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ABSTRACT The process of Europeanisation is closely linked to the process of an emerging European 
Educational Research Area and an education research identity. The European Conferences on 
Educational Research (ECER), European Educational Research Association (EERA) and its networks 
are involved in new directions and strands of educational research in particular European nations as 
well as in processes to construct a common European Educational Research Area. ECER to a large 
extent contributes to such developments both as observer and actor. Against the background of diverse 
functions and contexts of ECER for communication on and development of educational research in 
Europe, the authors describe some small-scale research studies about ECER that have been carried out 
during the past ten years dealing with attendance motives and assessments of ECER, and provide 
content analyses of proposal abstracts of ECER. In doing so, they would like to present a mirror to 
EERA at its 20th anniversary that could contribute to further systematic self-observation and self-
governance of EERA and ECERs as vivid, inspiring, powerful, discursive, democratic and scholarly 
high-standing conferences in the future. 

Europeanisation and the Idea of a European Educational Research Area 

The idea of a European Educational Research Area has led to a number of significant discussions 
within the European community of education researchers, particularly within the Council of the 
European Educational Research Association (EERA) and the European Educational Research Journal 
(EERJ). To establish an effective contribution of education research to an emerging European 
Educational Research Area, knowledge locked into both national research and educational systems 
should be released. This implies a need to investigate the different disciplinary cultures 
(theoretically and methodologically) as well as to capture the impacts of processes of 
Europeanisation and globalisation upon contemporary education research in Europe. 

The process of Europeanisation is a significant factor in the new global context of research. 
Generally speaking, Europeanisation could be seen as an effect created by policy formation within 
the distinct structures of governance associated with the European Union (EU). But 
Europeanisation could also be found in other processes – for example, in the convergence of 
problems due to the pressures of global academic work and communication and in the ways in 
which new adaptive processes are being shared by researchers in newly generated associative and 
network activities in Europe. In this respect, analyses on networks became prominent not only in 
general respects, but also with regard to promoting network research on education, and to 
increasing the mobility of researchers (Sirota et al, 2002). 
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When looking at current educational research problems in Europe in general, we first 
experience a diversity of research on education, varying with national traditions and national 
educational policies. There are not only different speeds and directions of research on education, 
but also epistemologically different forms and modes of knowledge primarily referring to national 
problems and challenges (Lawn & Keiner, 2006). Thus, knowledge on education seems to remain 
locked in the respective national educational discourses. Second, we find different disciplinary 
cultures, cognitive textures and languages, often locked in traditions of both national research 
cultures and educational systems. Research on education, teaching and learning, on citizenship, 
gender, or on social integration and exclusion is not only carried out within the frame of different 
disciplinary approaches – for example, sociology, psychology, economy or education – these 
approaches also form communicative spaces more or less separated from each other, and they use 
different concepts and methodological standards and criteria for scientific quality (Knaupp et al, 
2014). Third, we find different concepts, modes and structures of coupling or decoupling research 
and practice. On the one hand, the traditional concept of a close relationship between theory and 
practice seems to be exceptionally resistant to acceptance, compared with everyday experiences, 
because the epistemological gap between theoretical knowledge and practical action and reflection 
is usually covered by normative beliefs, hopes and promises. On the other hand, the modern 
concept of distinction between theory and practice as different epistemological forms of knowledge 
leads to a more complex problem conceptualisation, reduces possibilities of knowledge use and 
application, and forces (cost-intensive) organisational solutions of mediation – for example, through 
networks, knowledge-transfer institutions and ‘hybrid’ organisations (Keiner, 2002, 2011).These 
aspects of recent problems education research is confronted with could be expanded further. 

The EERA, its networks, the European Conferences on Educational Research (ECER) and the 
EERJ are significant places where these aspects and problems are discussed intensively, although 
the meta-reflection on how these problems are discussed and to what extent the discussions 
contribute to research quality or the process of Europeanisation is not extensively developed. This 
means that research on educational research, the development of a kind of observatory in order to 
support self-governance and discursive autonomy, is only slowly on its way (Lee, 2010; Hoveid et 
al, 2014). 

The process of Europeanisation is closely linked to the development of a European 
Educational Research Area and an educational research identity. Against this background 
educational researchers take part in sharing knowledge about new directions and strands of 
educational research in particular European nations, and also in sharing the difficulties in finding a 
European identity and a European Educational Research Area. It is part of the problems we are 
talking about, out of which a further problem arises: what are we talking about when we talk about 
educational research? 

Are we talking about reformative reflection on new education? Sound research based on 
which research culture? Is it educational research or particular kinds of research on educational 
issues, education or educational research? And when we talk about ‘educational research’, how can 
we guarantee that the connotation of this term reflects the linguistic variety and diversity as 
expressed in different European languages? 

We cannot answer all these questions in this article, but think it is necessary to keep them in 
mind in order to be aware of the complexity of education and research in Europe, especially in the 
context of EERA. EERA and its elements and initiatives, for example, could be seen (1) from an 
organisational sociology viewpoint as an association of associations, but also (2) as a place for 
scholars, who do not necessarily represent the array of national educational research, but also (3) as 
a promise hoping that a temporarily experienced common ground could become a steady ground. 
To some extent it could be argued that trust is the basement on which ‘truth’ is built up. EERA and 
ECER could be seen (4) as a social merger of different research cultures, and also an implicit 
hierarchy of these cultures, or (5) as a career centre, or (6) as a platform for meeting, for 
coordination, cooperation and competition – also regarding the acquisition of research projects and 
funds. They also could be seen (7) as a playground for experiencing internationalisation and 
exercising in different languages (which might be also of profit at home) or (8) as a temporarily 
protected island, a refuge, to which scholars, usually working under high managerial and market 
pressure, can escape at least once a year in order to recharge the intellectual batteries. They, 
additionally, but not finally, could be seen (9) as an experimental field of experiencing multiple 
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forms and processes of diversity, diversification and integration which contribute to an emerging 
borderlessness (Lawn, 2002). 

