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In recent years, next to well-known cross-cultural and cross-national large-scale studies in com-
parative education, qualitative approaches have become more and more significant. Several authors 
argue that to be able to analyse the influence of culture and expectations on similarities and differ-
ences in educational practices, more intensive and highly focused studies, in further restricted set-
tings should be undertaken. To this effect, Michele Schweisfurth (2013: 121) argues that sometimes 
in comparative and international education inquiries, it is necessary to move from a telescopic to a 
microscopic perspective; the latter allows a close-up, sustained, and locally-framed view, which 
provides a more fine-grained picture. She regards ethnographic approaches as a most valuable 
approach for showing in detail what might be missed in a more distanced perspective (see also 
Crossley and Vulliamy, 1997; Webb and Vulliamy, 1999; Webb et al., 2004). In relation to school 
research, it has been argued that qualitative approaches are more suitable for exploring the relation-
ship between national context, institutional ethos and classroom practices, and in adopting contex-
tual sensitivity when comparing educational systems (Galton, 2001: 182f; Osborn, 2004: 266).

In this line of argument, qualitative approaches in comparative education might be less prone to 
draw conclusions from isolated results (e.g. on student achievements), which neglect the cultural 
contexts behind those outcomes. On the other hand, we would argue that the choice of a qualitative 
design does not protect projects in comparative research from the many risks associated with com-
parison, which have been pointed out many times (e.g. Alexander, 2001; Cappai, 2005; Matthes, 
1992; Schriewer, 2000).

In the field of qualitative research, as in other disciplines, a strategy of comparison systemati-
cally contrasts at least two different cases with each other, aiming to achieve results based on simi-
larities and differences (Bollig and Kelle, 2013). The decision to compare certain cases also means, 
however, that optional perspectives of comparison will automatically be dropped. It therefore 
seems reasonable to make an individual’s strategies of comparison as transparent as possible or to 
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respectively relate them to a specific or project-oriented research interest. We observe that this 
level of transparency has been too often neglected in current research.

In addition, a comparative approach entails a specific idea about what is worth comparing, perhaps 
because of what can be learned from a specific ‘other’ (and therefore different) example. In this way, 
objects of comparison in comparative education are often linked with ‘nations’ or ‘cultures’. With 
reference to cultural comparative approaches, Joachim Matthes (1992) argued that the comparison of 
‘cultures’ as entities should be avoided (7). Instead, cultures should be understood as being ‘proces-
sual’, which means that instead of a dichotomous confrontation between an ‘own’ culture and an 
‘other’ culture, the reciprocity of relationships between cultures should be taken into account.

There have been many methodological attempts in the field of comparative education to avoid 
such a dichotomous concept of analysed cases. This special issue introduces and discusses the way 
challenges in comparative education can be tackled by studies which are: (a) based on a qualitative 
methodology; and (b) choose video as a method.

Therefore, a short epistemic excursion is undertaken in order to question what images can tell 
us that is distinct from words (Bohnsack and Lamprecht, 2014; Bohnsack et al., 2015). Using the 
details of social sceneries and orders as a point of interest, this special issue will investigate the 
genesis, transformation, and handing down of the relationship between national context and edu-
cational practices. Regarding educational practices, it is extremely important to have a specific 
sensitivity to context when comparing educational systems. Videographies are imaging methods 
that enable primarily visual access to culturally-specific questioning. They deliver (moving) 
images of interactions, bodies, and class materials; in summary, they depict the material nature of 
social phenomena (cf. Nohl and Wulf, 2013; Sørensen, 2009).

Videographies thus provide access to the performative logic of social situations (cf. Bohnsack  
et al., 2014). They provide information on how interactions are realized via body language and on 
the associated symbolic meanings. The apparent approval of a teacher can be thwarted by her body 
language: she may compliment a pupil verbally but at the same time turn away and shrug her shoul-
ders. The complexity of gesture and facial expression, which can articulate ambivalence, heteroge-
neity, and paradox in social phenomena, can only be examined systematically because imaging 
material exists. Still images from videography enable us to analyse the simultaneous structure of 
social sceneries in detail (cf. Bohnsack et al., 2015).

