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2 International perspectives in educational
effectiveness research: A historical overview

Ariel Lindorff, Pamela Sammons and James Hall

Abstract This chapter provides a concise narrative overview of the
development of international perspectives in Educational Effective-
ness Research (EER), contextualised within shifts towards globalisa-
tion in education policy including the increased prominence of inter-
national large-scale educational assessments (ILSA) in shaping
international policy discourse. We take into consideration the broad
range of ways in which international perspectives have manifested
within the EER field, ranging from published international compara-
tive studies, diverse single-country studies, reviews and meta-anal-
yses, to the ‘“softer” but nonetheless influential intellectual inter-
change facilitated by the formation of an international community of
researchers, policymakers and practitioners.

We begin by reflecting on the earliest research in the field, which
took place in a limited number of countries, but — we suggest — facil-
itated the emergence of a nascent international dialogue. The subse-
quent formation of international organisations — particularly the Inter-
national Congress for School Effectiveness and Improvement (ICSEI)
— bringing together EER researchers, practitioners and policymakers,
has given this dialogue a more concrete forum over the last 30 years.
We document how the search for the “big picture” of educational ef-
fectiveness on an international scale has informed a more sophisti-
cated and nuanced set of international perspectives in EER, via in-
creasingly diverse single-country studies, reviews, meta-analyses,
international comparative studies, and the development and empirical
testing of EER theories. We note recent trends towards a combination
of increased internationalisation, increased synergy with and recipro-
cal influence upon ILSA, and increased methodological diversity in
EER. Finally, we offer some concluding reflections and recommen-
dations for future investigations and further development of the field.
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2.1 Introduction

The origins of the modern field of Educational Effectiveness Re-
search (EER) lie in debates surrounding the question, “Do schools
make a difference?”. One result was the development of the field of
School Effectiveness Research (SER) — a field whose research is to-
day encompassed within the more-broadly focussed EER. Extensive
discussion of the evolution from SER to EER have been provided by
Teddlie and Reynolds (2000), Creemers, Kyriakides & Sammons
(2010), Chapman, Reynolds, Muijs, Sammons, Stringfield and Ted-
dlie (2016), and Sammons, Davis, & Gray, (2016). Over nearly 50
years, EER has evolved to become an intellectually coherent and
widely recognised international field that has moved beyond a focus
just on schools and their effects to now ask and answer increasingly
complex and nuanced research questions about effects of teachers,
classrooms, institutions, networks, and systems. It can be thought of
in the present day as the broad endeavour to address questions includ-
ing:

e How, why, when, where and for whom do education systems, teachers and
schools make a difference with regard to a variety of student outcomes?

® What are the most appropriate designs and methodologies to undertake such re-
search?

¢ How can findings from EER provide evidence and information that can be used

to improve learning and life chances for all students, particularly disadvantaged
and ‘at risk’ groups in different cultural contexts?

Rather than being concerned merely with “what works” (a notion
more commonly associated with Randomised Controlled Trials,
RCTs), EER has historically adopted an ecological perspective that
stresses the importance of investigating “natural” variation at differ-
ent levels of education systems, neighbourhoods and schools (or
other institutions), to shed light on issues of equity, quality, and sus-
ceptibility to intervention via improvement efforts. Although the
roots of EER can be traced back to work conducted in a small number
of countries (e.g. the USA, the UK, the Netherlands, and Australia),
the field has become increasingly internationally diverse over time.
This change has also been required given that questions of educational
quality and equity are of universal relevance (even if the answers to
these questions and the specific circumstances surrounding them may
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vary by culture and by country), and because education is increasingly
seen as an important policy lever to achieve social and economic aims.

Although this chapter (and the volume within which it is situated)
focus on EER, both acknowledge the contribution of educational im-
provement research towards the development of EER in three areas
simultaneously: its internationalisation, its methodologies, and its the-
oretical perspectives (e.g. Harris & Chrispeels, 2006). Although ed-
ucational improvement and educational effectiveness developed from
different original perspectives and approaches, both share an empha-
sis on what education systems, institutions and teachers can do to fos-
ter positive outcomes for their students, and the two fields have grown
together over time and been reciprocally informative. For example,
Chapter 6 (Reynolds et al., n.d.) uses the acronym EEIR to capture
this shared focus on both effectiveness and improvement and both
these terms feature within the name and objectives of the ICSEI or-
ganisation. The benefits of this are two-fold and mutual. On one hand,
the more we learn about the characteristics and processes associated
with positive student outcomes, the more insight we have about what
can be improved and how (Mortimore, 1998). On the other hand, the
more we understand the contexts and cultures within which education
operates locally and globally, the better we can adapt our approaches
to gain richer and fuller insight regarding the quality and equity of
education around the world.

The internationalisation of EER also needs to be contextualised
against the backdrop of the increased globalisation of education pol-
icy and practice in general. The following sections manifest this real-
ity with a historical account of the international perspective in EER
alongside broader contemporary trends towards globalisation in the
policy sphere as well as the increasing prevalence and influence of
international large-scale assessments (ILSA) and surveys. With the
increasing attention of policymakers on the outcomes of international
assessments, and their country’s league table positions in such assess-
ments and surveys, it is hardly surprising that education policy itself
has become increasingly globalised. That is, policymakers have been
increasingly concerned with the ability of schools to prepare children
and young people to participate in the “global economy”, and policy
transfer between countries has become increasingly common (for
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examples see Chapters 6 and 10 in this volume by Reynolds et al. and
Oppdenakker, n.d., respectively). Many supranational organisations
such as the OECD and World Bank continue to accord educational
outcomes as key benchmark indicators and set ambitious global edu-
cational goals concerning access, participation, and increasingly a fo-
cus on quality, equity and improvement of educational outcomes that
increasingly shape policy debate and influence national agendas.