Against the background of these multifaceted aspects of EERA and the contexts it is 
embedded in, we would like to describe some small-scale research studies about ECER that have 
been carried out during the past ten years. These include a self-assessment by network convenors 
from 2003/04, which at this time served as an instrument of a structured reflection about the 
organisation of networks, the assessment of the scientific quality of proposals and publications, and 
the continuity of networks’ work at and beyond ECER. This self-assessment by network convenors 
is combined with our own experiences, current means and structures, which show the significant 
improvement of the context and conditions of the network convenors’ work, which is at the very 
heart of ECER and gives these annual conferences their particular shape in many respects. In two 
further steps we restrict our analyses to these annual conferences. First, we use a small survey from 
2007, that is not representative, to present some considerations about how ECER attendants assess 
the conference, about their motives of investment and the return they get through the conferences. 
Although this survey was not repeated for reasons of representativeness, it sheds some light on 
how ECER is seen by participants, also in comparison to other conferences. The second step is a 
more complex and methodologically difficult one. It tries to come closer to the thematic and 
methodological profile of ECER by analysing the content of proposal abstracts which have been 
accepted for presentation at ECER. We assume that these proposals as a whole form the scientific 
texture of ECER. The network convenors review every incoming proposal according to the 
following criteria: 

– it should be directly related to a topic of interest for educational research; 
– it should involve systematic enquiry of an empirical or analytic nature and should make 
   reference to a theoretical framework; 
– the background, method, results and implications should be set out clearly in a manner which 
   is accessible to an international audience; 
– it should take account of the European and/or international context; 
– and it should help a European dialogue to develop by reference, for example, to current 
   European policies or intellectual and educational traditions.[1] 

The review criteria suggest that a proposal should ‘involve systematic inquiry’, and that ‘the 
background, method, results and implications should be set out clearly in a manner which is 
accessible to an international audience’. Therefore we ask for the bibliography of the proposal 
abstract, which could indicate to what extent the authors present themselves embedded in a 
scholarly discourse. We also ask for the method used, which indicates the mode of ‘systematic 
inquiry’. As ECER is a European conference, and the proposal writers should consider the 
European and international context and contribute to a European dialogue, we want to know 
more about the degree of comparative perspectives explicitly expressed in the proposal abstracts. 
Especially we want to learn more about the degree to which the authors explicitly contribute to 
Europe or to a process of Europeanisation. Due to the large amount of data and the heterogeneity 
of the particular data sets, we had to take samples described below. 

In doing so we would like to present a mirror to EERA at its 20th anniversary, which – in 
spite of several methodological problems – could contribute to an increase in interest of systematic 
self-observation and self-governance, which could significantly contribute to maintaining EERA as 
a vivid, inspiring, powerful, discursive, democratic and scholarly high-standing association in the 
future. 

Sources and Methods 

Our analyses are based on three different sources: 
 

(a) Self-assessment by network convenors 2003/04. After an EERA Council decision in 2002 to give the 
networks a voice in the EERA Council, a networks’ representative was elected in a network 
meeting at ECER 2003 in Hamburg. One of the first initiatives was to get an overview of the 
network practices, problems and ideas about their work through a questionnaire. Seventeen out of 
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25 networks reacted. Parts of this survey are used for sketching network problems at this stage of 
EERA’s development. 
 

(b) Small survey of ECER attendants. At ECER 2007 in Ghent a group of students and younger 
researchers [2] did a small survey about attendance motives and assessments of ECER. They 
randomly sampled 57 attendants. This sample is not representative, but provides interesting 
insights into reasons for participating in ECERs, also as compared with other conferences. The final 
investigation was not carried out at the end. We take parts of this pre-test for sketching attendance 
motives and quality assessments by attendants. 
 

(c) Content analyses of ECER proposal abstracts. For a presentation at ECER 2008 in Gothenburg a 
content analysis of all ECER proposals addressed to ECER 2006 in Geneva and ECER 2007 in 
Ghent was undertaken. It looked at, for example, the degree of comparative or explicit European 
perspectives in the proposals, the reported methods, and the respective variations according to 
networks. The EERA office kindly made the data available.[3] We take part of these analyses in 
order to get closer to the crucial questions about research quality and, especially, the degree to 
which Europe and Europeanisation is at the very heart of ECER proposals. However, this data 
source was enlarged in the context of preparing for the 20th anniversary of EERA. A group of 
scholars and the EERA office started to collect as many significant historical documents as possible. 
In this context the proposals for the programmes of ECERs since 1998 were made available – partly 
in Microsoft Excel format and partly in Microsoft Access format. In addition, we had Microsoft 
Excel databases for some earlier conferences available, which were taken from the former EERA 
office in Glasgow and converted from an older dBase format to several Microsoft Excel files. A first 
analysis showed several differences regarding figures, content and structure of the files, which were 
not easy to attribute and to choose from. In addition, the time was too short and the content too 
extensive to apply the same method as described above, and therefore we selected a sample. We 
restricted our analyses to a basic overview, and to a sample of proposals for ECER 2009 in Vienna 
and ECER 2012 in Cadiz.[4] 
 

The data sets provide for each ECER the following information: 
• Paper ID; 
• Network by which the proposal is reviewed; 
• Name of authors; 
• Authors’ organisational affiliation 
• Format of presentation; 
• Title of presentation; 
• Abstract (since 2008, this category was divided into the following parts: ‘proposal information’, 

‘methodology or methods/research instruments or sources used’, ‘conclusions, expected 
outcomes or findings’, ‘references’); 

• Organisation and country of submitting author. 
We primarily used the content of the category ‘abstract’ – up until 2007 in one box, and since 2008 
in four boxes. Regarding ECER 2009 and ECER 2012, we simply selected every fourth proposal 
abstract according to the sequence in which the respective file was sorted – that is, without 
weighting the sample according to networks or other criteria. 

