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Jost Retschmann, ISCAE, Bamberg University, Germany
Michal Bron Jr, ISCAE, Soderntdm University College, Sweden

Research in Comparative Adult Education, An Intreduction

Only by understanding the basic cultural and secial forces in
different couniries, and by realizing how these factors influence
the total educational system, will it be possible to gain a true
understanding of the adult education enterprise and activities in
a particular country and to develop theories and studies to
compare the influence of these factors on adult education in
different countries {Liveright & Haygood, 1968, p. 11).

Comparison is, and should be, considered as a specific kind of intellectual activ-
ity, Comparative study is focused on analyzing and interpreting cultural, social,
political, and other phenomena in two or more communities, societies, or coun-
iries. Social scientists cannot design and run experiments 1o steer and manipulate
social phenomena and to observe the results of them. But what researchers can
do is to describe and classify, to organize and explain the diverse combinations
of events which were observed in different societies (Almond & Powell, 1984).

Any research undertaken in social sciences implies some form of compari-
son. Comparative studies might be intra-national or international - “An intra-
national study is the comparison of a fopic in two or more situations within one
country and an infernational study is the comparison of a topie in two or more
counitries” (Charters & Siddigui 1989, p. 3).

Many researchers limi#t comparisons within a single cultural setting or
society; this is reasonable, as it feels safer to work within their own culture and
society. Aithough many of those, who dare to go beyond the one setling, restrict
themselves to compare sets of similar cultures or politics {¢f° still a great nuraber
of British-American comparisons). However, the realm of comparative educa-
tiorn has been broadened, and the label of comparative and international educa-
tion has been adopted so as to accommodate single-nation or single-region
research as well as truly comparative studies,

Many ‘comparative’ studies appear in the form of a series of *parallel’ stud-
ies of differeat countries, with the actual comparative work left to the reader. If
they do take a comparative view, the analysis is limited to identifying the differ-
ences and similarities between countries, Sometimes # is fruitful to simply
determine those similarities and/or differences. However, while the quantity of
information grows, ambitions to discover more of the hidden processes and rela-

Prof, Dr. Jost Reischmann is the President of the Intersational Society for Comparative Adult
Education (ISCAE), Dr. Michal Bron Jr is ISCAE's Board Member directing ISCAE’s
conferences and publications,
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tionships should also increase. A number of studies which recognised that many
of the problems faced in countries A, B, and C are not dissimilar from those
faced in 1, E, and F nations of the world have been published and sometimes,
the similarities in the probiems are quite striking.

ISCAE - the International Society for Comparalive Adult Education -
focuses its interest on international comparison. The aim of the conferences and
publications is to collect, share, and discuss the actual knowledge about com-
parative research in adult education. International comparison means to explic-
itly identify and analyze similarities and differences in two or more countries
and extends beyond description and/er juxtaposition: “A study in comparative
international adult education ... must include one or more aspects of adult educa-
tion in two or more countries ot regions. ... comparison ... attempts io identify
the similarities and differences between the aspects under study ... The real value
of comparative study emerges only from ... the attempt to understand why the
differences and simiiarities occur and what their significance is for adult educa-
tions in the countries under examination ...” (Charters & Hilton 1989, p. 3).

ISCARE’s Mission and Objectives

ISCAE could be described as a network of about 150 persons
in 35 countries. The terms “network”, “worldwide person-to-person contacts”,
and “international research exchange” may best characterize the idea and work
of ISCAE.

The society was formed by Alexander N. Charters, Syracuse University,
USA, and used the name “Committee for Study and Research in Comparative
Adult BEducation ({CSRCAE)". At the 1992 meeting of the society in conjunction
with the annual conference of the American Association of Adult and Continu-
ing Education (AAACE} in Anaheim/Los Angeles a new board was elected 10
iead the society, At this occasion the society was renamed as the “International
Society for Comparative Adult Education (ISCAEY".

The mission of ISCAE is to:

promote identity of the field of Comparative Adult Education;

provide study and research in the field;

advance the field of Comparative Adult Education;

enhance continuing interest in Comparative Adult Education;

offer a network to professionals around the world interested in Comparative

Adult Education from either a research or professional perspective or from

general interest;

6. strengthen linkages with other groups and associations who have a similar
interest.

