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Abstract: This study intends to identify the value and pitfalls of international and comparative approach for the policy and
practice of teacher education. The structure of this article proceeds as follows: the first section focuses on explaining the
meaning and the values of international and comparative approach; based on previous discussions, the second section makes
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the final section of this article proposes and interprets the drawbacks of international and comparative approach in teacher
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1. Introduction

International and comparative education, with a long history, has encountered repeated challenges due to
the constant change of times and professional agendas. Recently, international and comparative education
has been creatively revitalized due to an enhanced research base, the increasing awareness of cross-cultural
issues in teacher education, and the growing recognition of the significance of comparative approach. The
purpose of comparative education studies is to identify differences that make the education of a country
distinct from that of another and further explore differences in social, political, economic, and religious
factors that contribute to the education system. Globalization, in particular, has become a significant force
that shapes international and comparative education M. Globalization is considered as the widening,
deepening, and speeding up of worldwide interconnectedness in all aspects of contemporary social life [,
Globalization has significantly influenced the nature of the discourse of comparative education, such as
using the analytical framework for intercountry comparison, the shift of the focus to cross-border
international education, and the influence of globalization at the national level . Correspondingly,
international comparative study has become a prominent characteristic in education policymaking and its
related process. The setup of international economic groups, geopolitical changes, improved international
transportation, and the development of information technology have encouraged comparative education
research, which is growingly used by policymakers with eagerness to identify innovative solutions from
elsewhere for domestic problems.

This article critically discusses the contribution of international and comparative approach to the policy
and practice of teacher education. Teacher education is a continuum of professional development for
teachers for the purpose of improving their practice and promoting professional development 1. Teachers
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are the most critical element in the educational system as they are the ones in charge of effectuating
educational programs. Therefore, teacher education is essential to make sure that teachers are well and fully
prepared as well as equipped with essential skills and abilities 1.

2. International and comparative approach

Prior to discussing the values and pitfalls of international and comparative approach to the policy and
practice of teacher education, it is first essential to identify what international and comparative approach is.
Since the mid-20th century, international and comparative education has been taken as an academic field
of study. No consensus has yet been reached regarding the definition. Generally, international and
comparative education is taken as an amorphous field relying upon other disciplines like anthropology,
sociology, political science, philosophy, economics, history, and psychology to meet the aim and objective
81 This suggests that it is interdisciplinary in nature. There are confusion and misunderstandings among
three concepts: international and comparative education, comparative and international education, as well
as comparative education ™. While Schweisfurth tried to define the concept of comparative and
international education, it is unclear whether it is defining one field, comparative and international
education, or two fields (i.e., comparative education and international education). It has been acknowledged
that comparative studies tend to be frequently linked with the western industrialized world, but international
education suggests the education study in all its form in developing countries [l Furthermore, it has been
proposed that international education and comparative education are complementary, each of which is
established upon the other 1. Separately, comparative education is defined as a field applying historical,
philosophical, and social science theories and approaches to international problems in education [,
International education refers to the study of international schools, curricula, and concepts like global
citizenship [,

Comparative and international education is a growing field of inquiry related to academic studies on
wide-ranging educational issues and themes in different cultures, countries, and regions . This suggests
that the concept of international and comparative education is highly complicated and multidisciplinary in
nature. In this article, international and comparative education is taken as two fields in which international
education and comparative education are complementary and built upon each other. International and
comparative education is about comparing similarities and differences of one’s system with that of
somewhere else and exploring the influence of practices and policies from somewhere else on one’s own
across the border.

3. Why do people seek to make international comparisons in education?

With the development of global communication, there has been a growing number of students crossing
national borders for diverse education and educators traveling abroad for international collaborations. The
public is also aware of educational systems except for their own, especially those of good reputations.
Likewise, governments have been increasingly paying attention to international competitors and examples.
For some policymakers, global markets and systems with quality guarantee are considered as well. The
study on the correctness and accuracy of different educational systems is of practical significance for
improvement and a better understanding of one’s own educational system. Since the curricula of individual
subjects in an educational system may become outdated and omit emerging approaches or topics of
importance, the comparison and analysis of different curricula in several countries provide reference for
the update of one country’s curricula and stimulate scrutiny of its curricular design. In this way, relevant
institutions or decision-makers can be informed of the differences between their curricula and those of other
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countries in terms of the curricular focus and contents in different subjects. These differences do not
necessarily mean any fault as each country can be well justified in adopting curricula with variations
according to the specific state of their educational system. Furthermore, international comparisons of
educational achievements reveal significant differences in students’ performance levels in different
countries, thus providing information about factors that result in better educational achievements in certain
countries compared to others. In general, these factors can be categorized into five types; namely, family
background, school features, teacher characteristics, teaching practices and conditions, as well as student
motivations. Based on the international analysis of the specific influence of these factors on different
educational systems, both long-term and short-term improvements can be made to the educational systems
in different countries.