A contemporary international example of the increasingly globali-
sation of educational policy and practice includes the current attempts
to transplant, adapt and apply various East Asian approaches to teach-
ing and learning into other settings. In the USA, this has included a
push to adopt Singaporean mathematics teaching approaches and text-
books, with a fairly limited evidence base to support the effectiveness
of this (e.g. Jaciw et al., 2016). In England, a similar interest in East
Asian approaches has emerged with a large amount of resources spent
in 2016 to encourage schools to use textbooks and teaching ap-
proaches modelled on those used in Shanghai and Singapore. The ev-
idence base for such policy transfer, however, was not strongly rooted
in robust empirical evidence; such evidence has been relatively lim-
ited and recent (e.g. Hall, Lindorff, & Sammons, 2016; Jerrim &
Vignoles, 2015; Lindorff, Hall, & Sammons, 2019). That is, the per-
ceived effectiveness of an educational approach in one cultural setting
(East Asian) has often been taken as convincing evidence of its po-
tential to shape policy initiatives intended to change educational prac-
tices in another context (Western systems). Raising mathematics has
been identified as of particular policy interest in some countries with
lower performance in international assessments. However, this as-
sumption of simple cross-country transference is highly problematic,
given the complexity of the diverse social, cultural and political con-
texts within which education in a particular setting is situated.

An additional development in the education policy sphere has been
an increasing emphasis on evidence seen as “scientific’?, particularly

2 Note: From the authors’ perspective, scientific evidence can take multiple
forms. In presenting “evidence seen as ‘scientific’” in a policy context, we do not
propose that experimental evidence is more or less valuable, scientific or valid than
observational evidence, merely that the former has — in recent years — appeared to
gain prominence and perceived credibility over the latter in non-academic spheres.
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priority given to experimental studies which are often laurelled as be-
ing a ‘gold standard’ for producing policy-relevant findings. This is
reflected in a shift in funding priorities within countries where this
emphasis is especially dominant, and the proliferation of Randomised
Controlled Trials (RCTs) and/or Quasi-Experiment Designs (QEDs)
to shape policies and practice. For example, both the Education En-
dowment Foundation (EEF) in England and the What Works Clear-
inghouse (WWC) in the USA have been influential drivers of evi-
dence-based practice. Both place explicit priority on experimental
designs as the most ‘trustworthy’ form of evidence (Education
Endowment Foundation, 2018; What Works Clearinghouse, 2017).
Perhaps as a consequence, there has been some complication and con-
founding of terminology that has long been used in EER, and some
regional trends of decline in its prevalence. For example, the Society
for Research on Educational Effectiveness (SREE), founded in 2005,
states that it “brings together individuals interested in the use of causal
inference to improve educational practice” (SREE, 2019). Without
devaluing experimental (or quasi-experimental) research or the evi-
dence arising from it, it is important to consider the implications for
the field of EER of having, in effect, two uses of the word “effective-
ness” in quite distinct ways — one grounded in experimental manipu-
lation, the other grounded in observation and analysis of natural vari-
ation in nested educational systems at different levels (e.g. national,
regional, neighbourhood, school, classes and student). Both may con-
tribute valuable evidence within and beyond the scope of EER, and
indeed the more inclusive EEIR that encompasses improvement initi-
atives as well as studies of educational effectiveness, but the ambigu-
ity of the term “effectiveness” may risk confusion of knowledge bases
and professional and academic communities of practice.

Given the growing globalisation of education policy and practice,
EER has undergone a dramatic and rapid transformation over the last
few decades as comparison of major overviews illustrate (Teddlie &
Reynolds, 2000; Chapman et al., 2016), and a greater emphasis on
methodological issues and advancement of the field (Creemers, Kyr-
iakides & Sammons, 2010). A considerable part of this transformation
has involved looking outward from the few places from which the
earliest EER (then within SER) emerged to other country contexts and
the use of more sophisticated research designs and comparative
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perspectives. In the sections that follow, we endeavour to trace the
history of international perspectives in EER, taking into account the
wide variety of studies and developments that together comprise the
broad range of manifestations and interpretations of an “international
perspective”. Rather than limiting our account to comparative inter-
national studies, we consider also the international conversations and
collections sparked by single-country studies, meta-analyses and syn-
theses across diverse contexts, as well as steps toward internationali-
sation of EER that have not been limited to formal academic literature
but have arisen from the development of an international community
of researchers, policymakers and practitioners.

2.2 Early EER: The beginning of an international dialogue

The earliest research on the effectiveness of schools emerged as a re-
sponse to studies in the USA by Coleman et al. (1966) and Jencks et
al. (1972), both of whom found that the “effects” of schools on student
outcomes were relatively small in comparison to the effects of student
background characteristics; a conclusion also reached by the then con-
temporary Plowden Report in the UK (Plowden & Central Advisory
Council for England, 1967). The implications drawn, then, were that
schools did not make much of a difference in terms of student achieve-
ment, and schools could therefore do little to mitigate the effects of
disadvantage. In reaction to this came studies in the USA (Brookover
et al.,, 1978; Edmonds, 1979; Weber, 1971) and UK (Rutter,
Maughan, Mortimore, & Ouston, 1979). These not only indicated that
schools had an effect but provided evidence regarding what factors
seemed to account for variation between schools in student outcomes.
Reynolds (2000) suggested that school/educational effectiveness
studies in this early phase showed strongly “ethnocentric tendencies”
(p- 232): studies were generally done in a small selection of settings
and reviews of the relevant literature tended to emphasize heavily — if
not exclusively — the research conducted in the author’s own country.

