 79, first series). These types of questions reflect his mythical belief in the act of 
education, whether it takes place at home or in school, as a panacea for social inequality 
and feudal structures.

Another example of Jullien’s systemic thinking is manifested in his meliorist approach. 
He was not only interested in describing and comparing systems – he wanted to improve 
them. For example, he links teachers’ sociodemographic characteristics, experience and 
performance with students’ learning outcomes. After inquiring about teachers’ performance, 
age and experience (question 19, first series), Jullien wonders whether it is ‘the younger 
ones or the older ones who are most successful and who form the best students?’ (question 
20, first series). In this instance, he ponders two mutually exclusive hypotheses: is good 
teaching explained by teachers’ experience or by pedagogic innovations to which younger 
teachers may be more exposed and receptive? Jullien unequivocally comes down on the 
side of the latter by advocating for the innovative, student-centred pedagogical practices 
he expects to find more prevalent among younger teachers.

Jullien’s ideological roots in the Enlightenment are evident throughout, as when he 
demands respect for ‘the freedom of children’ (question 54, first series). Equality is a recur-
ring concern, expressed mostly in terms of the gap between the rich and the poor (questions 
79, 112–114, first series). As for solidarity, Jullien asks whether adolescents in schools are 
‘stirred up against certain nations’ or instilled with ‘a universal kindness for men and even 
animals’ (question 71, second series). Jullien’s indicators were meant to determine what 
kind of public education succeeds in making the individual happy and the modern nation-
state equitable.
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After 1817 Jullien moved on to other professional interests and never published the 
remaining series of questions, abandoning his project on comparative education (Fraser 
1964). Consequently, he did not leave behind specific indicators. But Jullien’s project clearly 
entailed modern, equitable, holistic education as the foundation for building the French 
nation. France outperformed Switzerland in higher and scientific instruction, but the fact 
that French instruction, ‘badly guided and badly divided, has not yet reached the lower 
classes … has produced in part the faults, crimes and misfortunes whose reaction has spread 
throughout Europe’ (Fraser 1964, 47). Jullien’s example for France is Swiss ‘elementary and 
communal education, the essential foundation of all education’ (48). Therefore he cast a 
wide net with his questions, encompassing all domains of education and learning, includ-
ing attitudes and values, and encouraging the ‘lower classes’ to abandon superstition and 
embrace a more modern religiosity.

3. Monroe’s attempts to understand development stages

Although the objects of study have changed over the past two centuries, the method of 
cross-national comparison as a policy tool remains constant. For example, for seven years 
in the 1930s the International Examination Inquiry gathered eminent scholars from the 
USA, Scotland, England, France, Germany, Switzerland, Norway, Sweden and Finland to 
conduct comparative research on effective entrance examinations for secondary schools 
(Lawn 2008). One of the purposes was to learn from educational systems that had imple-
mented policies tackling specific problems, such as the expansion of secondary schooling in 
Europe and the USA. The purpose, as conceived at the time, was to learn from educational 
systems that were more ‘developed’. The strong belief in development stages is best illustrated 
by Teachers College faculty who participated in cross-national studies comparing the USA 
and Europe and advised governments who commissioned them to review the education 
sector and provide recommendations for reform. Among them was the most internationally 
renowned faculty member of Teachers College at the time, Director of the International 
Institute, Paul Monroe.

3.1. Monroe’s survey: understanding local needs

Paul Monroe’s ‘surveys in foreign lands’, conducted in the early-twentieth century, show-
cased changes in the use of indicator research and education statistics, for instance in the 
Philippines while they were under American tutelage (see Monroe, Páez, and Duggan 1925). 
This work took place after the creation of the permanent Bureau of the US Census in 1902, 
in an era of official statistics characterised by ‘renewed relations between the administration 
and the academic community’ (Desrosières and Naish 1998, 199)

As a faculty member in comparative education and history of education at Teachers 
College, Monroe taught three groups of students (see Bu 1997): American missionaries who 
believed in a universal method of education based on the Bible; secular students aiming to 
work for the colonial administration of the USA, other colonial empires or as experts for 
foreign governments; and international students who intended to return to their countries 
as education leaders who would adapt lessons from the USA and Europe for the schooling 
of their citizenry.