Although we are not yet convinced about the full reliability of the data set our analysis is 
based on, we present the results here with cautious interpretations. None of these analyses have 
previously been published. 

Results: a patchwork 

We first present the results of the self-assessment by network convenors 2003/04 and the small 
survey of ECER attendants. Regarding the content analyses of ECER proposal abstracts, we 
combine the two slightly different methods of data evaluation according to our particular research 
questions sketched above. 

The self-assessment by network convenors 2003/04 shows a list of problems and 
recommendations regarding the networks’ work and the organisation of ECER. Some of them 
have meanwhile been solved, while some of them still seem to exist, probably as non-solvable 
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problems. In respect of this, the self-assessment by the network convenors could also shed light on 
the progress EERA and ECER made during the last 10 years. 

A first theme dealt with the organisation of the work undertaken by the networks. It was 
recommended (a) to follow a path of reorganising networks and their scope in order to come closer 
to a commonly shared map of educational research in Europe; (b) to develop, discuss and establish 
some commonly shared indicators in order to measure performance and quality of the work of 
networks for internal use – for example, on the basis of EERA guidelines and/or the secretary 
general’s suggestions; and (c) to find a better-organised proposal delivery and preparation process 
of ECERs. Meanwhile, all three problems have been dealt with. Although there is not yet a 
thematic structure of networks according to a map of educational research in Europe (see 
Figueiredo et al in this issue), the networks and the EERA Council intensively discuss and promote 
the importance of EERA for education and educational research within the European Union. As a 
self-governing instrument the Council and the networks invested more time and money into 
business meetings and internal conferences in order to support and to improve the networks – 
probably a better instrument than the formerly suggested performance indicators. The problem of 
the organisation of proposal delivery and the proposal evaluation process is meanwhile solved by 
the introduction of a helpful software program, Conftool. 

A second theme dealt with the scientific quality of networks and the ECER program, 
especially concerning proposals. All networks and convenors have been and still are very aware of 
the quality issue and do their best to keep and raise the quality. The – probably unsolvable – 
paradox here was the attempt to keep the variety and inclusiveness of a network on the one hand, 
and, on the other hand, to aim at quality, which also means ‘exclusion’ of weak proposals or 
avoiding time-consuming support for individual proposals. In this respect things have changed a 
lot. In particular, the meetings of network convenors and the mutual exchange about criteria and 
handling of incoming proposals have contributed significantly to raising quality, not at the cost of 
diversity and inclusiveness. Against the background of our experiences, talks and observations we 
would argue that this keeps the problem more reflexively aware among network convenors than 
before. 

A third theme dealt with the outcome and research production from networks’ presentations 
at ECER, in which respect, for example, ECER contributed to or even promoted publication, new 
projects or other ways of disseminating the presented papers. It was stated that EERA and the 
network convenors are not informed enough about outcome and research production related to 
ECER – that is, what role ECER and networks play in promoting and structuring educational 
research projects and publications, and what impact they have regarding the construction of a 
European Educational Research Area. This topic, however, was valued as rather important for the 
future of ECER, as the outcome and publications would influence ECER reputation, attractiveness 
and, at the end, resources. Therefore it was suggested to more intensively publish good network 
papers in the EERJ, to take care that authors who publish a paper first presented at ECER explicitly 
refer to ECER and the respective network – for example, in a first footnote – and to establish a 
small group of researchers who are willing to continuously evaluate ECERs’ outcome from this 
point of view. This topic still seems to be a problem not yet solved as we do not have systematic 
information about the relationship between presentations at ECERs and, for example, publications 
in EERJ or other scholarly journals (see Lindblad in this issue). However, it has been on the agenda 
of EERJ and the EERA council for several years. Since its foundation, EERJ has published the ECER 
keynotes, and for some years now also the best papers, and some special issues of EERJ have been 
edited by networks. 

A fourth theme dealt with the continuity of networks’ work in between ECERs. It therefore 
addressed the question of whether the work of networks is primarily based on ECER as a single 
annual event or more upon EERA as a structure and a tool to – more or less – continuously work 
on a European level of educational research. As good collaboration between networks requires 
good collaboration within networks, it was suggested to talk more about experiences networks 
have regarding distribution of work among convenors and to think about the possibility of learning 
from these experiences also in view of establishing a common internal structure. Although this 
problem still might exist, it is partly solved by the professional work of the EERA office, new 
technologies and yearly business meetings of network convenors – the Convenors’ Seminar and 
the two ECER convenor meetings. 
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The annual ECER conferences to a large extent reflect the scholarly work of the networks 
through presenting, discussing and projecting. ECER forms a diverse and intensive milieu, where 
2000 to 3000 scholars related to the field of educational research from Europe and beyond meet and 
exchange ideas. Therefore it could be of interest how ECER attendants value ECER and what they 
say about their motives of investment and the assessment of returns they get through the 
conferences. The small survey from 2007 (N = 57) displayed a large array of motives for researchers 
attending the conferences. The most frequently named motive is networking and to meet 
colleagues and to present papers, but also the academic atmosphere, the access to current research, 
to get and to continue discussions with colleagues, to disseminate and exchange research and ideas, 
to get feedback, to enjoy the international atmosphere and to broaden one’s academic 
understanding. Most of these motives also can be found today and are connected to participation in 
EERA as a whole, as shown by the article by Pataki in this volume. 