Compared to studies examining the effectiveness of schools,
Teacher Effectiveness Research (TER) arguably began much earlier.
The history of this branch of EER can be traced back to studies of
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teachers perceived to be effective in the late 19" century (e.g. Kratz,
1896) and the beginnings of systematic observation (e.g. Stevens,
1912), but it was not until the 1960s that investigations of the rela-
tionships between teacher behaviours and student learning outcomes
began to emerge (e.g. Gage, 1963). Teacher effectiveness has its roots
in North America and shares some of the same general approaches as
school effectiveness research in its search for effectiveness factors,
albeit while focusing on the classroom rather than the school as a
whole (Chapman et al., 2016; Creemers, 1994). As with SER though,
TER studies too were generally done in a single context and tended to
prioritise, review and acknowledge literature from within that context
(e.g. Doyle, 1977).

The focus on within country and culture context in the early days
of both school and teacher effectiveness research was not, however,
to the exclusion of any international perspective. Instead, these early
studies did initiate some degree of dialogue spanning beyond national
boundaries. The Coleman (1966) and Jencks (1972) studies elicited
responses that were not limited to their country of origin, and the sem-
inal studies by authors including Edmonds (1979), Rutter et al (1979),
and (Mortimore et al. (1988) were, and continue to be, frequently cited
in literature from outside of their original settings. In that sense, alt-
hough early reviews of educational effectiveness literature did not al-
ways clearly identify or discuss context or national differences, inter-
national perspectives were already taking shape — albeit not always
explicitly and to a somewhat limited extent — in the form of that inter-
national intellectual exchange in the academic sphere. As Mortimore
(2001) put it, “...The early existence of independent research projects
in two countries asking similar questions and drawing, to a certain
extent, on similar methodologies demonstrated the potential for fur-
ther global investigations” (p. 236).
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2.3 The contribution of the International Congress for School
Effectiveness and School Improvement: An international
community of research and practice

An international community was already starting to take shape only
about a decade after the earliest school effectiveness studies. 1988
marked a pivotal moment in the history of EER: The first meeting of
the International Congress for School Effectiveness took place in
London, with 14 participating countries (see Townsend, 2007, for a
more comprehensive narrative account of the origins of this organisa-
tion). The Congress was intentionally convened not only as a commu-
nity of researchers, but as an opportunity to bring researchers, policy-
makers and practitioners together to share ideas and to shape and
improve research and practice. Not long after that first meeting, the
name of the organisation was updated to the International Congress
for School Effectiveness and Improvement (ICSEI) to reflect the am-
bition to promote convergence of the school effectiveness and school
improvement fields. Soon afterward, the journal School Effectiveness
and School Improvement was established (and associated with
ICSEI), with its first issue published in 1990. It has since provided
one of the key outlets for research in the field of EER. As of 2019,
and as a marker of the extent to which the international EER commu-
nity has diversified and expanded, ICSEI members come from over
50 countries and a deliberate effort is made by ICSEI to ensure that
annual meetings of the organisation take place on different continents
each year to promote an inclusive culture and to facilitate the involve-
ment of practitioners and policymakers who might be less able to at-
tend international or distant meetings.

ICSEI is by no means the only forum for the EER and school im-
provement community, though it is an influential one. Over time,
other groups have formed, including the Society for Research in Ed-
ucational Effectiveness (SREE) with its affiliated journal, the Journal
for Research in Educational Effectiveness (first published in 2008),
the Educational Effectiveness special interest group (SIG 18) in the
European Association for Learning and Instruction (EARLI), the Ed-
ucational Effectiveness and Quality Assurance network of the Euro-
pean Conference on Educational Research (ECER), the School Effec-
tiveness and School Improvement SIG in the American Educational
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Research Association (AERA) and the Educational Effectiveness and
Improvement SIG in the British Education Research Association
(BERA). ICSEI, however, is notable in that it has taken as part of its
core aims facilitating research and improvement activities through in-
ternational collaboration and knowledge-sharing, forging links be-
tween educational effectiveness and educational improvement, and
bridging between research, practice and policy in different interna-
tional contexts across the globe (e.g. see Schildkamp, 2019, for text
from the 2019 President of ICSEI that reflects these aims).

ICSEI has also sought to support international advancement of EER
methodology through the creation of the MoREI (Methods of Re-
searching Educational Effectiveness and Improvement) network.
This has supported a number of cross-country international collabo-
rations and an interest in developing measures that can be used in dif-
ferent contexts to facilitate comparative research. The International
Schedule for Teacher Observation and Feedback (ISTOF; Teddlie et
al., 2006; Muijs et al., 2018) provides an example of a research col-
laboration that developed a new instrument based on EER and TER
research evidence and expert opinion from 20 participating countries.
It is intended to support both research and improvement activities re-
flecting ICSEI’s core aims. We consider the ISTOF project in more
detail in Section 6.

Country reports presented at some of the ICSEI meetings have
highlighted the variety of EER studies taking place around the world,
and have been published as collections with bridging commentary
(e.g. Creemers, Peters, & Reynolds, 1989; Reynolds, 1996;
Townsend, Clarke, & Ainscow, 1999). These collections and the edi-
tors’ reflections on them contributed, at the time of their publication,
a new form of international perspective, looking across contexts and
cultures for thematic contributions to as well as similarities and dif-
ferences in research, policy and practice and the interchange between
them. The countries and regions of the world represented in these col-
lections of country reports expanded; by the time Townsend, Clarke
and Ainscow’s Third Millennium Schools (1999) was published, 20
countries were represented, covering all major regions of the globe.