COMPARE   9

In addition to teaching and research at Teachers College, Monroe advised governments 
based on ‘surveys’, that is, empirical investigations of their educational systems. The main 
purpose of Monroe’s survey was to identify local needs. Nowadays, this would be considered 
an education sector review because he used a set of indicators to describe and analyse a 
given educational system’s status quo. Monroe’s commitment to understanding local needs 
was aligned with the concept of Adapted Education, used in the USA for the schooling of 
Native Americans as well as African Americans in the South, which was then exported by 
US missionaries and academics to other parts of the world. The British colonial empire also 
mandated Adapted Education for its colonies during the same period (see Steiner-Khamsi 
and Quist 2000). Understanding local needs sharply contrasted with the traditional mis-
sionary practice of disregarding local circumstances to teach a curriculum proselytising the 
same universal Christian beliefs. Using indicators and statistics to describe and compare 
educational systems was labelled the ‘positive method’ or, during Monroe’s time, the ‘sci-
entific method’ in education.

3.2. The belief in development stages and contextual comparison in twentieth 
century comparative education

The longstanding practice of comparative researchers warning, in theory, against de-con-
textualisation, while at the same time advancing, in practice, educational transfer across 
contexts, raises specific questions: How have comparativists dealt with the discrepancy 
between theory and practice in comparative education? In particular, how have they justi-
fied educational transfer? Early-twentieth century comparativists such as Monroe (USA), 
Kandel, as well as his mentor, Sadler, in the UK, used Civilisation Theory to construct com-
parability. Individuals, groups, or nations perceived to be at the same stage of ‘civilisation’ 
were deemed comparable. Most commonly, researchers identified the particular develop-
ment stage for each of the ‘races’, nations and educational systems. African Americans, native 
Americans and Africans (and later all colonised people in the British colonial empire), were 
regarded as being at the same underdeveloped stage of civilisation. Since these groups were 
thus comparable, transfer of educational models from one continent (North America) to 
another (Africa) was viewed as methodologically and morally permissible. For example Jesse 
Thomas Jones, chairman of the Phelps-Stokes African Education Commission, justified the 
transfer of the American Hampton-Tuskegee model to the African continent as follows:

[T]hough village conditions in Africa differ in many respects from those in America, where 
these activities [of Hampton and Tuskegee] had great influence on the improvement of rural 
life, the resemblances are sufficiently numerous and real to warrant the belief that the plans 
above described may be adapted to colonial conditions in Africa. (Jones 1922, 141)

A good illustration of the (development) stage model pursued in comparative educa-
tion in the first half of the twentieth century is manifested in the work of Kandel. Kandel 
advocated for a contextual study of educational systems called the historiographic method 
in comparative education. The Education Yearbook, which he edited between 1924 and 
1944, consisted of a compilation of historiographic ‘one-country studies’. The yearbook was 
developed with the intention of identifying the ‘national character’ presumably underlying 
each educational system (see Pollack 1993).

Following the stage model, Kandel only compared educational systems that he believed 
were at the same level. This, to take one example, justified the transatlantic transfer of 
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educational models that dealt with nation-state building and compulsory schooling between 
the newly formed nation-states in Europe and the USA, was justifiable. This is not to exclude, 
however, lesson drawing from ‘less developed educational systems’. In 1944, Kandel wrote:

The development of education appears in most countries to have followed the same rhythm. 
The nineteenth century opened with a movement to establish systems of universal and com-
pulsory education. (Kandel 1944)

According to Kandel and some of his contemporaries, the next stage in the develop-
ment of educational systems following the establishment of universal and compulsory basic 
education, was the expansion of secondary schooling, followed by the implementation of 
vocational and technical education, followed by the establishment of a system for higher 
education.

In the first half of the twentieth century, scholars in North America and Europe dis-
covered Africa, Latin America and East Asia as laboratories for social research and educa-
tional studies. They were fascinated by what European and North American educational 
systems could learn from less developed countries, and what the poor countries, in turn, 
could adopt from past experience in education and nation-building in their richer, more 
‘civilised’ counterparts. For example, in 1944 Kandel contended that twentieth century 
reform in Jamaica could benefit from lessons learned in the UK a century earlier. With 
great compassion for the difficulty of implementing a fundamental educational reform in 
an island nation that was still part of the British empire, Kandel noted that the Jamaican 
educational system had ‘to meet all these demands for education at one time, while other 
countries have met them slowly and piecemeal’ (Kandel 1944 [reprinted 1999], part 1). He 
encouraged educational officials in Jamaica to learn from experiences of other educational 
systems, particularly England’s:

From the point of view of the administration and organisation of education, Jamaica stands 
today [1944] in the same position as did England in the last years of the nineteenth century. 
(Kandel 1944)