Finally, although the international analysis and comparison of educational research involve various
countries with a wide range of educational approaches and are more complicated than research in one
county, this diversity requires the emphasis on more scientific methods for curricular analysis, more logical
procedures for the measurement of educational outcomes, more comprehensive methodology for
processing and analysis of large-size variables 2. In this process, educational research can receive
professional training sessions, which, in turn, provide them with the opportunity to practice and popularize
these methods domestically. At the same time, they are more likely to closely follow the development of
the latest research techniques. For research in specific subjects, such as mathematics, reading, and science,
they can also benefit from more diverse perspectives involved in international studies as well as more
detailed analyses of curricular development and teaching approaches in different countries. As a result,
international comparison in education is of necessity in three significant aspects, including curricular design,
educational system improvements, and educational research development. In the global era, this
comparison has become a prominent approach and inevitable tendency that makes multi-faceted
contributions from educational policymaking to educational practice.

4. Values of international and comparative approach to teacher education

Many scholars have made attempts to identify the benefits of comparative education studies. Noah has
summarized the benefits of comparative education in terms of enriching the understanding of one’s own
education system, providing implications for policymakers and administrators, and offering insights for
teacher education. Alternatively, comparative education enhances understanding of what the past is, what
the present is, and what future to pursue 21, Overall, international and comparative education can deepen
the understanding in teacher education. It can assist policymakers and administrators. It allows a better
understanding of the past, locating exactly of what the present is, and discern explicitly what the educational
future should be like.

This section discusses five themed aspects. First, international and comparative approach allows
teachers to learn from their reflections on their practice and that of others as well as nurture self-knowledge
through comparing with others. To be more specific, compared with a study in a single context, international
and comparative approach can promote teachers’ self-knowledge and self-awareness, which are essential
for promoting teachers’ professional development 4. For instance, the strategies used by teachers for
disciplining students due to misbehaviors may vary across different countries or share certain similarities.

Patterns of using different classroom discipline strategies may be relatively identical in Australia and
Israel, where teachers tend to respond to students’ misbehaviors by communicating with them the problem
and expressing their expectations for improvement. Besides, teachers may punish students who misbehaved
and discuss with them the influence of their misbehaviors, so that students would be able to determine how
to behave in the future. However, compared with teachers in Australia and Israel, Chinese teachers tend to
adopt a different pattern. Chinese teachers do not use much aggression and punishment but depend more
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on rewards, involvement in decision-making, hinting, and discussions [*°1.

Chinese teachers are likely to use words or hints to correct students’ misbehaviors. These differences
can be explained in part by cultural differences in these three countries. To be specific, Chinese teachers
are traditionally respected in the classroom; thus, they seldom resort to punishment. The evidence presented
thus far suggests that teachers in practice may be confronted with cultural difficulties when using an
approach from another country. This offers some insights into the power relationships existing in schools
and evidences the potential of using a comparative study for learning from the reflection on teachers’
practice and others. It is dangerous to transfer the practice of teachers in an indiscriminate way 161, For
example, if the pattern of building relationships used among Chinese teachers is mirrored by other countries,
the significance of students’ respect and parents’ supports for teachers’ authority in classrooms should be
recognized. Changes are needed in an incremental way to be in line with the capacity of the local context.
Overall, it can be argued that international and comparative approach could help teachers optimize
classroom practices according to the specific cultural context of each country.