Efforts to create a more inclusive and international EER commu-
nity have been concerted and ambitious, but their success has
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arguably been tempered by practical challenges. ICSEI, for example,
has expanded its membership but remains to some extent dominated
by researchers and policymakers from North America, the UK and
Continental Europe. As noted above, the organisation intentionally
avoids holding its annual meetings exclusively in these regions, en-
suring that it rotates between different regions and includes both high-
and low-income host countries, but even with subsidised participation
for participants from low-income countries and explicit policy gov-
erning the variation in host countries, there are doubtlessly still barri-
ers to participation for those coming from under-funded institutions
and low-income nations.

2.4 The contribution of single-setting studies: A growing body of
evidence

The ICSEI country reports discussed in Section 3 constitute just a
sample of the single-country EER studies that have been, and are be-
ing, conducted, but they also provide an indication of the spread of
EER internationally. By the end of the 1900s although EER studies
remained concentrated within the countries in which the field was first
established, the settings in which single-country EER studies were
taking place had diversified considerably. The subsequent contribu-
tion of these studies to an international perspective in EER has been
manifold. They have: 1. Allowed for the development and testing of
theory in a variety of ways; 2. Provided insight into the context spec-
ificity of circumstances and challenges of education systems, schools,
teachers and students in particular countries; and 3. Advanced the
methodology of the field. Each of these is now considered in turn.

First, critics of early EER drew attention to a perceived lack of the-
ory that underpinned studies of educational effectiveness (Scheerens,
2016). Over time, EER theory has developed to better frame the com-
plex underlying realities of schools, classrooms and education sys-
tems (Creemers, Kyriakides, & Sammons, 2010a). The dynamic
model of educational effectiveness (Creemers & Kyriakides, 2008)
has been particularly influential, accounting for the factors at the
classroom, school, and system level — and interactions between these
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— theorised to be associated with student outcomes (see Chapter 3;
Kyriakides, Creemers & Panayiotou, n.d.). Scheerens's (2015) con-
ceptualisation of educational ineffectiveness has also constituted an
important contribution to theory by drawing attention to factors asso-
ciated with negative student outcomes and/or small effect sizes. Stud-
ies in the context of countries where EER took hold early on have
often been responsible for contributing to these developments in EER
theory, and have extended it to take into account factors and organi-
sational structures beyond the scope of schools and classrooms. As
Muijs (n.d.) describes in Chapter 5 of this volume, for example, re-
searchers in the UK and USA have gone beyond the proto-typical
early EER considerations of school and classroom levels to investi-
gate effectiveness, equity and improvement in education sys-
tems/countries (e.g. Van Damme, Liu, Vanhee, & Pustjens, 2010),
districts/local authorities (e.g. Caldas & Bankston, 1999; Tymms et
al., 2008), and networks of schools (e.g. Ainscow, Dyson, Goldrick
& West, 2012; Chapman & Muijs, 2014; Lindorff, 2016; Muijs,
Ainscow, Chapman, & West, 2011).

Second, the proliferation of single-country studies that take place
in low-income countries and in countries with a more recent history
of EER has contributed insights into the variation of school and
teacher factors that account for differences in student outcomes, the
variation (and sometimes consistency) of challenges faced by school,
teachers, educational networks and systems, and the extent to which
these factors and challenges “travel” across countries. For example,
Creemers (1999) found that the classroom-level factors linked with
student learning outcomes in Indonesian schools were as expected
based on the EER knowledge generated in higher-income Western
nations. However, the factors at the system level that affected prac-
tices within these classrooms were not necessarily accounted for by
this prior research carried out elsewhere. Furthermore, some studies
outside of established EER national settings evidence a more dramatic
reconceptualization of definitions and relationships; the work of
Harrison and Kuint (1998) in Israel, for example, demonstrated how
effectiveness was reframed in terms of effective school responses to
emergency in Israel. In other words, as researchers in a widening va-
riety of locations began to engage with EER and to conduct EER, this
did far more than provide specific empirical insights from individual
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countries; it also afforded the opportunity to test, develop and extend
theory, and it did so while raising new and important questions about
context and the definition of “effectiveness”.

Third, a substantial body methodological literature in EER had
been produced by the end of the 20" century with this methodology
advanced so as to enable researchers to answer increasingly complex
questions concerning the who, what, why, when, where, and how of
educational effectiveness (Creemers, Kyriakides, & Sammons,
2010b). However, the extent to which the EER that takes place out-
side of countries in which EER was earliest established has capitalised
on these methodological advances has varied. Multiple reasons for
this have been suggested, but researcher capacity and training may be
two key explanations. For example, Murillo (2007), in his account of
how the EER literature has developed in Latin America since the first
studies in the 1970s, notes the proliferation of “more and better stud-
ies, greater awareness of the specialized literature, and a new genera-
tion of well-trained researchers” (p. 86), and calls attention to the in-
creasing use of sophisticated research methods (e.g. multilevel
models, appropriate controls for student background) in that region.
Recent examples include innovative EER designs investigating
school and teacher effects in Chile (see for example Ortega,
Malmberg, & Sammons, 2018a; 2018b). By contrast, it has been sug-
gested that EER studies in Africa were for a long time limited in both
number and methodological sophistication by the relative dearth of
trained indigenous researchers who could undertake such studies
(Fleisch, 2007), alongside practical difficulties in both appropriate
measurement and data collection. The researcher capacity issue has
begun to be addressed in some countries (see Chapter 8 of this volume
by Bambanota et al., n.d., for an example from the Democratic
Republic of the Congo), but the importance of involving researchers
with local knowledge and understanding of education systems in low-
income countries is an area that still requires attention and effort in
the interest of a more inclusive, informed and context-sensitive inter-
national EER knowledge base.