However, if you ask about the quality of ECER in comparison with other conferences (see 
Table I), the picture becomes more ambivalent. Primarily the organisation and the social context 
was highly valued, and the quality of contributions to a lesser extent. 
 

 High 
% 

Rather 
high 

% 

High–
mid 
% 

Low–
mid 
%

Rather 
low 

Low 
% 

Total 
% 

(a) contributions 20 29 36  4 11 0 100
(b) organisation 27 39 20 10  5 0 101
(c) social context 20 45 29  5  2 0 101

 
Table I. Assessment of ECER quality by attendants. (Survey at ECER 2007; n = 57; figures are percentages.) 
(Question: If you compare ECER with other conferences, what is the quality of ECER concerning ... ) 
 
One gets similar results when one asks about the opportunities ECERs provides (see Table II): 
networking (a, g, i), the international, European context and the experience of diversity (b, f) are 
named first. A significant opportunity is provided by the possibility of comparing one’s own 
scholarly standing with other colleagues (h) and of collecting information and research news (c). 
However, ECER is of less significance for the job market, project funding or publication (d, j, k). 
Even the opportunity to get convenient leisure time through ECER is not very highly valued. 
 

 High 
% 

Rather 
high 

%

High–
mid 
%

Low–
mid 
%

Rather 
low 
%

Low 
% 

Total 
% 

(a) networking  34 47 13  4  2   0 100 
(b) Europeanisation 49 37 12  0  0   2 100 
(c) information and research news  8 43 36 13  0   0 100 
(d) job market  0  5 32 27 15 22 101 
(e) leisure time  4 26 44 14 10   2 100 
(f) experience of diversity 25 35 25  8  6   2 101 
(g) continuity of networks’ work 22 35 30 14  0   0 101 
(h) definition of own scholarly quality 13 40 33 13  2   0 101 
(i) joint projects  8 44 34 14  0   0 100 
(j) project funding  2  5 35 23 26 10 101 
(k) publication  6 29 38 21  6   0 100 

 
Table II. Assessment of opportunities ECER provides (n = 57; figures are percentages). 
(Question: If you compare ECER with other conferences, how is its opportunity concerning ... ) 
 
We now turn our perspective from assessment and evaluation to the content analyses of ECER 
proposal abstracts, especially those addressed to ECER 2006 in Geneva, 2007 in Ghent (all 
proposals), 2009 in Vienna and 2012 in Cadiz (a sample of 25%). The format of the proposals and 
the criteria of reviewing are sketched in the previous section, bearing in mind that the first ones 
involve all proposals, and the second ones are a sample. 
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The data sets were exploited according to four questions: the first and second questions refer 
to formal aspects of scientific quality. The first one asks whether literature is referred to in the 
bibliography box of the proposal abstract. In concordance with the review criteria (see the section 
on sources and methods), we assume that references to literature show the author as being 
embedded in a scholarly discourse, and mark him or her as an educational researcher and his or her 
product as educational research. The second question also starts from the proposal review criteria 
and assumes that method and the explicitness of methodology characterise educational research as 
research. Therefore, we ask for the methods used. 

The third and fourth questions refer to the proposal review criteria as well, and take the 
degree of European diversity into account. The third one asks for the degree of comparative 
perspectives, explicitly expressed in the proposal abstracts. The explicitness is, in our opinion, an 
important criterion. On the one hand, it is a basic characteristic of research to be aware of the 
epistemological and methodological constructions and preconditions which inform results. More 
pragmatically: a proposal explicitly has to reflect its own theoretical and methodological frame as a 
precondition of being reviewed adequately. 

We distinguish two forms of comparison (and there might be more): 
• Comparison with nations/countries as units. That means that a paper focusing on more or less 

politically defined territories – Germany, France, Spain, UK – as well as units politically defined 
within these territories – Scotland, East Germany, Andalusia – was subsumed under this 
category. 

• Comparisons which take cultures as units. This category refers to investigations focusing on 
different cultures beyond states, e.g. multi-culturality, comparison of minorities and majorities, 
ethnographical approaches, etc. 

As Europe and Europeanisation are at the very heart of ECER, the fourth question addresses the 
degree to which the authors explicitly contribute to Europe or to a process of Europeanisation. The 
European perspective constitutes EERA as an association of national associations, and it is – 
according to the reviewing criteria for network convenors – an explicit criterion for review. We 
also start from the assumption that it is not enough ‘to do’ Europe or to act in a European context, 
but that this must be done explicitly and reflexively as an element of methodologically constructing 
a particular subject to be investigated. 

In order to provide a basic overview of the proposals submitted to ECER we counted every 
entry in the big database of ECER from 1998 to 2012. We find a very significant increase in the 
number of proposals. ECER started with about 300 to 400 proposals in 1998 and 1999; between 
2000 and 2003 we find an average of 500 to 600 proposals each year, 2004 to 2007 it is about 800 to 
1100 proposals, and from 2008 onwards the number of proposals rises from about 1300 (2008) to 
more than 2600 (2012). This big database, however, is not reliable enough to add the proposals 
correctly to the respective network. Therefore, we restrict our study to ECER 2006, 2007, 2009 and 
2012. 
 

 Geneva 2006 Ghent 2007
 n % n %
2 Vocational Education and Training (VETNET)  101    8.3  93  10.0
10 Teacher Education Research  103    8.5  77    8.3
21 Postgraduate Network  115    9.5  81    8.7
22 Research in Higher Education    97    8.0  81    8.7
23 Policy Studies and Politics of Education    84    6.9  66    7.1
27 Didactics – Learning and Teaching – –  64    6.9
Subtotal  500  41.2 462  49.7
Total 1213 100.0 932 100.0

 
Table III. ECER 2006 and 2007: distribution of proposals over networks 
(selection according to the number of submitted proposals). 
 