Together, the body and physical interaction have the potential to both show and ‘say’ something 
at the same time. In a concrete class situation, a pupil can give an answer to his teacher and at the 
same time wink at his neighbour. This might be a signal that he does not quite mean what he said 
or that he intends it with an ironic connotation. We can record, however, that his spoken words are 
expressed in a complex way including winking. The pupil communicates with his fellow student in 
a potentially subversive manner, while at the same time participating in discourse with his teacher, 
illustrating that he knows how to handle the institutional frame of the scenery as well as the ‘audi-
ence’, namely his peer group. Thus, we can gain access to the examination of cultural aspects as 
well as investigate the relationship between national context, institutional ethos, and classroom 
practices, keeping in mind the general importance of context, of course.

Comparative educational studies focusing on international differences can therefore contribute 
in a critically analytic manner to a growing sensitivity toward the genesis of cultural order, as well 
as its transformation (Alexander et al., 2000; Bray et al., 2014). A pioneer in this field, it goes 
without saying, is Robin Alexander, who points out the option of a pedagogic cultural comparison 
by excluding the simplification of the comparative options that often go along with it:

The cause–effect relationship between teaching strategies, educational league tables and national economic 
performances is far from proven; yet the need for informed international educational comparison is now 
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inescapable; pedagogy could well be one of the keys; though not the only one; and there is far more to 
pedagogy and to the effectiveness of pedagogy, than making a simple choice between whole class teaching, 
group work and individual attention. (Alexander, 2000: 2)

Instead, videographies enable us to analyse different learning cultures in detail by comparing dif-
ferent nations. Yet, in the context of globalization, the lack of concrete borders between countries 
will need to be critically taken into account when considering the production of knowledge:

Different decades have witnessed different emphases and the 21st century has brought new perspectives, 
tools and forums for scholarly exchange. The new perspectives include those arising from the forces of 
globalisation and the changing role of the state. (Bay et al., 2014: 1)

According to this theory of society, the tasks for culturally comparative theory-building in peda-
gogy will be the following:

The allied theoretical goal is to develop a coherent account of pedagogy that embraces the art, science or 
craft of teaching, the values and ideas by which teaching is informed, and its contexts of culture and 
history. To do this requires that I keep the discussion constantly on the move between micro and macro, 
school and state, classroom and culture. (Bay et al., 2014: 6)

In order to guarantee compatibility with contemporary theories of learning, it is important to focus 
the video-based examination not only on the perspectives of the teachers, but also on those of the 
students, on their interactions as well as the material aspects of classroom situations (artefacts, 
school books, tablets, etc.): ‘Another way to approach the question of cultural models of pedagogy 
is to start with the process of learning, rather than the act of instruction (Bay et al., 2014: 556).

Besides video-based teaching analysis, there is another, completely different way of using video 
in the field of comparative education: in 1984, Joseph Tobin, David Wu, and D.H. Davidson (Tobin 
et al., 1991; 2009) started the ‘Preschools in Three Cultures’ project, a comparative ethnography 
on preschools in Japan, China, and the United States. Within this project, the ‘Preschool in Three 
Cultures Method’ was developed, in which the research team decided to use video to stimulate a 
comparative discussion on preschool education in the three countries. This approach was inspired 
by anthropologist Linda Connor (Connor et al., 1986), who filmed a Balinese shaman going into a 
state of trance, and later used the film as a starting point for an interview with the shaman (Tobin, 
2001). The research team videotaped typical days in preschools in Japan, China, and the United 
States and then used the videos as a form of non-verbal interview question (Tobin, 2001: 115); the 
tapes were shown to various stakeholders in early childhood education in each country. Then, the 
audiences in each country were also shown the tapes of the preschools from the two other countries 
in the study.1