Renowned scholars such as John Dewey were excited by the idea of turning back the clock 
on educational development to avoid the mistakes of ‘educationally advanced’ countries 
and transferring an improved version to those which were ‘educationally new’. Unlike most 
scholars at the time, Dewey hesitated to transfer educational models from ‘educationally 
advanced countries’ to ‘less civilised’, ‘less complex’ and ‘less developed countries’. However, 
Dewey’s visit to the Mexican rural education programme in 1926 was a turning point. Upon 
his return, he ‘revived his faith’ in educational transfer, fascinated by the opportunities for 
‘educationally new’ nations to begin ‘starting afresh with the most enlightened theories 
and practices of the most educationally advanced countries’ (cited in Goodenow 1990, 29).

More recently, processes of decolonisation in Africa reinvigorated the late-eighteenth 
century notion of adunation, which ‘became a global template in the second half of the 
twentieth century’; this methodological nationalism gave African leaders a framework to 
use statistics in building their nation states, and later became the foundation of the MDGs 
(see Speich Chassé 2016, 211).



COMPARE   11

4. SDG indicators: the use of global norms for monitoring national progress

The third period, starting in the 1990s, is characterised by globalisation, defined as the 
increased transnational flow of people, production, finance, ideas, beliefs and technology, 
accompanied by processes of policy harmonisation, homogenisation or standardisation. 
In the global education landscape the establishment of international conventions, such as 
EFA, MDGs, SDGs, and the rise of international organisations (UNESCO, World Bank, 
OECD, etc.) that (selectively) translate and enforce the conventions by operationalising, 
measuring, monitoring and evaluating them, have had the greatest impact on which new 
indicators have been formulated. That said, it is important to bear in mind that the new set 
of indicators were merely added to the already existing set of commonly used indicators, 
formulated and used over the past 200 years by Jullien, Monroe and many others. Nóvoa 
and Yariv-Mashal (2003) see current educational comparatism as partly fuelled by indica-
tors meant to promote reforms or legitimise policies, while they wonder if the future of the 
discipline will revolve around modes of governance or scientific concerns. Similarly, Cussó 
(2016, 56) aims ‘to bring to light the subtleties of balancing accuracy (methods) with insti-
tutional needs (policies)’, elucidating how data are produced and what purpose they serve.

International organisations such as UNESCO, the World Bank, OECD and so on function 
on the one hand as norm setters, and on the other as monitors and evaluators of national 
progress towards the norms or benchmarks that they had established with their member 
states or constituents. As with the two earlier periods, it is important to analyse the policy 
context – which we today call the global policy context – to understand why some indicators 
were newly developed or added to the already existing sets of indicators.

Our focus is neither a meta-analysis of the statistics nor their use in politics (Cussó 
2016), but their intersection, making indicators for international commitments particularly 
enlightening. For example, EFA Goal 4 calls for a 50% improvement in adult literacy rates, 
while target 5.5 aims to ‘Reduce illiteracy rates’ by 50% (UNESCO 2000, 31). Allegedly, 
decision-makers in Dakar reversed the latter ‘negative’ target wording into the former ‘pos-
itive’ goal; however, the formulations are not mathematically equivalent, with the final one 
deemed ‘arithmetical nonsense’ (Guadalupe 2015). Remarkably, for countries with initial 
literacy rates below 50%, the ‘positive’ goal is less ambitious, but arguably more realistic, 
than the ‘negative’ target. For example, in 2001 Niger’s adult literacy rate was 14%.2 For 
2015, the ‘positive’ target would be 21%; the ‘negative’ target, 57%. The 2015 rate was 19%. 
Does this reflect politicians’ inability to understand the technocrats’ logic? Or the reverse?

Clearly, two phenomena have achieved unprecedented prominence since the 1990s: 
international commitments (MDGs, EFA) monitored with data produced by the UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics and analysed by the Global Monitoring Report; and the growth of 
international large-scale assessments (ILSAs). However, the two did not converge until 
the recent inclusion of learning outcomes in the SDGs. Founded in 1999, the UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics (UIS) has been, in comparison to OECD, the World Bank and other 
international knowledge banks, something of a latecomer – particularly given its relatively 
recent shift towards learning outcomes. The focus on global competitiveness of national 
education systems – as measured in students’ learning outcomes – is what drives the politics 
of education statistics in the new millennium. Desrosières described a recent shift in inter-
national statistics, regardless of sector, ‘from the harmonisation of outputs (governments 
classifying their data in accordance with international standards) to the harmonisation of 
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methods (governments producing internationally standardised statistics at source)’ (Cussó 
2016, 59). Is this happening in education? If so, do the creation of the UIS, the rise of ILSAs 
and the advent of the SDGs play a role here?