If we rank the networks according to the number of proposals they received (Table III), then we 
will find that it is six networks out of 24 that attract 40 to 50% of all proposals. This finding does not 
say anything about research quality, but much about the themes for which EERA serves as a forum 
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in Europe and about the networks’ management of communication cultures. Large networks 
obviously attract a high amount of proposals and form a dense communicative network, 
sometimes even subdivided into special thematic groups. 

This attractiveness changes over time [5], and we would have to add, for example, the 
Networks Continuing Professional Development, Inclusive Education, Assessment, Evaluation, 
Testing and Measurement regarding ECER 2012 in Cadiz as increasingly attractive networks. 
However, there are also rather stable networks, which attract many proposals: VETNET, Teacher 
Education Research, Research in Higher Education, Policy Studies and Politics of Education, and 
the Emerging Researchers’ Group. This could indicate that educational research through EERA 
does not primarily work according to fashioned themes and topics, but has established a relatively 
stable core of constantly attractive thematic networks. 

As part of an overview we also regard the number of authors and the country of origin of the 
submitting authors. Table IV, not restricted to the most attractive networks, shows the number of 
authors jointly presenting a proposal. This indicator can be used to assess the degree of proposals 
carried out in larger project contexts that are common in empirical research. Table IV shows a 
significant and continuous decrease in single-authored papers and a significant increase in multi-
authored papers according to the percentages. Although there might be many reasons for co-
authoring proposals, we assume that ECER has tended to change its research profile over the years 
from a more traditional scholarly research community to an organisational platform where more 
large empirical research projects present their results. 
 

 Gotenburg08 Vienna09 Helsinki10 Berlin11 Cadiz12 
n % n % n % n % n % 

One author   566 51.3   549  48.4  498  46.8  569  44.0  771   43.2 
Two authors   323 29.3   318  28.0  308  28.9  412  31.9  560   31.4 
Three authors   137 12.4   168  14.8  138  13.0  177  13.7  259   14.5 
Four authors     76   6.9     97    8.5  120  11.3  135  10.4  195   10.9 
Five authors       1   0.1       3    0.3 – – – – – – 
Total (proposals) 1104 99.9 1135 100.0 1064 100.0 1293 100.0 1785 100.0 
Total (authors) 1932 2092 2008 2464 3448 

 
Table IV. Number of authors per proposal 
 
Table V presents the country of origin of the submitting authors. Due to the restricted information 
the database provides we also have to restrict ourselves to the country of origin of the author 
responsible for submitting the proposal to the conference management system Conftool. Therefore 
the number of submitting authors is the same as the one of the submitted proposals. This expands 
the analysis already done by Martina Kenk (2003). It again shows a relatively high rate of 
submitting authors from the United Kingdom, and also, as to be expected, a relatively high amount 
of authors from the country where the respective conference took place. However, there is also a 
very high diversity and variety of authors from different countries within and out of Europe, which 
are not listed here due to the small number, but which are subsumed under the category ‘other’. 
This category contains about 15-17% of all authors and indicates the multinational and 
multicultural milieu ECER provides (see also Lindblad in this issue). 

After this overview of some general aspects of ECER we turn to our more specific questions, 
first to formal aspects of scientific quality. We looked at the research literature the proposals were 
referring to, and we analysed the methods and methodologies used. Both indicate the authors’ 
competence in meeting the thematic or methodological state of the art, respectively. 

References to literature indicate that the authors communicate and investigate within a 
framework of knowledge already available. The author stands ‘on the shoulders of giants’ (Merton, 
1965). In a certain sense they also indicate the assumption of relatedness and cumulativeness of 
educational research knowledge. The figures in Table VI show that referring to literature has 
become normal. However, whereas in 2006 and 2007 nearly 20% of the proposals could do without 
any literature, this share dwindled to nearly zero in the years 2009 and 2012. However, this increase 
of references could also be attributed to the fact that in 2008 the conference system the first time 
offered a special box to include references. In this case we again would point to the importance of 
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scholarly self-governance, even by introducing ‘boxes’. Interestingly, in 2006 and 2007 the highest 
percentage of proposals containing references is shown by the postgraduate network. This finding 
also underlines the importance of the Emerging Researchers Group for the development of EERA 
and ECER on the whole. 
 

ECER – 
submitting authors  

Gotenburg08 Vienna09 Helsinki10 Berlin11 Cadiz12 
n % n % n % n % n % 

United Kingdom   191 17.3   234 20.6  178 18.5  221 17.1   319 17.9 
Spain     34   3.1     36  3.2    57  5.9    74  5.7   167   9.4 
Germany      87   7.9     76  6.7    78  8.1  121  9.4   129   7.2 
Sweden   150 13.6     80  7.0    49  5.1    92  7.1   120   6.7 
Turkey     61   5.5     52  4.6    75  7.8  115  8.9   112   6.3 
Finland     68   6.2     90  7.9  145 15.1    63  4.9   109   6.1 
Australia     48   4.3     38  3.3    29  3.0    49  3.8   100   5.6 
Norway     43   3.9     38  3.3    42  4.4    43  3.3     80   4.5 
Portugal     41   3.7     43  3.8    42  4.4    53  4.1     74   4.1 
Belgium     34   3.1     31  2.7    34  3.5    38  2.9     49   2.7 
Denmark     19   1.7     22  1.9    11  1.1    28  2.2     41   2.3 
Netherlands     17   1.5     20  1.8    23  2.4    32  2.5     30   1.7 
Switzerland     24   2.2     28  2.5    28  2.9    27  2.1     35   2.0 
Ireland     21   1.9     34  3.0    17  1.8    18  1.4     31   1.7 
Italy     15   1.4     27  2.4    21  2.2    20  1.5     33   1.8 
Austria     13   1.2     67  5.9    28  2.9    29  2.2     33   1.8 
France     33   3.0     29  2.6    19  2.0    29  2.2     25   1.4 
Czech Republic     13   1.2     19  1.7    13  1.4    19  1.5     24   1.3 
Subtotal   912 82.7   964 84.9  889 92.5 1071 82.8 1511 84.5 
Other    192 17.3   171 15.1  175  7.5  222 17.2   274 15.5 
Totals 1104 100.0   1135 100.0  1064 100.0  1293 100.0  1785 100.0   

 
Table V. Countries of origin of the submitting authors. 
 