These two approaches for using videography in qualitative social science studies, on the one 
hand as a means of analysis and on the other hand as a stimulus for interviews, which form the 
analysed data, will be elaborated in this special issue, and we will thus present the latest develop-
ments in videography research. New studies were found that combine and profit from both 
approaches – for example, videography employed as both a means of analysis and as a stimulus for 
interviews and group discussions with the professional actors (cf. Fritzsche and Wagner-Willi, 
2013; Lamprecht, 2012; Tobin and Hayashi, this issue). Another innovative branch of research 
deals with didactic questions on whether and how to employ videography in higher education (dis-
cussed in this issue by Klerides), and yet another field of inquiry employs videography as a means 
of evaluation in dialogue with the research subjects (discussed in this issue by Tilleczek).
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In this special issue, examples of recent qualitative research using video in the field of compara-
tive education were collected. Along with the innovative approaches mentioned above, this special 
issue contains contributions which used video as a stimulus in comparative studies, as well as 
papers referring to studies which inserted video as a research tool.

Against the background of the outlined discussions, the main questions tackled in these contri-
butions are the following:

•• Does the application of video in the field of cross-cultural comparative research in educa-
tion go along with specific advantages or disadvantages compared to other qualitative data?

•• In what ways can the fact that videography bears the potential to provide insight into the 
visual and corporeal aspects of interactions be of importance, especially in comparative 
studies?

•• What can be made visible in videos produced in cross-cultural settings, and what remains invis-
ible? How can the tension between the visible and the invisible be dealt with in analysing these 
types of data? What is the role of the selection process (during the collection, editing processes, 
and the choice of recipients for the produced video) in creating/maintaining this tension? How 
can the examination of the imagination in relation to visible and invisible elements in video data 
be used in order to obtain information about implicit, culture-specific knowledge?

•• In what ways does videography produce a specific image of ‘the other culture’, and can it 
be regarded as part of an omnipresent culture of images?

•• To what extent can the use of video be a means to confront specific challenges in compara-
tive research (e.g. ‘othering’, reification of presumed cultural specifics)?

•• Can the analysis of visual data material be regarded as a contribution to the development of 
cultural theory itself, rather than only as an explanation of national or cultural differences?

This special issue opens with the paper ‘Using video for microanalysis of teachers’ embodied peda-
gogical practices’ by Joseph Tobin and Akiko Hayashi, who explore video as a tool for studying 
teaching as an embodied practice. The authors review theories of embodiment and the visual study 
of cultural aspects of teaching and learning, and then present an ethnographically-informed micro-
analysis of a scene depicting Japanese preschool teachers’ use of techniques of the body. Through 
this means, they demonstrate a methodical approach which comprises microanalyses of video foot-
age in conjunction with ethnographic interviews as a way of analysing embodied practices.

The second contribution, ‘(De)constructing modalities of thinking about comparative education 
through video-use’ by Elefterios Klerides, examines the utilization of video in comparative educa-
tion teaching in higher education. The paper is based on experiences with an approach based on the 
utilization of a TV programme comparing education in Greece and Finland. The adoption of video 
in courses in higher education is presented as a possible means to deconstruct students’ ‘taken- 
for-granted’ assumptions about comparative education, which are not in accordance with the com-
plex historical and contemporary scholarship of the field. In addition, video is presented as an 
effective teaching tool for opening up the possibility for more complex comparative educational 
thinking to emerge in university classrooms.

In their paper ‘Research goes to the cinema: The veracity of videography with, for and by 
youth’, Kate Tilleczek and Janet Loebach discuss the use of participatory videography as a way of 
bearing witness to the complexity of young lives in educational research. Working in the frame-
work of humanities-infused praxis with, for, and by young people, the authors explore the place of 
visibility and invisibility in relation to two different projects. The first is an early examination of 
the mental health system in rural Canada, and the second is a current project in which young abo-
riginal Canadians are invited to frame and explore their experiences with mental health and 
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technology through filmmaking. The making of video in itself is explored as a potentially mean-
ingful experience, and at the same time, the tensions and paradoxes inherent in claiming the verac-
ity of youth videography are addressed.