In the 1990s ‘UNESCO’s Division of Statistics continued to measure and compare the 
spread of mass education and literacy’ to spur development while respecting cultural identity 
(Cussó 2006, 533). Meanwhile, organisations like THE OECD and the World Bank criticised 
UNESCO’s approach while demanding data on learning achievement. For some, UNESCO’s 
development comparatism stood in contrast to the OECD’s globalisation comparativism 
(Cussó & D’Amico 2005). These debates led to the creation of the UIS in 1999 (Cussó 2006). 
The UIS has since reported on globalising processes, such as the international mobility of 
higher education students. In addition, over the years the UIS has increasingly focused on 
the efficiency of education systems (UIS 2003–12), which is consistent with globalisation 
comparativism (Cussó and D'Amico 2005). However, the UIS did not disseminate learning 
assessment data (UIS 2003–2012). Why not? After all, EFA goal 6 did call for, among other 
things, ‘measurable learning outcomes … especially in literacy, numeracy, and essential life 
skills’; however, ‘the Millennium Development Goals, which have received greater attention 
over the past 15 years, were more narrowly focused on access’ (Rose 2015, 487).

An example of the standardising trend in education is the growth of large-scale assess-
ment, which happened simultaneously at the national, regional and cross-regional levels: 
countries shifted their focus from examinations to national large-scale assessments (NLSAs); 
three regional assessments emerged; and cross-regional assessments became widespread 
and periodical.

At the country level global actors fuelled a shift from the golden age of examinations 
(1963–1993) to NLSAs, which ‘were by far the most common type’ supported by the World 
Bank in 1998–2009 (Liberman and Clarke 2011). Unlike examinations, NLSAs aim to pro-
vide information on system performance and associated factors (Clarke 2012), thus sharing 
purpose and methodologies with ILSAs. Arguably, implementing NLSAs prepares countries 
to join ILSAs, and vice versa.

Meanwhile, regional assessments, neither national nor global, defy classification: they 
are included in analyses of ILSAs by some authors, (Pizmony-Levy 2013), but not by others 
(Heyneman and Lee 2013).3 Some link them to national assessments, extolling their virtues: 
‘regional and national assessments can be advantageous when examining the quality of 
education and the curriculum that is actually delivered by schools and teachers. They tend 
to be more context-sensitive’ (Kamens and Benavot 2011, 286).

International large-scale assessments started in the 1960s with the International 
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).4 Since the 1990s, new 
cross-regional assessments reach a larger, more diverse set of countries and adopted ‘pre-
dictable (?) cycles’ (Pizmony-Levy 2013, 58), enabling periodical updates on progress.5 
This, coupled with OECD’s entry into the field, prompted a shift ‘from research to policy’ 
(Wagemaker 2013, 11), towards ‘audit and accountability’ (Pizmony-Levy 2013, 54).

Nowadays, ILSAs are known for their controversial rankings by mean or average score, 
which are changing how educational indicators are produced. This deviates from the tra-
ditional rates and ratios as the basis for indicators on enrolment, promotion, literacy and 
so on.6, which distinguish between haves and have nots to guarantee access to education, 
if not necessarily learning, for everyone. By contrast, averages suit a focus on global com-
petitiveness because they are sensitive to extreme values, on both ends of the distribution, 
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that is, both low- and high-performing students exert a pull on the mean value. PISA 2009 
aimed ‘to identify highest-performing students’ (OECD 2010) by finding their common 
features, thus extending ‘best practices’ from countries to individual learners.

A major challenge for ILSAs is alignment with curriculum. There are two competing 
approaches: IEA analyses participating countries’ curricula and distils their commonalities 
into the test (Martin and Kelly 1996); whereas PISA assesses skills for solving ‘real-life’ 
problems, regardless of curricula (OECD 2010). Both assume that, across participating 
countries, either schooling or real life has become sufficiently homogeneous to justify a 
single measurement tool. Critics argue that a focus on core skills may lead countries to 
neglect more idiosyncratic areas, such as social sciences, not covered by ILSAs. However, 
there is no evidence of an independent effect of ILSAs on policy; instead, national actors 
exploit results according to their own goals (Teltemann and Klieme 2016). The question is: 
Could this still, eventually, and in patches, depending on national actors, lead to a feedback 
loop of cross-national standardisation of curricula? And what role will SDG 4.1.17 play by 
emphasising learning outcomes and explicitly focusing on reading and mathematics?