Second, international and comparative approach allows policymakers and administrators to gain a
better understanding of one’s own education system and that of elsewhere. On the one hand, international
and comparative approach can fulfill policymakers’ and administrators’ theoretical and practical curiosity
about the education system that is practiced somewhere else and provide opportunities for learning
something new about education. Some international comparative studies provide a more in-depth insight
into the learning styles of student teachers and those of different countries. According to a questionnaire
about the learning styles and methods preferred by pre-service teachers from China and the United States
(US), there were significant differences between Chinese and American student teachers in their learning
(17 These confirm the importance of international comparison, which provides information about the
teacher education system in other places to facilitate the learning of researchers and policymakers. On the
other hand, it offers opportunities for improving the science, art, and craft of teaching, learning, as well as
teacher education. Moreover, international and comparative approach allows one to gain a better
understanding of his or her own education system through comparison with others [*8. This would result in
the creation of a much more complicated picture of education if different sources are deployed. This offers
a distinct opportunity for questioning one’s own educational system as well as the taken-for-granted
theoretical and practical perspectives M. The comparative approach offers a perspective for identifying
similarities and differences between educational systems, which in turn contributes to theoretical and
practical improvements. This is helpful in broadening the picture of educational issues by questioning the
prevailing theory and proposing new approaches to investigating and facilitating the creation of new
theories. What is much more pragmatic is that an international and comparative study allows administrators
to identify what can be learned or borrowed from elsewhere. An international and comparative study allows
teachers, policymakers, and administrators to understand one’s own and others’ educational system as well
as reform their own educational system [*?1. Therefore, based on the above discussion, international and
comparative approach helps policymakers and researchers achieve an in-depth understanding of one’s own
educational system and that of elsewhere in order to put forward effective policies and practices for teacher
education, which are applicable to their own culture.

Third, international and comparative approach can enrich understanding of the relationship between
education, society, and context. By collecting data from different contexts, researchers are capable of
identifying the cultural sources influencing teaching and teacher education ™M, so as to provide implications
for policymaking and the administration of teacher education. There is evidence showing that the
policymaking of teacher education varies with ideologies. For instance, in England, the English model is a
paradigm directing teacher education. The English model is featured by the state’s strongly controlling
teacher education for creating a standardized and standard-based system [°l. However, Manitoba has
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adopted an institutional model, in which the government takes less direct control despite that the local
government is actively setting up parameters for the teacher education program. Instead, individual
institutions have the responsibility for determining the content. An alternative is a professional model based
on negotiation between teacher education providers and the state. The differences are caused by different
ideologies; to be specific, the notion of teachers’ work as well as the nature of the teaching profession. This
suggests the value of comparative study in clarifying how educational policies and practices can be
constructed in a variety of national contexts. The models and policymaking in teacher education stand for
different political cultures. Therefore, based on the above discussion, it can be suggested that international
and comparative approach stimulates the consideration of different cultural or national contexts in the
process of policymaking in teacher education.

Fourthly, international and comparative studies can enhance the understanding of international
educational processes as they offer broad and nuanced data on the influence of globalization on various
educational contexts 2%, In the context of globalization, there are diverging views. While some advocate
global uniformity, others suggest maintaining local diversity. In the context of teacher education,
international and comparative approach can initiate and make a contribution to the re-examination of
educational goals. International and comparative studies are helpful in identifying intercultural and cross-
cultural binding as well as criticizing the international transfer of theories, policies, and practices. The aim
of comparative education is to establish systematic studies on common issues, needs, and practices in
different cultural contexts, so as to strengthen awareness of possibilities and clarify contextual constraints
(28] For instance, several cross-cultural studies of approaches to mistake management in mathematics
classes have demonstrated that cultural factors influence the means of mistake management across different
countries but without any great differences in the mistakes themselves 221, It reminds the policymakers and
teachers that culture is multilayered, and it is necessary to consider local context as well as individual
differences. In view of all that has been mentioned in this section, it can be asserted that international and
comparative approach provides researchers and policymakers with clues to complement the understanding
of international educational processes and reconsider the international transfer of policies and practices in
teacher education.

Fifth, from an intellectual perspective, international and comparative approach can provide yardsticks
for making the judgment of performance in teacher education 1. The capability of developing an approach
to making the comparison is an indispensable aspect of intellectual inquiry, which is essential for decision-
making in teacher education. This approach can describe different forms of education on a global scope,
determine relationship and interaction among different dimensions of education, as well as define essential
conditions needed for changes in teacher education. It can offer different yardsticks for judging the
performance of the teacher education system and make a prediction of potential outcomes of specific
actions by referring to the experience of other countries.

Overall, based on the analysis above, international and comparative education can be taken as a field
involving the use of tools and perspectives from other areas with a focus on teacher education issues in a
comparative context. This confirms that international and comparative approach is multidisciplinary in
nature. The value of comparative education lies in enriching and deepening the understanding of one’s own
education system and context as well as assisting policymakers and administrators 31, The approach allows
identifying, explaining, evaluating, critiquing, and developing practices and policies for teacher education.
It enhances awareness of cultural differences and encourages thinking about to what extent a policy or
practice can be transferred from one context to another without adaptation.