It is worth noting that although the vast majority of EER has con-
sisted of single-country studies, there have also been numerous col-
laborative efforts that have brought together and discussed collections
of studies from around the world in books and in special issues of
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peer-reviewed journals. Some of these collections, like those contain-
ing collected ICSEI country reports noted above, have specifically fo-
cused on scoping the field with an emphasis on international perspec-
tives. Others have contributed in a more implicit way to international
perspectives in the field by gathering researchers together from
around the globe to share insights on a particular topic (for an example
in teacher effectiveness, see Charalambous & Praetorius, 2018; in
early childhood research, see Sammons, Anders, & Hall, 2013; and in
methodology, see Sammons & Luyten, 2009).

Of course, there are limitations to the insights that can be gleaned
from studies conducted in single countries. For example, the varia-
tions in local capacity, methodology and measurement noted above,
plus differences in the languages of publication, have led to an unbal-
anced knowledge base in favour of English-language publications and
studies conducted in higher-income countries. Additionally, although
single-country studies can generate useful understandings of contexts,
a comparative perspective is necessary to more fully understand the
interactions between contextual and cultural characteristics and fea-
tures of education systems, schools and classrooms, this being an im-
portant line of enquiry for future research in EER (Reynolds, et al.,
2016).

2.5 The contribution of literature reviews and meta-analyses as
syntheses of evidence

As the number of EER studies has increased, and with the increasing
diversity of countries in which EER is taking place, there is a growing
contribution towards international perspectives in EER beyond that of
single country studies. Reviews and meta-analyses of these studies
are increasingly being carried out and these seek to synthesise find-
ings across contexts and (sometimes) countries in order to advance
the EER knowledge base. On the most basic level, such syntheses of
evidence facilitate investigations of which system, network, school,
teacher and classroom factors are most strongly related to student out-
comes, and the extent to which variation at each level of EER (see
Chapter 14; Hall, Lindorff, & Sammons, n.d.) is consistent across
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different settings. Beyond that, these meta-analyses and reviews have
also allowed for the extension and testing of theory in EER and have
raised important questions about context-specificity.

Existing literature reviews provide information about the range of
countries in which EER has been conducted, and offer insight regard-
ing some of the differences and similarities between these countries
in terms of the research methodologies used, empirical findings, and
contextual and cultural factors. Although early reviews reflected the
above-noted “ethnocentricity” (see Section 2) n generally referring to
studies within the authors’ own national context(s), examples from
the first International Handbook of School Effectiveness Research
(Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000) onwards have more commonly explicitly
attended to the international aspect and considered patterns, for exam-
ple, across low- and high-income countries (e.g. Scheerens, 2001;
Thomas, Kyriakides, & Townsend, 2016). Recent state-of-the-art nar-
rative reviews of the literature in educational effectiveness (Reynolds
etal., 2014), teacher effectiveness (Muijs et al., 2014), and school and
system improvement (Hopkins, Stringfield, Harris, Stoll, & Mackay,
2014) have all to some extent noted the need for, and ways of, dealing
with context-specificity, including what Thomas et al. (2016) term
“micro aspects of context” (i.e. context at the level of the school and
of the student; p. 220). Reviews focusing on specific regions or com-
binations of countries have also usefully provided syntheses of local-
ised EER findings and foci, both in settings in which EER has had a
relatively long tradition (see Chapter 10 of this volume by
Opdenakker, n.d., for an example from Belgium and the Netherlands)
and in regions where EER has been more recently adopted (e.g. see
Yu, 2007, for an example on Sub-Saharan Africa).

While literature reviews can provide syntheses of the EER evi-
dence in a narrative framework (e.g. the state-of-the-art reviews noted
above)) , meta-analyses directly compare effect sizes across EER
studies to generate generalisations including -- but not limited to --
aspects such as the relative size of school and teacher effects, the var-
iations of these, and the associations between system, school and
teacher variables with student outcomes (e.g. Scheerens & Bosker,
1997). It is worth noting that the development of a multilevel ap-
proach to meta-analysis (Raudenbush & Bryk, 1985) has contributed
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to the provision of more robust syntheses of the EER evidence base,
just as multilevel modelling constituted an important advance in pri-
mary EER methodology. However and as noted above for literature
reviews, not all meta-analyses have focused on or necessarily even
acknowledged the locations within which each included study was
conducted (e.g. Hattie, 2009; Seidel & Shavelson, 2007), but there
have been several that consider country of origin. For example, a
fairly recent meta-analysis by Scheerens, Witziers, and Steen (2013)
did this explicitly via a country moderator variable included in their
multilevel analysis, although partially (the countries included the
USA, the Netherlands, and “other countries”; p.627), and found some
significant differences between countries in the effects of variables
including parental involvement (with higher effect sizes in the USA
than elsewhere) and curriculum quality (with lower effect sizes in the
Netherlands than elsewhere). Furthermore, Kyriakides, Christoforou
and Charalambous (2013), who used meta-analysis as a means of val-
idating factors at the teacher level within the dynamic model of edu-
cational effectiveness, similarly included a country/area variable (in-
cluding the USA, Europe, Asia, and other countries) though they
found that this did not significantly predict effect sizes. This was in-
terpreted to suggest that the teaching factors of the dynamic model
seem to be generic, at least across the countries/areas included in that
particular analysis. Common across both these examples, though, is
the mixture of countries with groups of countries. This speaks to the
disproportional weighting of existing EER research across countries
and the continuing need to develop the international perspective in
EER. In particular, there is scope for further research to investigate
associations between effect sizes and finer-grained country variables
— across a wider range of countries, perhaps — within a multilevel
meta-analytic approach.