In sum, the country-level shift from examinations to system-level assessments, the advent 
of regional assessments and the rise of periodical cross-regional assessments all contributed 
to making large-scale, standardised assessments a defining trait of the current global edu-
cation landscape. In this process, averages joined rates and ratios among the most visible 
statistical devices for producing educational indicators. Finally, questions arise about ILSAs, 
and the SDGs, as possible influences on national curricula.

This rise of assessments gained even more momentum when testing met tracking. In 
July 2012, as the international community prepared for the end of the MDG and EFA com-
mitments, UIS and the Brookings Institute launched the Learning Metrics Task Force. This 
global network effectively advocated a shift ‘from a focus on access to access plus learning’ 
(LMTF 2013, 1), culminating in the inclusion of learning outcomes in the SDGs.

Since 2014, the ongoing SDGs debate, increasingly technical and inevitably political, has 
shifted from goals to targets to indicators. The next step requires consensus on data sources. 
According to the UIS, this may be challenging, since ‘there is currently no framework to 
reconcile the differences between the various types of assessment to produce cross-nationally 
comparable data’ (UIS 2016, 57).

Conversely, former Director of the UNESCO Global Monitoring Report, Pauline Rose, 
warns against comparability at the expense of national needs:

An international curriculum based on a global system of international large-scale assessment 
could further result in a misalignment between the education system and a country’s needs 
in relation to its stage of economic development and labor market demands. (Rose 2015, 488)

This tension may be resolved through a gradual transition towards standardisation. 
According to the Inter-Agency Expert Group on SDG indicators, the sources for indica-
tor 4.1.1 will be cross-regional, regional, national and citizen-led learning assessments. 
Although these are not mutually comparable, tracking will be based on individual studies 
while common scales are created over the next few years.8 This gradual transition from 
‘individual studies’ to ‘common scales’ evokes the shift from harmonising outputs to har-
monising methods (Cussó 2016).
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5. Conclusion

The discursive power attached to numbers is not to be underestimated. In terms of Jullien’s 
methodological contribution, one may invert the causal relation between indicators and 
comparability, which is commonly assumed in the comparative inquiry of national educa-
tional system. The use of indicators makes educational systems comparable regardless of 
how different they are. Put differently: educational systems are not comparable per se, but 
they are made comparable by using the same measurement. Today, turning features of a 
few educational systems into a global set of indicators that allow researchers to compare 
but also to monitor progress has become a cause for celebration for some, and concern for 
others. Advocates for evidence-based policy planning view indicators as an effective policy 
tool to advance political, social and economic accountabilities in educational development. 
Critics, however, decry the pace of homogenisation and standardisation that have resulted 
from global norm-setting (see Mundy et al. 2016).

It is important to bear in mind that ‘statistics’, meaning the science of the state (Foucault 
1991, 96), became an important tool for the governmentalisation of the state (‘governmen-
tality’) and is considered a project that, according to Foucault, started in European countries 
in the sixteenth century and expanded during the time of nation-building in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. The evidence suggests that gathering data in a nation and compar-
ing data across nations was fashionable during Jullien’s time. Educational statistics was an 
important yet understudied feature of modern schooling that the emerging nation-states had 
created. The project of the modern nation-state to amass data on its citizens is a precursor 
to today’s knowledge banks of international organisations, such as OECD, the World Bank, 
UNESCO and other international organisations. Today, the international knowledge and 
databanks not only collect statistical information on their member states, but also include 
portfolios of ‘best practices’, often presented as international standards, which they readily 
disseminate, in some cases with funding, across the globe.

What statistics did before at the national level, they now do at supra-national level: 
statistics enable institutions to regulate and sanction. Today, the means of regulating and 
sanctioning have changed from a top-down approach to one of constant self-monitoring 
and self-evaluation, exacerbating the reliance on data for measuring progress. As a result 
of ‘soft governance’, institutions at all levels comply with international standards and agree-
ments for fear of being left out or left behind. There is a vast body of emerging studies on 
‘soft governance’ and ‘governing by numbers’ that has drawn the attention of a wide array 
of scholars, including those who examine the new modes of governance in the post- or 
neo-bureaucratic state (Maroy and Voisin 2014; Ozga 2016) and those who describe the 
shift from bureaucracies, accountable to an ‘external sovereign with roots in authority and 
power’, such as the state, the church, associations and so on, to so-called ‘hyper-organisa-
tions’ accountable to a set of agreed-upon standards (Bromley and Meyer 2015, 11).