 

Literature Geneva 2006 Ghent 2007 Vienna 2009 
(sample)

Cadiz 2012 
(sample)

 n % n % n % n %
0 No   213   17.1 174   18.7    7    2.2    2    0.4
1 Yes 1034   82.9 758   81.3 311  97.8 453  99.6
Total 1247 100.0 932 100.0 318 100.0 455 100.0

 
Table VI. Reference to research literature within the proposals 
 
Sometimes, however, the reference list becomes a fetish. In the sample of 2009 nearly 40% of the 
proposals listed more than 10 references, one of them 89, and another one even 118 references. In 
about 40% of the proposals we also find self-citations – however, only 6% with more than three 
self-citations, which indicates an open discursive style. This finding is nearly the same when the 
sample of 2012 is considered. 

The second question also starts from the proposal review criteria and assumes that method 
and the explicitness of methodology characterise educational research as research. Therefore, we 
ask for the methods used. Investigating methods used is itself a methodological problem. 
Regarding the proposals of ECER 2006 and 2007, six densely typed pages contain the condensed list 
of methods used as they were mentioned in the proposals. However, the broad range named and 
used in educational research in Europe is limited. Some clusters of methods are listed rather often; 
they are: action research; case study; discourse analysis; ethnographic research; interview; literature 
analysis; questionnaire; survey; theoretical approach; theory analysis. These methods are also 
primarily named when ECER 2009 and 2012 are considered. This is a mixture of research 
techniques, tools, methods, approaches, philosophies, probably even ‘paradigmata’, etc. And, we 
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can add, most proposals do not distinguish between methods of data ascertainment and methods of 
data evaluation. They mostly talk about the first and ignore the latter. 

For our purposes it is rather interesting to look at ‘comparative’ methods. Comparative 
‘methods’ named explicitly are only found 38 times. Although many proposals seem to be touched 
by comparative questions – at least they should take up their national units in relation to Europe – 
they do not name comparison as a method or a tool for their investigation. 

Regarding ECER 2009 and 2012, we decided to use an easier approach. We distinguished 
between proposals without a particular method named, qualitative methods, quantitative methods 
and mixed methods. The category ‘other’ was used for proposals which were not attributable to 
the other categories. We refer to a sample of nearly 800 proposals which were taken as a random 
sample across all networks. 
 

ECER research 
methods used 

ECER 2009 – 
Vienna 

ECER 2012 – 
Cadiz

n % n %
0: no explicit method   31     9.7  45    9.9
1: qualitative 155   48.7 240  52.7
2: quantitative   50   15.7  77  16.9
3: qual & quant   54   17.0  73  16.0
4: other   28     8.8  20    4.4
Total  318 100.0 455 100.0

 
Table VII. ECER proposals: research methods named. 
 
Table VII shows that about 50% of the proposals use qualitative research methods for their 
investigations; quantitative approaches and mixed-methods approaches add up to more than 30%. 
In less than 20% of the proposals research methods are not explicitly named or were not 
attributable. This means that, regarding research methods, the vast majority of EERA proposals 
meet the basic expectations of methodologically grounded educational research as described in the 
review criteria. 

When we looked at the networks which ‘host’ a considerable share of particular research 
methods, we found at relatively high percentage of qualitative research methods in the Networks 
Policy Studies and Politics of Education and Teacher Education Research. Quantitative research 
methods were often named in the Networks Continuing Professional Development, Learning for 
Individuals, Leaders and Organisations, and Assessment, Evaluation, Testing & Measurement. 
Mixed-methods approaches were found to a relatively large extent in the Networks Research in 
Higher Education and Teacher Education Research. However, we also would like to emphasise a 
significant result: all these three approaches show relatively high percentages in the Emerging 
Researchers’ Group proposals. That means that the younger researchers are especially reflective 
regarding methods and methodologies and relate the value of their investigations to an explicit 
methodological design, as this is expected by the review criteria. The third and the fourth question 
refer to the proposal review criteria as well, and take the degree of European diversity into 
account. 

In view of Tables VIII and IX, we ask the question to what extent ECER proposals cultivate a 
comparative perspective. Such a perspective is to be expected when the conference attracts 
attendants from different countries at a conference organised by an organisation which has an 
explicit European focus. Therefore we ask: is comparison an issue or an instrument used in ECERs? 
If a proposal explicitly dealt with one particular country we already put it in the category 
‘comparatively’, assuming that authors being aware of dealing with a limited political or cultural 
unit could take this unit as a precondition for comparison. Nevertheless, there are high percentages 
of papers which neither refer to a country nor to a cultural unit. In 2006 and 2009 nearly half of the 
proposals do not mention any national unit for the conducted research. The other half mention at 
least one nation – usually the one the authors come from. Proposals which explicitly refer to two 
or more nations, and which, therefore, can be regarded as comparative analyses, amount to less 
than 10%. This means a sound and methodologically reflected comparative perspective is hardly 
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visible. Most of the contributions look like national case studies presented in the context of a 
European audience. 