To fulfif the mission of increasing the awareness and value of comparative edu-

cation to society-at-farge both nationally and globally, ISCAE is devoted to

serve international comparison by supplying a network of contacts to other

M R e
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comparativists, fostering exchange through conferences, and documenting and

sharing the developments and standards in publications.

ISCAE invites at its conferences and publications all colleagues — whether or
not they have previously been in contact with ISCAE — to participate with
papers, which:

- report developments or “state of the art” reviews of comparative research (in
a counfry/region/language);

- compare one or more topics of adult education/andragogy in two or more
couniries;

- deal with critical reflection on comparative theory/methods/principles;

- teflect and share experiences in international research endeavors, including
lessons learned, problems, promises, challenges, and pitfalls typical for
comparative studies,

The first conference initiated and organized by ISCAE took place in 1995 in

Bamberg, Germany (Charters, 1999). 31 members from 14 countries attended

the conference. Central focus of this conference was the discussion of methods,

problems and pitfalls ef international comparative research. The second
conference was held 1998 in Radovljica, Slovenia and was attended by 35 mem-
bers from 16 countries. In 2002 1SCAE had its third conference in conjunction
with the American Association of Adult and Coniinuing Education in St. Louis,

USA, 49 participants from 9 countries attended. In 2006 ISCAE again met at

Bamberg University, Germany. This fourth conference counted 63 participants

frorn 17 countries and took place together with the Induction Ceremony of the

International Aduit and Continning Education Hall of Fame

[www.hallolfame oulreach.onedu) and the 11" Conference on the History of

Adult Education.

The intention is to plan ISCAE conferences every three to four years, in
different countries and continents and through this, document the development
of Comparative Adult Education.

Haw the book is composed

When ISCAE published its first volume about Comparative Adult Education
{Reischmann, Bron & Jelene, 1999), the intention was to start a series of publi-
cations documenting and discussing the ongoing development of comparative
adult education — aims, contents, methods, obstacles and prospects. This first
volume was mainly based on papers presented at the ISCAE-conferences in
Bamberg, Germany (1995), and in Radovljica, Slovenia (1998).

Most contributions in this volume originated from papers presented at the
conferences in St. Louis, USA (2002), and in Bamberg, Germany (2006}, Some
contributions have been commissioned specially for this volume. All of them
underwent a peer-review and editing process and have been updated and re-
written for the purpose of publishing.


http://www.iscae.org
http://www.halloffame.outreach.ou.edu
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Part 4 contains contributions that focus on fundamental questions in com-
parative adult education. These articles can be used for reflection, clarification,
and confirmation when starting a comparative project or when projects questions
come up. They may help to identify the aims the researchers want to achieve,
offering & deeper understanding ef the different types and categories of com-
parative research. They supply historical background that helps to place a
comparative project in its historical context, and warnings to be aware of obsta-
cles and pitfalls, In this way, these articles should help to design comparative
studies, building on the theoretical and historical framework developed by and
through prior research and avoid reinventing the wheel.

Part B colleets experiences and “lessons learned”. The authors have been
asked to share their experiences and to report what they encountered in interna-
tional and comparative projects, for example; What happened while working in
a nationally mixed group? What made communication and understanding diffi-
cult or easy? What was most confusing? What fulfifled the researcher’s expecta-
tions and what contradicted them? What were the differences, benefits, and
difficulties working in national networks compared with the international net-
work? What was the value, but also the disappointments when working in an
international group? These experiences, observations, and reflections intend to
supply a source of advice and wamings, what problems or surprises might hap-
pen when working in an international context; they also may help researchers to
avoid some of the problems, or at least to be not tog surprised when they occur.

Part C reports examples from the field, presenting a variety of topics as well
as approaches to comparative studies. It might be interesting for the reader to
discover the topics important fo researchers in various regions of the world. The
studies also illustrate how comparative research can be done, and which differ-
ent methods are used,

As in the first volume the editors have also included in this book deseriptions
of a number of organizations working in the international and comparative fleld
(Part D). This background information about these organizations should serve
readers 1o decide, when and how to contact them and use their assistance and
services. Internet addresses and the list of participants of the conferences in St.
Louis, USA, 2002 and Bamberg, Germany, 2006, close the book.