Of course, there are some inherent challenges and limitations from
synthesising empirical findings, be this via narrative review or statis-
tical meta-analysis. The methods used in individual studies vary, of-
ten making it difficult to untangle with any certainty that differences
in findings might have resulted from underlying differences across
countries rather than from differences in methodology. Further, de-
pending on the approach taken to synthesising evidence across multi-
ple studies, there is a risk of overlooking the importance of context.
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Avoiding this requires attention to the challenges encountered, meth-
odological approaches, and limitations of the studies considered, as
well as “effects” at each level (e.g. school, classroom, pupil) and of
individual variables, to make sense of any differences across contexts.

2.6 The contribution of international studies within and beyond
EER: Evidence on cross-country comparisons

Despite the above noted dominance of single-country studies within
the EER literature, comparative international studies focusing on stu-
dent outcomes — particularly educational achievement — in order to
evaluate the equity and quality of education systems have existed for
approximately same period (about half a century) as have studies of
school effectiveness (see Section 2). International large-scale assess-
ments (ILSAs) began in the 1960s, with a study of mathematics
achievement in twelve countries led by the International Association
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA; Foshay,
Thorndike, Hotyaat, Pidgeon, & Walker, 1962).

In the five decades that followed the first IEA twelve-country
study, ILSAs have gained increasing prominence though why this is
the case is likely due to multiple factors. Plausible reasons include
the international policy trend towards globalisation, ILSA’s contribu-
tions to that trend, or a combination of the two. Either way, the num-
ber of countries participating in ILSAs has increased over time, from
twelve countries in the 1962 IEA mathematics study to 80 jurisdic-
tions in the 2018 administration of the Programme for International
Assessment (PISA; OECD, 2018). Results of country comparisons
have consequently drawn considerable attention from policymakers.
There is considerable evidence to suggest that ILSAs and associated
surveys have informed policy changes in a number of countries, par-
ticularly with regards to curriculum reform and performance stand-
ards (Lietz & Tobin, 2016), although in some cases reforms using
ILSA results as a rationale have been based on misinterpretations or
policy-maker cherry-picking (see Klieme, n.d., in Chapter 7 of this
volume). The Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS; first conducted in 1995) and Progress in International
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Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS; first administered in 2001) con-
ducted by the IEA, and the PISA (conducted every three years since
2000) and Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS; first
administered in 2008) conducted by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) have been particularly influ-
ential, with country league table rankings widely publicised in the
mass media.

Critics of these studies have pointed out a number of methodologi-
cal and practical limitations. Reynolds et al. (n.d.) summarise these in
detail in Chapter 6 of this volume — though noting that not all of these
limitations apply to each ILSA — pointing to challenges in designing
assessments with cross-cultural validity, sampling issues, often cross-
sectional design, limited measurement of student background varia-
bles, limited measurement of teaching and learning processes, heavy
emphasis on resource-based school factors, and limited measurement
of non-academic student outcomes. Some of these limitations have
been addressed by more recent developments; for example, the most
recent PISA studies have adopted conceptual frameworks drawing on
EER with input from established EER researchers (Klieme & Kuger,
2014; OECD, 2009), and a pilot of direct observation of video-rec-
orded mathematics lessons to extend TALIS is currently underway at
the time of writing this chapter (OECD, 2017) involving 8 coun-
tries/jurisdictions including China (Shanghai), Spain (Madrid), Chile,
Colombia, Japan, Mexico, England, and Germany.

While ILSAs have been in some ways quite distinct from EER, and
the educational effectiveness literature tended for some time not to
refer to ILSA literature (Reynolds, Creemers, Stringfield, Teddlie, &
Schaffer, 2002), in some respects there has been reciprocal influence
and synergy between the two. As noted above, EER researchers (e.g.
Eckhard Klieme and Jaap Scheerens) have acted as experts and advi-
sors for the OECD in order to develop and extend conceptual and an-
alytic frameworks, and have featured in teams conducting OECD
country reviews that have drawn on EER and education improvement
perspectives (see OECD, 2013, p. 663 for the list of country review
team members; see Mortimore, Field, & Pont, 2004; Nusche,
Laveault, MacBeath, & Santiago, 2011; Santiago, Gilmore, Nusche,
& Sammons, 2012; Shewbridge, Ehren, Santiago, & Tamassia, 2012,
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for examples of thematic reviews and reports). Conversely, EER re-
searchers have also used ILSA data for secondary analyses to extend
the EER knowledge base and to develop and test EER theory, dating
back to re-analysis of IEA data to investigate the generalisability of
effectiveness factors across countries (see Scheerens, Vermeulen, &
Pelgrum, 1989, for an early example of this). More recent secondary
analyses of ILSA data have provided new types of insights that are
particularly pertinent to EER. For example, a secondary analysis of
TIMMS data (e.g. Kyriakides, 2006b) indicated a smaller proportion
of variance between students, suggesting larger higher-level effects
than generally identified in national studies, and secondary analyses
of PISA data have provided insight into the functioning of specific
factors across countries (e.g. Ning, Van Damme, Van Den Noortgate,
Yang, & Gielen, 2015, on classroom disciplinary climate) and intro-
duced country-level effectiveness measures for assessing contextual-
ised effectiveness rather than simply identifying high-performing sys-
tems (e.g. Lenkeit & Caro, 2014), to name a few.