When we ask the question whether, probably as a substitute of a national unit, any other 
cultural unit is mentioned, we find a more pronounced situation in Table IX: nearly 90% of 
proposals addressed at these conferences do not mention any cultural reference. 
 

 Geneva 2006 Ghent 2007 Vienna 2009 
(sample)

Cadiz 2012 
(sample) 

Units of Comparison: 
Nation 

n % n % n % n % 

0 no nation   569   45.6 277  29.7 161  50.6 170  37.4 
1 one nation   553   59.3 553  59.3 132  41.5 203  44.6 
2 two nations     40     3.2  29    3.1  15    4.7  44    9.7 
3 more than two nations     85     6.8  73    7.8  10    3.1  38    8.3 
Total 1247 100.0 932 100.0 318 100.0 455 100.0  

Table VIII. ECER proposals: explicit reference to a particular national unit within proposals  
 Geneva 2006 Ghent 2007 Vienna 2009 

(sample)
Cadiz 2012 

(sample) 
Units of Comparison: 
Culture 

n % n % n % n % 

0 no culture 1022   82.0 697  74.8 292  90.9 356  78.2 
1 one culture     48     3.8  24    2.6  22    7.9  85  18.7 
2 two culture   110     8.8  85    9.1    3    1.0    8    1.8 
3 more than two cultures     67     5.4 126  13.5    1    0.3    6    1.3 
Total 1247 100.0 932 100.0 318 100.0 455 100.0  

Table IX. ECER proposals: explicit reference to a particular cultural unit within proposals 
 
One of the most striking findings was the degree of reference to a European space. This degree of 
reference was assessed according to the intensity with which Europe or Europeanisation explicitly 
was made a topic in the proposals. If ‘Europe’ appeared as a word in the proposal we already 
valued it as a proposal with ‘some reference’. If a proposal’s theme was explicitly and systematically 
centred on Europe and/or Europeanisation, we valued it as a ‘very high reference’. Although the 
European Educational Research Association is a European enterprise, and although network 
convenors review proposals according to that criterion, a European perspective, Europe or the 
process of Europeanisation is rarely referred to explicitly. As Table X shows, significantly more 
than 60% of the proposals do not refer in any way to Europe at all. However, there seems to be a 
new tendency for Europe or the process of Europeanisation to be taken up more explicitly in recent 
times. Whereas in 2006 and 2007 the disregard of Europe was about 80%, in 2009 and 2012 it was 
only about 60%. 
 

Explicit reference 
to Europe/ 
Europeanisation 

Geneva 2006 Ghent 2007 Vienna 2009 
(sample) 

Cadiz 2012 
(sample) 

 n % n % n % n %
0 none 988   79.3 769  82.5 200  62.9 278 61.1
1 some 140   11.2   58    6.2  41  12.9  40  8.8
2 medium   59     4.7   43    4.6  23    7.2  77 16.9
3 high   31     2.5   26    2.8  37  11.6  42  9.2
4 very high   28     3.9   36    3.9  17    5.4  15  3.3
Total 932 100.0 932 100.0 318 100.0 455 99.3

 
Table X. ECER proposals’ reference to Europe 
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ECER seems to serve primarily as a forum to present educational research knowledge locked in 
and restricted to the respective national cultures. The return authors might get from ECER is the 
(nevertheless valuable) label ‘have presented to an international audience’. Thus one can mark 
oneself as international – an international European researcher. Or, interpreted more radically, in 
this way internationally self-constructed researchers take being accepted at ECER as recognition of 
their research quality. Or – the other way round – they convert an internationally less accepted 
epistemological label (nationally restricted research) into a more highly accepted social label 
(internationally open researcher). The labels Europe and EERA/ECER probably serve as a code, as 
a rather unspecific word, a slogan, useful in nearly any context. If this is true, EERA might be faced 
with a problem. We contend that EERA probably has to discuss, reinforce and enforce its basic 
principles, policy statements and regulations. In this respect, the reflexive approach – research on 
educational research as an instrument of self-observation, self-assessment and self-governance – 
seems more than ever to be necessary. 

Conclusion 

The European Educational Research Association has become not only an association of national 
associations, but also a particular entity with communicative regulations, open spaces and 
opportunities for exchange and networking under the methodological preconditions of sound 
research. It forms an assembly of various self-organised working units, managed by convenors, 
who aim at the production, communication and distribution of educational research knowledge. 
The networks to a large extent give ECER its particular shape. They work at the very core of 
ECER. The Council and the EERA office contributed a lot by promoting the opportunities for 
convenors to meet, to communicate, to compare and to self-organise and self-assess their work. 
However, the point of reference which constitutes EERA – Europe and the process of 
Europeanisation – is not yet sufficiently considered as a theoretically and methodologically 
conceptualised subject of research. ‘Doing Europe’ seems to be more in favour than reflecting 
about, investigating and analysing ‘doing Europe’. The practical and political contribution to the 
process of Europeanisation that ECER certainly makes is not sufficiently counterbalanced by the 
explicit theoretical and intellectual research- and reflection-oriented contribution to this process. 
However, in this respect, ECER is confronted with difficult tasks. European educational research is 
more an imagined project than a stable structure. As worded in the policy statement of EERJ: 

the current state of educational research in Europe is mixed: some research traditions and 
methodologies are shared across Europe yet others are often mutually exclusive; policy-driven 
redefinition of the idea of research, from a place of moral inquiry into a process of technical 
action, is taking place; and there is a discernible move away from its location in university and 
public departments to a range of public and private service deliverers. 