Emerging changes in comparative adult education

The first volume published by ISCAE (Reischman, Bron & Jelenc, 1999)
claimed in its subtitle “The contribution of ISCAE to an emerging field of
study” that this field is emerging. Editing this new volume one could ask “what
has changed in that decade™?

Certainly it would be too much to say that international comparison in adult
education became stabilized or established in that time, The number of papers
offered and participation in the conferences were somewhat higher, but not
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really much more. The “guild of comparativists” has not grown n{;uch. Again, .it
turned out that only a small number of researchers have international compari-
son as their main field, It also became apparent that a num!:er of reputab_ie old:er
colleagues have retired, will no longer be available and will be sadly missed in
this community. And a number of new researchers entered t}?e‘ﬁeld, often ldeal-
ing only partly with international cc_)m?arison. They ofien join for one single
project, and their stay is without continuity.

The papers offered to the conference also showed that the mfmber of larger
comparisons of two or more countries still is limited. The focus is often less on
compartson and elaborated comparative methodelogy, but more on the content
of the respective study. The references and literature list often documented that
the comparison was started with limited methodological awareness. That new
researchers do not build much on the methodological knowledge means that
wheels are reinvented, thus losing fime, power, and results. So one of the aims
of ISCAE and this book is to raise the methodological awareness of the
researchers, and through this awareness to strengthen comparative adult educa-
tion as an academic approach.

‘What has changed in the years since the appearance of the firgt ISCAE
volume and contributed to the “emergence” of new developments in compara-
tive aduit education? Two new developments within comparative adult educa-
tion may be identified - the first is the growing number of internationally
composed research groups; the second concerns a new actor entering the scene
of internationafly conducted research undertakings.

Throughout the iate 1990s and 2000s a rapid growth of internationally com-
posed groups and networks could be observed — often as a result of granting
policies of international bodies, especially the Euvropean Union, Togcthftr those
groups are researching and developing various topics/phenomena in thglr coun-
tries. But oflen these developments and experiences are kept only standing side-
by-side or are harmonized to what is “general” — without the explicit atternpt for
comparison and asalyzing similarities and differences. This observation applies
even to an individual research association - the European Society for Research
on the Education of Adults (ESREA - WWw.esrea.oig) which was established in
1991, All their activities, seminars, research-networks and research-teams,
always attract researchers from countries throughout the European continent.
Throughout the last fifteen years ESREA's networks have produced a number of
scholarfy publications. The good news is that this increased and strengthened
internationally composed groups and networks in adult education reseafch. But
in spite of increasing international activities, no publication or seminar has
focused explicitly en methodology of comparative studies or on actually
comparing the phenomena under examination. This is a worrying development.
The new international networks could constitute a relevant point of departure for
fuily comparative analyses. This chance should be used.


http://www.esrea.org

14 Jost Reischmann & Michal Bron It

Another development within comparative adult education concerns an emer-
gence of a new way to carry out parallel research in several countries, A number
of so-called consultancy institutes have been established in several EU coun-
tries. If successful in bidding for EU short-term research grants, they hire
researchers from relevant countries to gather data and prepare couniry-reports.
However, such researchers have quite often to accept unscholarly conditions of
work. Methods, time-scope, sets of questions, deadlines, and many other details
of such research project are often decided and formulated by and within the con-
tracting institution with limited room, and sometimes with Himited sensitivity for
country or local specifics. The final reports, compied by staff of the consultancy
institites, are ofter: of an overview character, though the data they have gathered
could have been used for a comparative analysis per se. This kind of research
has currently been institutionalized and is receiving its legitimacy from fund
allocating agencies. It should be carefully observed how these funding decisions
serve the standard and quality of international comparison.