Beyond the re-analysis of data from ILSAs, researchers situated
within EER have also drawn attention to the importance of primary
comparative international studies within the field in order to extend
existing theory and understanding of the impact of culture and context
on schools, teachers and students. Some of the key reasons suggested
(e.g. by Kyriakides, 2006a; and Reynolds, 2000) for why international
EER studies have an important contribution to make have included:

¢ Provision of an evidence base for (or against) the trend towards policy transfer
across countries

e Correct and thorough identification of the power of school and classroom varia-
tion and effects of school and classroom variables beyond what is possible within
single-country studies

e Generation of more sensitive theoretical explanations both to inform research
design and to inform interpretation and understanding of results

Reynolds (2000) has further specified the need to study the rela-
tionships between processes, outcomes, and contexts in order to un-
derstand how different instructional variables relate to student out-
comes in different contexts, and also how different school and
education system features may foster similarly effective classroom
practices in different contexts.
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In response to this perceived need for comparative international
studies within EER, one of the earliest examples of such work was the
International School Effectiveness Research Project (ISERP;
Reynolds, 2006; Reynolds et al., 2002). The aims of this study were
to investigate “which factors are associated with student academic and
social outcomes across countries and which factors are restricted to
certain cultural context”, as well as “which factors are associated with
student academic and social outcomes across countries, for students
with different characteristics” (i.e. differential effectiveness within
and across countries; Reynolds, 2006, p. 539). The mixed-method re-
search design was innovative and comprehensive, including observa-
tions of classroom and school processes, affective and social outcome
measures, and a longitudinal cohort design. However, the study also
highlighted some of the fundamental challenges in conducting such
comparative international studies. Cultural differences in the dis-
course surrounding educational effectiveness, together with the
above-mentioned dominance of certain countries within the EER
knowledge base, meant that ensuring the cultural relevance of educa-
tional factors was a challenge. Similarly, social outcomes were found
to be more culturally-specific than academic ones, and therefore more
difficult to measure and compare across regions and cultures; cross-
cultural high-inference judgments of teaching practice were similarly
found to be problematic. Nonetheless, the challenges and limitations
of ISERP are arguably as (or more) useful towards an international
perspective in EER as are the actual findings of the study; the detailed
and transparent accounts of the research process (e.g. in Reynolds et
al., 2002) have the potential to guide future comparative international
EER efforts in addressing context specificity and cultural differences.

Within teacher effectiveness, the above-mentioned International
System for Teacher Observation and Feedback (ISTOF; Muijs et al.,
2018; Teddlie, Creemers, Kyriakides, Muijs, & Yu, 2006) was an am-
bitious effort to develop and validate an instrument for classroom ob-
servation across 20 participating countries (with at least some repre-
sentation of regions including Europe, East Asia, South Asia,
Southeast Asia, Africa, South America, and North America). The
ISTOF instrument, developed using a modified Delphi technique
drawing interactively on expert opinion and review, has since been
validated and used in additional settings beyond the countries that
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contributed to its development (e.g. Soderlund, Sorlie, & Syse, 2015)
as well as used for additional comparative studies (see Miao,
Reynolds, Harris, & Jones, 2015, for an example comparing teaching
in England and China).

Comparative international research within the area of school im-
provement has been characterised as having a more international char-
acter earlier in its history than was the case for educational effective-
ness (Reynolds, 2000), and has also fed into the designs of studies at
the intersection of EER and school improvement. The International
School Improvement Project (ISIP; Bollen & Hopkins, 1987) pro-
vides an example of an early school-improvement focussed project on
an international scale (with 14 participating countries), sponsored by
the OECD though notably in contrast to the ILSA paradigm. Although
Hopkins (1990) proposed that ISIP’s focus on improvement strate-
gies, goal-setting and processes marked a clear contrast with the ef-
fective schools knowledge base at the time, the detailed contextual
information gleaned from the study’s in-depth approach had the po-
tential to inform more context-sensitive methods and measures in
EER. Another example, the International Successful School Princi-
palship Project (ISSPP), which built upon an approach used by
Dayand colleagues (2000) in the UK, was initiated in 2001 with re-
searchers from seven countries and grew to include fourteen countries
by 2010. This study explored the qualities, behaviours and contexts
of successful school principals, with a broad conceptualisation of suc-
cess based on multiple indicators including but not limited to evidence
of student achievement. The ISSPP constituted a large-scale, case-
study based investigation of the role of school leaders in school im-
provement, and generated insight within and across contexts (e.g.
Crow, Day, & Mgller, 2017; Gurr, 2014; Johnson, Mgller, Jacobson,
& Wong, 2008; also see Chapter 12 in this volume by Townsend,
Berryman, Gurr, & Drysdale, n.d.); findings also provided infor-
mation about the relationship between principal leadership and stu-
dent learning (e.g. Day, Gu, & Sammons, 2016), which has significant
implications for EER. The Effective School Improvement project
(Creemers, 2002) comprised another important example of a compar-
ative international study that advanced an international perspective,
with an explicit link between the case study approach used and a set
of guiding principles drawn from the existing EER knowledge base.
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Replications of EER studies and improvement projects have been
transferred across settings, too. For example, Professional Learning
Communities based on previous research in the UK (Bolam,
McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005) are being implemented
in China as part of the broader Improving Teacher Development and
Educational Quality in China (ITDEQC) project (Thomas et al.,
2016). On one hand, such examples of the uptake of, and action based
on, findings from EER and school improvement initiatives from one
setting to another are promising in that they have involved input from
researchers based in both the original and the new contexts, allowing
for local insight to inform implementation. On the other hand, the
long-term success of such initiatives merits further investigation.

