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BOOK REVIEW

Knowledge and the study of education: an international comparison, by Geoff
Whitty and John Furlong, Oxford, Symposium Books, 288 pp., £42 (paperback), ISBN
978-1-873927-97-7

The publication of Michael Young's Bringing Knowledge Back In in 2008 brought renewed interest
in the status of knowledge in the sociology of education. Knowledge and the Study of Education
builds on Young'’s work to provide a comparative analysis of knowledge traditions in education
studies, each set within changing socio-political contexts. For example, in recent years a num-
ber of alternative approaches and viewpoints have undermined the central role of universities
in teacher education in England and the USA. This book builds on the findings of a project that
conducted an historical and comparative analysis of the knowledge traditions underpinning edu-
cation scholarship and research, including their links to teacher education, in different countries.
These included Australia, China, France, Germany, Latvia and the USA, with England included in
later chapters, providing a fascinating range of histories and traditions of education scholarship
for consideration. The result is an interesting, original and convincing account, which, [ am sure,
will appeal widely.

The book is in four parts. An overview written by the two editors, which maps different tradi-
tions in the study of education is followed by six case studies written by expert contributors from
each of six jurisdictions. There are four chapters in the next section, which explore conceptual
frameworks for understanding and analysing the various traditions identified in education as
a field of study. Finally, an afterword by David Labaree makes sense of the earlier chapters and
identifies future prospects for the study of education in universities. Whilst all will be of interest
to the general reader as well as comparative education scholars and researchers, here | will focus
briefly on the first and final chapter and four of those from the two parts in between.

In their introductory chapter, the book’s editors, Geoff Whitty and John Furlong, identify twelve
major knowledge traditions in the study of education, classifying these as Academic Knowledge
Traditions, Practical Knowledge Traditions and Integrated Knowledge Traditions. Drawing on
Basil Bernstein’s (1996, 1999) analysis, they divide academic traditions into‘singulars, comprising
the sub-disciplines of the sociology, psychology, history and philosophy of education that once
dominated education studies in the UK, the Sciences de I'Education in France and hermeneu-
tic-philosophical German educational thought. They identify the German stance as differing from
those in the UK and France because it assumes a distinctively educational form of thinking, but
the strength of all three and the reason for their singularity is that they are clear but distinct sub-
stantive bodies of thought with associated verification and legitimation protocols. Their drawback
lies in the single-mindedness of their perspective and their perceived distance from educational
practice. A second category of academic tradition, what Bernstein calls regionals; is best thought
of in terms of medicine, where singular disciplines are recontextualised into larger units whilst
retaining a common and coherent approach to verification and legitimation. In this category is
what the editors refer to as the new science of education, which promises to find out‘what works’
through the application of rigorous research, typically in the form of randomised controlled trials
and systematic reviews. This follows knowledge traditions that consider the study of education
to be most effective when tackled using methods taken from the natural sciences. Both singular
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and regional academic knowledge traditions are contrasted with practical knowledge traditions,
amongst them the‘competencies and standards’model ascendant under neoliberalism, where the
authority of persuasive ideas and value positions, of rigorous research, argument and evidence
or of debate and consensus is replaced by faith in emergent knowledge, which evolves through
the workings of an‘invisible hand' Finally, there are integrated knowledge traditions which try to
bring the academic and the practical together. These include action research, which aims improve
professional practice by looking at it though disciplinary lenses, and practitioner inquiry, which
seeks to use understandings and methods taken from academic research in order to improve
practice. This categorisation, which is extremely useful, then forms a thread linking the various
chapters in the rest of the book.

Chapters follow which analyse education studies in six countries. All are thought-provoking,
but | particularly found interesting those providing insights into traditions not widely discussed
in the English language literature. Jirgen Schriewer’s chapter, for instance, gives a fascinating
account of the development and nature of education studies in Germany. Debate between her-
meneutic-philosophical scholars and those engaged in experimental psychology and pedagogy
in the first decades of the twentieth century left the former ascendant, and explain the contin-
uing resistance shown by some proponents of Germany educational thought towards empir-
icist approaches. Iréna Zogla’s chapter on Pedagogija, describes the rich and complex Latvian
education discipline, based in a particular view of the holistic nature of human development,
which implies engagement with the whole learner. Yet, as is the case in other jurisdictions, newer
education science perspectives are challenging this longstanding knowledge tradition.

We then move to conceptualising and theorising education as a field of study. Along with
those focussing on the English context, there are two comparative chapters here. Dina Kuhlee
and Christopher Winch present three ideal types of teachers as knowledgeable practitioners, the
craft worker, the executive technician and the professional technician, and assert that the first
dominates in England whilst that of professional technician dominates in Germany. This analysis
is situated in the cultural and political contingencies of each country. Maria Teresa Tatto and Jim
Hordern analyse the role of education studies in secondary teacher education in Germany, Poland,
Singapore and the USA, focusing particularly on mathematics, and identify how curricula in each
case are recontextualised in relation to national factors. For example, in Singapore, where notions
of mathematics teachers’ professional competence are controlled centrally, teacher education
tends to emphasise teaching as the application of technical protocols, whereas approaches to
teacher education in Germany, Poland and the USA are much more varied, include social along-
side academic guidance and provide some consideration of how to address the varying needs
of diverse groups of students.

Finally, addressing futures of the field of education, David Labaree usefully identifies broad ele-
ments of commonality between the chapters. These include common tensions between norma-
tive views of education as value-laden and objective views which look to identify the knowledge
and skills needed by society, between knowledge embedded in context, what Durkheim calls
the profane, and that abstracted or sacred, and between the organisation of educational knowl-
edge as sub disciplines and that of regarding education as a field in its own right. He then raises
a fourth consideration - that of educational purpose. This seems to me to be highly important.
That education is primarily an economic imperative is a relatively recent view, and certainly one
which the‘what works’ empiricism of new educational science takes for granted. As many of the
chapters show, this view has, to some extent, sidelined more humanistic arguments for education
asagood inits ownright. It should be of concern to us all when one view of educational purpose
becomes hegemonic; more so when utilitarianism dominates to the extent that it eclipses the
value of education in helping people make sense of their lives and the world in which they live.

This is an excellent book, which, | am sure, will be of value to both those directly interested
in comparative education and a wider readership. Making, as it does, an important contribution
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to the comparative history of the study of education, | have no doubt that it will encourage a
broader engagement with the nature of the education field.
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