5. Pitfalls of international and comparative approach to teacher education
Despite that international and comparative approach contributes to policies and practices of teacher
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education in many aspects, the approach has its limitations in conceptualization, data, access, and other
aspects. First, the challenge is related to the conceptualization of international and comparative education.
Despite that the studies on international and comparative education can be traced back to the 20th century,
confusion and misunderstandings of international and comparative education remain 1. For instance,
Philips and Schweisfurth are ambiguous about whether international and comparative education is
considered as two fields or one . Alternatively, Schweisfurth contends that international education and
comparative education are two fields that are complementary, whereas Fossum completely disregarded
international education as a field. This indicates that the concept of international and comparative education
has variation 22 Drawing implications from international and comparative education for policy and
practice design in teacher education, ambiguities and misconceptions of the concept undermine the value
of international and comparative education [,

Second, the limitation of international and comparative education is related to contextualization.
International and comparative education has been criticized for taking education as something that makes
sense to discuss in different countries like China, the United Kingdom (UK), and Japan at all levels of the
teacher education system with standardized terms and metrics. A possible consequence of the view is
standardizing collected data. In teacher education context, many unquestioned assumptions have emerged,
such as “teachers must improve to improve education,” “teaching should be interpreted via shared lens,”
and “there are shared measurement for teachers’ performance” 2%, Educational studies are also trapped by
ethnocentrism, suggesting the preeminence of a single teacher education model or the superiority of
practices or policies elsewhere. Historically, the aim of comparative study is to identify and explain
differences, but recently, the great emphasis has been on policy transfer while cultural and institutional
differences have been neglected.

Third, the limitation of international and comparative education is related to data. It is difficult to have
access to official statistics data, which is considered as valuable and credible for international and
comparative studies. At present, most comparative studies focus on collecting data through questionnaires
or interviews. This means that a self-reported approach is being adopted. The data may be unreliable as the
participants may intentionally hide their true feelings or thoughts. However, on the other hand, it is difficult
to gain access to data. Moreover, statistical comparison may lack reliability across different countries.

Forth, the potential limitation of international and comparative education occurs when the context is
not specially addressed or when the process of contextualization results in normless relativism. This
suggests that the conclusion of international and comparative education would lack scientific validity.
Nevertheless, a thorough contextualization in comparative education may reduce the possibility of
uncritically transferring policies and practices. This suggests the importance of identifying “what to
compare.” At present, many education scholars have interest in concepts such as accountability, effectivity,
and outcomes. There is a risk for comparative education researchers to be pawns. In order to protect against
the risk, it is essential to emphasize on contextualization and ensure the studies focus on wide-ranging
issues instead of merely hot topics expected by politics or policymakers. It is important to continually
ponder about the purpose of comparative studies in teacher education. Instead of accommodating to achieve
similar outcomes, it is much more important to know and understand the other party 241,

Fifth, international and comparative approach may involve a tension between academics and
policymakers. To be specific, academics may suspect the ways policymakers take advantage of comparative
education for the sake of their own interest. They are concerned that ideology may excessively govern
policymakers. This is manifested in comparative studies on systems, such as Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), which
result in distortion in the establishment of international “league tables” that oversimplify or completely
disregard the contingencies or contextual factors 251, On the other hand, policymakers tend to attack
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academics for their failure to generate practical solutions to specific teacher education issues. This suggests
a boundary between academics’ outcomes of comparative study and the needs of policymakers.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the purpose of this article is to discuss about the contribution of international and
comparative approach to the policy and practice of teacher education as well as its limitations. The most
prominent finding from this article is that international and comparative approach has many benefits for
teacher education. To be specific, it has been found that international and comparative approach allows
teachers to learn from their reflections on their own practice and that of others as well as to nurture self-
knowledge; it helps policymakers and administrators gain a better understanding of one’s education system
and that of somewhere else; it enhances the understanding of the relationship among education, society,
and context; it enriches the understanding of international educational processes as it offers broad and
nuanced data on the influence of globalization on various educational contexts; it also provides yardsticks
for making judgment on performance in teacher education. However, this article has also shown the
limitations of international and comparative approach in teacher education. It highlights that the challenge
of international and comparative approach is relevant to the conceptualization of international and
comparative education, contextualization, data, failure of specializing context, and tension between
academics and policymakers. Nevertheless, in spite of challenges or limitations, international and
comparative approach should be used for teacher education. In other words, teacher education research
should be engaged in international and comparative studies. A limitation of this article is that the number
of literatures compared is relatively small, but it offers valuable insights into the role and limitations of
international and comparative approach for the policy and practice of teacher education.
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