The next paper presented, ‘Observing observers: Using video to prompt and record reflections 
on teachers’ pedagogies in regions of Canada’ by David A. Reid, Elaine Simmt, Annie Savard, 
Christine Suurtamm, Dominic Manuel, Terry Wan Jun Lin, Brenna Quigley, and Christine 
Knipping, introduces a comparative study of middle-school mathematics pedagogy in four regions 
in Canada. With reference to the work of Tobin and his colleagues, the research team used videos 
of teaching activities as prompts for discussions amongst teachers, and the video recordings of 
such discussions became the data sources for their comparative research. In their contribution, they 
discuss the advantages and disadvantages, which influenced this research.

Juliane Engels’ paper, ‘Image language and the language of images: A closer look at videogra-
phy in cross-cultural school studies’, investigates visibility and invisibility, and critically discusses 
the question of who, in fact, sees what in what way in videographies and which implicit pedagogic 
concepts actually apply. Using the example of a videography of a class situation in a public school 
in Delhi, the potential of videography to enhance the development of cultural theory beyond 
nation-state assignments is pointed out. In addition, the productivity of learning culture as an anal-
ysis category becomes clear.

Carla Schelle’s paper ‘The function of contextual knowledge: A videotaped class session in 
France’ deals with seeing – with what should and what can be seen in a classroom situation which 
was observed at a progressive school in Paris. It discusses a lesson in a foreign cultural context and 
the potential to document and reconstruct it, as far as possible, unaffectedly and out-of-context in 
the sense of comparative and interpretative classroom research. The paper combines the analysis 
of the researchers’ blind spot, on the one hand, and those of the pupils’ and teachers’, respectively, 
on the other. It thus shows the potential to combine empirical analysis with methodological ques-
tioning concerning the visibility of learning culture.

In their paper ‘The intercultural and non-formal learning processes of children in primary school 
exchange programmes in France and Germany’, Valerie Melin and Bernd Wagner discuss the 
results of an educational anthropology. They present the initial findings of a three-year interna-
tional comparative study of primary school children’s learning processes during travel and cross-
cultural encounters. The French–German research team investigated, and here reports on, primary 
school exchange programmes. The specific potential of video-based education research in this 
project is the analysis of physical learning in intercultural student encounters, e.g. the performative 
nature of interaction. Focusing the cultural comparison on the physical aspects of non-verbal com-
munication is convincing not only due to the language barrier that needs to be overcome between 
the German and French students, but it is also of epistemological interest.

Christiane Montandon’s paper, ‘Video analysis in cross-cultural environments and methodo-
logical issues’ addresses the use of videography combined with group interviews, as a way to better 
understand the informal learning of 11 to 12-year-old children in cross-cultural encounters during 
French–German school exchanges. Questions on intercultural and informal learning are discussed 
following a triangulated methodological approach employing group discussions in combination 
with video material, in order to learn about the cognitive processes of students. This special issue 
highlights the gender-related results, which along with the investigation of intercultural learning, 
broaches the issue of the differences in the learning processes of boys and girls and thus sets the 
stage for intersectional videography research.

The final contribution presented in the special issue, ‘Exploring cultural differences within and a 
pattern of teaching music(s): An international comparative study of two music lessons on video’ by 
Simon Stich, outlines a praxeological perspective on classroom practice using music as a subject 
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matter. It introduces a procedure (and its methodological implications) for reconstructing and com-
paring the characteristics of and the cultural differences between two music lessons recorded on 
video, one in Sweden and one in Germany. The first step involved reconstructing the cases by com-
bining thick description, the documentary method, and videography analysis. After the cases are 
identified as a certain type of a music educational practice (making music in the classroom), the 
teaching structures are compared as a second step. The paper concludes with considerations relating 
to the re-interpretation of the results in the context of specific pedagogical cultural traditions.

Note

1. Already in the 1970s and 1980s this approach was used by George and Louise Spindler (1993), who 
undertook a cross-cultural, comparative ethnography in a German and a US-American primary school. 
Taking an interest in the culturally situated assumptions in the discourses of the informants, the two 
researchers developed the Crosscultural Comparative, Reflexive Interview (CCCRI). They videotaped 
lessons in both schools and later showed those recordings to different groups of informants: administra-
tors, pupils; and teachers. Afterwards, they conducted the CCCRI, which they perceive as a means to 
make the dialogue between ethnographers and informants explicit.
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