At the same time, ‘“borderless” flows of internationalisation of programmes, public–private 
partnerships and university alliances’ shape and re-shape the milieu of research in education.[6] 

In view of this diagnosis we would not opt for easy answers, more regulations, 
standardisations or even more reflexivity. On the one hand, an institutionalised research on 
educational research with the help of an observatory might be able to systematically collect and 
provide standardised information about educational research in Europe. Self-observation in this 
respect is an instrument for self-governance, quality improvement, strengthening disciplinary 
profiles, structuring disciplinary differentiation, and, last, but not least, making education research 
and its contribution to educational and societal development more visible and powerful. In a few 
countries, such as Germany, such instruments are available.[7] 

In view of European educational research and in the perspective of a respective area the 
situation is rather difficult. Ever since a big but erratic survey (West Germany, France, Italy, 
Yugoslavia, Soviet Union, Sweden, UK) from the mid 1970s (Malmquist & Grundin, 1975), 
education research in Europe has not had attention in a systematic mode. We empirically and 
systematically do not know very much about scholarly discourses and research practices. In spite of 
reports by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) on the 
educational research infrastructure in particular European countries (Wolter et al, 2004), there is no 
large-scale standardised assessment of educational research in Europe. We are not well informed 
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about conditions and practices of educational research knowledge production, distribution and 
reception within the particular European countries and cultures in a comparative perspective, and 
we are far away from agreeing upon a range of common criteria for assessing and evaluating 
research quality. Also lacking is knowledge about particular new forms of organisations of 
educational research beyond the traditional universities and research institutions. Networks, joint 
ventures and hybrid constructions more and more take over functions of mediation and 
‘knowledge management’ in the process of global and European adjustment. Against this 
background, transnational networking has become an important instrument to mutually adjust, 
improve and orientate educational research in Europe. However, for sufficient self-governance and 
disciplinary autonomy it is necessary to create knowledge about knowledge, to do research on 
educational research, and to engage in unlocking national limitations through focusing and 
reflecting on Europe as a practice as well as an imagined project. 

On the other hand, however, should we desire such a standardised observatory for self-
governance into a direction of Europeanisation, and should we invest efforts and energy in 
establishing such an observatory? What consequences would we expect – also in view of the 
‘dialectic of enlightenment’? To what extent could research on educational research be an 
intellectual enterprise and an exciting path of scholarly investigation? The patchwork of research on 
some aspects of ECER and its context presented here might not meet the standards of empirical 
research regarding reliability, validity and statistical representativeness. However, the patchwork 
research probably could open our mind for irritations and critical interpretations, new questions 
and considerations. We probably should invest more intellectual esprit in ECER as a space to 
deliberate on educational research and the contexts we ourselves are part of. Perhaps a new format 
could help us to think in terms of patchwork patterns as constructions and combinations of a 
second order, as an intellectual journey (Nóvoa & Yariv-Mashal, 2003), a play relating relationships. 
Such a format is already positively experienced and could be developed further, in the form of the 
moot, an open space where issues pertaining to educational research could be talked about, 
disputed and consolidated as a shared European conversation. 

In times of high political and financial pressure, short timelines and low budgets it might be more 
important than ever to look for, or to create, such a moot. It would offer a space where ECER 
participants could reflect, de-center, get distance on our treadmills by intensifying and 
dynamising an intellectual, self-governed public discourse beyond organised structures. (Hoveid 
et al, 2014, p. 133) 

An alternative? 
In this respect we want to defend the sophisticated and scholarly questions about ‘what is 

Europe and what could it be?’ against the standardised, over-hasty and unreflected answers that 
politicians, economists, lawyers, etc., or our own everyday life knowledge provide. 

Notes 

[1] http://www.eera-ecer.de/networks/network-procedures/reviewing/ 
[2] Thanks to Farah (Edinburgh, UK) and Isabella, Jan and Sarah (Bochum, Germany). 
[3] Many thanks to the EERA office for its support. 
[4] Thanks to Julia Planer and Angelika Dassow (Nürnberg, Germany) for their support. 
[5] In some cases also the network names change. The name of Network 1 was changed to Continuing 

Professional Development in Schools (2002), Continuing Profession Development for Teachers and 
Leaders in Schools (2005), Continuing Professional Development for Teachers and Leaders in School 
Systems (2008), and Continuing Professional Development: Learning for Individuals, Leaders, and 
Organisations (2010) (http://www.eera-ecer.de/networks/network1/history/). European 
Curriculum Research was changed to Curriculum Innovation, and Network 21 started with ‘Being 
and Becoming a Researcher’ (2000), changed to ‘Postgraduate Research Network’ (2001), and is today 
not a formal network, but an ‘Emerging Researchers Group’ (2010). In order not to overcomplicate 
the text we decided to not always name the networks with the full and historically correct name. See 
Figueiredo et al in this issue. 

[6] http://www.wwwords.eu/eerj/Policy/policystatement.asp 



EERA and its European Conferences 

517 

[7] The German Association of Educational Research (DGfE) has supported self-observational initiatives 
since its foundation in 1964. The German Association had even established a special commission of 
research on education research (Kommission Wissenschaftsforschung) already in 1978. The executive 
board of the German Association also established a rather important instrument to make education 
research visible in educational professions, to the public and in policies and to contribute to a self-
reliant and realistic self-awareness of the discipline’s strengths and weaknesses. It edited the ‘Data 
Report on Education Research’ [Datenreport Erziehungswissenschaft], which has been published 
biennially since 2000. This data report contains information about bachelor and master programmes 
in education and teacher education, the number of students, their social background and motivation, 
the relation between university degrees in education and the labour market, about staff, research 
performance, younger researchers, gender distribution, etc. To a large extent it uses official statistics 
or other quantitative data to display problems and information about the productivity of education 
research. It serves as a kind of observatory which not only informs the discipline about itself, but also 
uses indicators to compare its situation with one of the other disciplines. 
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