What made Jullien stand out vis-à-vis other diligent empirical educational researchers 
and comparative social scientists of his time was precisely his usage of data for informing 
policy decisions. As Jacqueline Gautherin (1993, 2) has poignantly remarked, Jullien saw 
education, or more precisely schooling, as a vehicle for individual happiness and for a more 
egalitarian society. As a result, Jullien actively promoted policy borrowing across European 
countries. For him, the use of indicators for lesson-drawing and policy borrowing has been, 
from the onset, inextricably linked to the ‘scientific method of comparison’.
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An innovation does not on its own guarantee adoption and recognition by others. One 
would have to immerse oneself in the history of ideas during the eighteenth century to 
examine in greater depth the relation between Jullien and other early comparative think-
ers to determine how and why Jullien’s contributions have endured into the present. For 
example, the most well known early European comparative education researcher, director 
of public instruction in France, Victor Cousin (1792–1867) was not only able to carry out 
educational reform, but helped spin a policy dimension to the comparative inquiry of edu-
cational systems (see Brewer 1971). Cousin followed in the footsteps of Jullien de Paris in 
actively promoting policy borrowing across national boundaries and contexts.

Jullien’s project, never fully operationalised, paradoxically preserved its complexity and 
ambition. His questionnaire, without actual indicators, cast a wide net that reflected his 
holistic, modernising educational approach aimed at building an egalitarian, enlightened 
France. Since then, Jullien’s legacy has endured and evolved: enrolment rates and other indi-
cators of access were treated as markers of development throughout the twentieth century; 
nowadays, increasingly standardised cross-national measures, such as average scores in 
ILSAs, are regarded by some as predictors of future global competitiveness and economic 
growth.

Historically, educational comparisons have conceptualised world regions in different 
ways. Jullien focused only on his own continent, ignoring most of the world, as he encour-
aged European nation states to learn from one another. Monroe and his contemporaries 
broadened this view, but cast two groups of countries in different roles: less civilized coun-
tries should emulate more civilized ones, without repeating their mistakes; conversely, less 
civilized countries provided a laboratory where more civilized countries could learn from 
this experimentation. Clearly, there was a colonial map underlying early-twentieth century 
comparative education research. Finally, in the era of the SDGs, global norms and bench-
marks are not associated, in theory, with particular regions, but with devices such as ILSAs 
that showcase models worth emulating. That said, the most influential ILSAs originated in 
the developed world and usually single out industrialised models.

The SDGs, and particularly indicator 4.1.1 on student achievement, have sparked an 
ongoing debate about which sources of data should be used to monitor learning outcomes at 
the global level: national, regional, cross-regional assessments or some combination thereof? 
This discussion involves technical issues pertaining to data quality, such as coverage, validity 
and reliability. But it also touches upon cultural and political issues, notably the alignment 
(or lack thereof) between assessment, at any level, and curriculum, which up until now 
has been designed at the national level (or at lower levels). Thus, the need for curricular 
alignment at the country level creates an inevitable tension with the global actors’ demand 
for comparability. Once again, as in Jullien’s time, comparability must be made, certainly 
not from scratch, but in accordance with current beliefs about education and bearing in 
mind that by somehow making systems comparable, this global process may influence the 
mechanisms by which education systems appraise themselves and, as a result, the types of 
education systems they will strive to become.
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Notes
1.  The GER is calculated by dividing the number of enrolled children by the number of school-

age children in the population. http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-
indicators-technical-guidelines-en.pdf

2.  http://uis.unesco.org/country/ne
3.  PASEC started in 1991; SACMEQ in 1995; LLECE in 1997.
4.  The IEA studies never cast themselves as ‘regional’. However, historically, most participating 

countries were industrialised, a group treated as a ‘region’ by most international organisations.
5.  The IEA launched TIMSS and PIRLS in 1994 and 2001, respectively; the OECD launched 

PISA in 2000.
6.  http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/education-indicators-technical-

guidelines-en.pdf
7.  SDG Indicator 4.1.1: Proportion of children and young people: (1) in Grade 2 or 3; (2) at the 

end of primary education; and (3) at the end of lower-secondary education achieving at least 
a minimum proficiency level in (1) reading and (2) mathematics, by sex.

8.  http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/metadata-compilation/Metadata-Goal-4.pdf.
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