More recent examples of comparative international efforts in EER
have included a mixture of different approaches, each with unique
contributions to make towards the EER knowledge base. In addition
to the projects mentioned above that included countries from different
regions of the globe, regional multi-country studies help to shed light
on within-region variation and inform the design of future studies (see
Kelcey & Shen, 2016, for an example investigating school and teacher
effects across 15 Sub-Saharan African countries). Two-country com-
parative studies have fewer practical complications to implement, yet
still contribute insight into cultural and contextual differences in edu-
cational factors and student outcomes (see van de Grift, Chun,
Maulana, Lee, & Helms-Lorenz, 2017, for an example within teacher
effectiveness comparing across South Korea and the Netherlands).

Despite the developments within and beyond EER towards an in-
ternational perspective via comparative international studies high-
lighted in this section, further work is needed to more fully understand
how national or system-level policies and cultural factors affect
schools, teaching and students (see Chapter 3 of this volume by
Kyriakides, Creemers, & Panayiotou, n.d.) and thus support or hinder
their effectiveness in promoting different student outcomes. Lessons
learned from the successes and also from the limitations of past stud-
ies, as well as across the areas of EER and ILSA, have the potential
to inform increasingly rigorous and comprehensive future compara-
tive international research in EER. This in turn has the potential to



31

inform policy and practice across the system, school and classroom
levels in multiple contexts.

2.7 Reflections and suggestions for future directions

There is no question that EER has become an increasingly interna-
tional field since the earliest studies conducted in the 1970s. Recent
EER studies in middle- and low-income countries have begun to
demonstrate the use of more sophisticated and up-to-date research
methods and models (both theoretical and statistical), and a wider va-
riety of settings have been considered to contribute to the international
evidence base. International comparative studies have become more
common, perhaps at least in part because of increased synergy be-
tween EER and ILSA, and researchers seem to have generally become
more outward looking in their reviews of the literature to contextual-
ise single-country empirical studies.

EER researchers have also begun to employ or at least call for a
greater diversity of approaches to research design and analysis. The
increasing convergence and mutual learning between educational ef-
fectiveness and school improvement research has afforded opportuni-
ties to better account for and attend to context. Mixed methods studies
(e.g. ISERP) have demonstrated how the combination of qualitative
and quantitative approaches can provide more thorough and robust
insight into contextual understandings of concepts and educational
processes. New statistical approaches to investigating educational ef-
fects (e.g. Sammons & Luyten, 2009) and consideration of small-
scale experimental studies to test innovations in particular school con-
texts (Muijs et al., 2014) have the potential to contribute to the inter-
national knowledge base while maintaining attention to context spec-
ificity and cultural features. If the purpose of EER is ultimately to
inform not only more nuanced understandings of educational quality
and equity (Kyriakides, Creemers, & Charalambous, 2018) but also
to support the development of more effective and equitable education
(Chapman et al., 2012), such insight is essential.

However, there are still a number of issues that we suggest are in
need of further investigation with regard to international perspectives
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in EER. Critical changes in national and international politics have
taken place within the last decade, and the implications of these for
the international landscape of EER, not to mention broader conse-
quences for education in general and conceptualisations of what and
for whom schooling is meant to function, have yet to be seen. We live
in an increasingly globalised world, but many localised problems per-
sist while others emerge and pose unique challenges (e.g. in response
to natural disasters and violent conflict). We know a great deal about
educational effectiveness, but much still remains to be learned, and
many problems remain to be solved.

Reflecting on the above narrative account of international perspec-
tives in the field, then, and on the political and policy contexts in
which this narrative is contextualised, future work is needed to de-
velop and assess the state of the field with regard to international per-
spectives in four areas:

1. Previous reviews of the literature have drawn attention to themes
and developments from research in “developing” or “emerging”
contexts, but a comprehensive, up-to-date systematic review of the
international literature in EER is due.

2. Long-term research is needed to provide robust evidence of the up-
take and transfer of educational innovations and initiatives between
diverse contexts, in order to inform deeper understandings of why,
how and where between-country or between-culture practices and
policies “travel” (or conversely fail to “travel”).

3. More research is still needed to develop a meaningful account that
explains how concepts and educational factors are perceived and
operationalised in different contexts, something Reynolds et al.
(2016) have raised an “a matter for urgent attention” (p. 412).

4. On-going capacity building remains an essential consideration in
places where EER research has generally been conducted by exter-
nal researchers, to ensure that EER is informed by appropriate local
knowledge and understanding.

International perspectives in EER can inform, and should be informed
by, critical debates “about what education is for, about how it should
be organized and — indeed — about the kind of society in which we
wish to live” (to echo the words of Mortimore, 2013, p. 236). Further,
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we agree that education is ‘under siege’ and that educational research
—including EER - plays a critical role within a democratic discourse
on education policy,

“...Research findings frequently challenge the expectations of policymakers. This
discord, awkward though it may be, is essential in a democracy. The 1950s Quaker adage
applies aptly to educational research when it states the need "to speak truth to power””
(Mortimore, 2010).

Managing productive relationships and facilitating dialogue across
stakeholder groups (policymakers, practitioners and researchers) is an
important part of that democratic discourse (see Chapman, Ainscow
& Hadfield, 2020).

Ultimately, the development of an internationally diverse body of
EER knowledge can advance our understanding of education (from
the system-level to the level of the classroom), it can inform evidence-
based and appropriately contextualised educational policy, and it can
inform meaningful educational improvements and reform. To help
inform progress towards these goals, this chapter has provided a his-
toric overview of the development of this body of knowledge to date.
This helps signpost future directions of EER and it sets the scene for
the other chapters in this volume.
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