Conclusions

When preparing this book we — the editors — went through the literature of com-
parative adult education of the last decades and found several strengths and
weaknesses. Of course we wanted to make everything better. The editing process
became both a rewarding and a leamning experience. We hope that we have
learned what mistakes are 1o be avoided in studies of comparative adult educa-
tion:

- npot just printing a conglomerate of contribution presented some-
where/sometimes at one or another conference;

- not placing a series of ‘parallel” studies from different countries side-by-side,
with the actual comparative work left to the reader;

- ot presenting a loose collection of “interesting topics” from somewhere in
the world;

- not forgetting the effort of reading and referring to the existing body of rele-
vant scholarly literature;

- ot supporting a ‘safari-type’ research (of Szalai, 1977) where an individual
specialist travels, observes, and decides upon methods and technigues with-
out networking much with the scientific commumity of the studied country;

- taking care that concepts, names, and institutions are not just translated into
English language, but - when words could not be translated - frying to
describe what is meant.

Being aware of these threads when editing this volume we tried to strengthen

and support a more systematic approach. We asked the contributors o include

methodological reflections, to go beyond description, and to share their reasons
and explanations. We tried to read the articles with foreigner’s eyes, and sug-
gested amendments to “overcome one’s own ethnocentric blindness” {Reisch-

15
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7). We asked, for example, to transiate acronyms inte words

gaﬁozueigsécpﬁiger)stmd in other parts of the world; or to add the name of the
" which the authors forgot because it seemed te her/him Seif-evuzlent

cougtg stil we had to Ieam the jessons all editors experience in this type of
wer;xggest changes dipiomatically (with the limited results of this method)!
Be friendly (especially to the Americans, Russians, Germans, Sv\{edes,
colleagues of your own and al other countries, Ec: the newcomers, old-timers
and everybody eise) - they are known to be sensitive!
- Don’ start an international conflict!
- Take what you get — you will get nothing else!
- Be humble and trust that the next book witl be better! o .
But first this book had to be written and offerf:d to the SClcnilﬁ? community.
Hopefully it gives ideas to future authers and editors that make theq work easier
and beiter. And hopefully it wili not only contribute 1o the emerging develop-
ment of comparative adult education, but wili also motivate new researchers to
enter this challenging and rewarding field. ' _

{Certainly international comparative work has specific hindrances, fo.r exam-
ple coping with sources and material produced by pred?cessors, working ina
foreign language, or being able to implement the appropriate methods. A crucial
issue is whether questions and answers can be meaningfully tra{lslated from one
language, and one social reality, into another. All these reflections ought to be
anchored in the particular socio-cuitural settings, Rcsearchf:rs who succeeded. in
overcoming these hindrances can benefit from the real virtues uf comparative
studies, and can include their readership in this better understanding For com-
parisons may not only help in determining similarities and di’fferences, but also
can ceontribute to identify those forces which initiated the s:tudleq phenomena.

The comparative work and approach in this book certainly will not overcome
ail ethnocentric blindness, and can not solve ali the problems of mgarnatmnal
exchange. But it can reduce ethnocentric perception, and mi_ght contribute to a
beiter international understanding. Reflection on and learning about fesearch
methods are the academic way to proceed in the direction of better igwwmg.

This introduction of this second velume of ISCAE ends w:t‘h the same
sentence the introduction of ISCAFE’s first volume ended: Pffrsons interested in
international comparative adult education are invited to.jo_m ISCAE. ISCAE
offers a person at the other end of the telephone or E-mail line. And it offers a
chance not only to maintain virtual but to also have fa}cejtg-face—conta?t.

These shared and applicable experiences on an individual or natlonal. le_vel
might - apart from all knowledge and insights - be one of the most enriching
outcomes of international comparative research. . ‘

Many helping hands were needed to prepare this book. The ed:tors. wani to
thank all the contributors to this veolume, and the proofreaders Monica Bell,
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Shauna Busto Gilligan, Sandra Fields, Rosa Lisa lannone, Susan Isenberg, Bob
Muldoon, and al} others that helped us to present this book to the scientific
community. We hope it will serve those already doing international comparative
research as well as those whe are planning to enter this challenging field.

Bamberg, Uppsala, January 2008
Jost Reischmann, Michal Bron Jr
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