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Chapter 4
Methodology

Xavier Pons, Samuel Vaillancourt, and Christian Maroy

4.1  �Introduction

As an international colloquium organized in October 2014 by the Centre of 
International Research and Study from the University of Montreal (CERIUM) 
pointed out, comparisons by social scientists of France and Quebec have multiplied 
in recent decades.1 According to its organizers, this proliferation raises several issues.

First, these works tend to focus on specific topics, such as the nation-state, mod-
els of secularity, or social and urban policies, and to neglect others, such as social 
institutions, political parties, or social movements. In this landscape, works on edu-
cation and education policies in a broad sense (including higher education) seem to 
be in an intermediate position.

Second, this selective development is not only the consequence of the evolu-
tion of academic disciplines themselves. It is also linked to particular political 
and social uses of the comparison: since the end of the 1970s, comparing Quebec 
with France instead of with other Canadian provinces, for instance, does not 
always come from a purely academic concern; it may also be a part of a wider 
political purpose. Conversely, in France, Quebec is often perceived by political 
leaders and administrative elites as an “easily understandable America.”2 Thus, 

1 The papers from this colloquium were published in the volume 4(120) of the French-speaking 
selective review of political science entitled Politix in 2017.
2 Fabien Desage, interview given to the French embassy in Quebec, October 15, 2014. See: http://
www.consulfrance-quebec.org/Si-loin-si-proches-la-comparaison (consulted March 16, 2017).
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there may be various political assumptions in the French-Quebec comparisons, 
and education should be no exception.

Third, although Quebec and France appear close, as exemplified by their common 
French language, their apparent similarities may hide significant differences on the 
two sides of the Atlantic, with regard to their academic traditions and methods but 
also the design of some policy sectors. Hence, the risk from this kind of comparison 
is in underestimating certain challenges.

The purpose of this chapter is precisely to make explicit the epistemological and 
methodological choices of the two national teams involved in this research. The first 
section comes back to its academic origins. The second describes the overall design 
of the comparison. The third details the various analytical conventions to be defined 
throughout the research process, and the last two deal with the data and materials 
collected and how they were analyzed.

4.2  �The Origins: The (New)AGE Project

This book is based on 4 years of qualitative research conducted between March 
2012 and December 2015. This research was funded by the French national research 
agency, ANR,3 and by the Quebec research institute for society and culture, FQRSC,4 
within the context of a selective call for projects specifically devoted to France-
Quebec comparisons in general (not only in the education sector).

It is important to underscore that there were never any political objectives beyond 
the greater understanding of policy processes at work in France and Quebec. The 
ANR-FQRSC program was strictly devoted to the advancement of knowledge, even 
if the application forms required a prediction of the research’s social impact. 
Furthermore, the funding organizations never intervened in the research, either in its 
design or its targeted dissemination.

The topic, accountability policies, was chosen by the directors of the project as a 
continuation of former research/publications and collaboration. Indeed, several 
members of the project had already worked on the question of accountability, gov-
ernance, and evaluation, both individually and in collaboration in earlier European 
research projects. Our idea was to benefit from this specialization and the internal 
epistemological and methodological coherence of a small team of researchers who 
had already worked together and who shared similar theoretical approaches, to 
extend and accumulate knowledge on accountability issues and processes.

We should also specify that this project was not based on normative assumptions 
concerning the need to improve accountability mechanisms in each system, for 
instance, or on the desire to modernize these accountability policies. The title of the 
project, (New)AGE, for “(New) Accountability and Governance in Education,” was 
conceived to stress the ambivalence of these so-called novelties. Moreover, the 

3 Agence nationale de la recherche (grant number ANR 11 FRQU 001 01).
4 Fonds de recherche du Quebec—Société et Culture (grant number FQRSC 2012-QF-163746).
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research teams were careful not to reproduce implicit assumptions, sometimes taken 
for granted by our interlocutors, on the position that France or Quebec should adopt 
in this comparison. For example, on the French side, it was not assumed that France, 
in which the accountability policy is less codified overall, should take the Quebec 
path, and on the Quebec side, that Quebec policy should be regarded as a policy 
model that should be exported to France.

4.3  �General Design of the Comparison

Our overall research strategy is based on the disconfirmation of a most likely case 
(Gerring, 2007; Lijphart, 1971). As argued elsewhere (Maroy, Pons, & Dupuy, 
2017), globalization is often depicted as a relatively uniform top-down, instrumen-
tal, normative, and mainly cognitive process, imposed “from above” upon the tradi-
tional education authorities which would pave the way for (1) new policy scapes, (2) 
the neoliberalization of education, and (3) new scalar politics on a global level 
(Lingard & Rawolle, 2011). Our strategy consists in testing this theory, or more 
precisely this series of theories, by choosing a policy—accountability policy—
which can be seen as a typical example of education policy promoted by transna-
tional organizations and showing that, even in this most likely case, governing 
changes at work are not unilateral but fundamentally multilevel and depend on the 
policy trajectory of each system, on a series of mediation processes occurring at 
various levels, and on the different logics of instrumentation at stake. If these aspects 
are empirically proven, then it can be argued that it is also true in least likely cases.

Our strategy of comparison was more oriented to cases rather than variables 
(Ragin, 1987). The idea was to analyze two cases in-depth, through an inductive, 
qualitative, comprehensive, and interpretative approach; to understand the complex-
ity of each case and highlight its dynamic links, rather than adopt a deductive, quan-
titative, statistical, and explanatory approach to marginal effects; to confirm or 
inform a previous theory; or to rank or even eliminate explanatory factors (Giraud, 
2003). The goal was to seriously consider this complexity and offer new, or at least 
different, complex causal relations to the theory. This kind of comparison risks 
resulting in merely a juxtaposition of case studies, on the basis of rather inconsistent 
analytical categories, and not venturing beyond the particularities of cases to reflect 
on universal or transversal aspects. That is why we always chose to present our 
cases through analytical dimensions across France and Quebec.

Last, we decided to compare policy in two different national contexts in terms of 
political foundations, structures, potential exposure to international influence, and 
dominant regulatory modes. The French education system is characterized by a 
high degree of administrative centralization, an emphasis and reliance on ministe-
rial circulars as a mode of interdepartmental communication and regulation, and 
resistance to external influence, especially that of New Public Management (Bezes, 
2009). By contrast, in Quebec, while the main administrative, curricular, and pub-
lished pedagogical guidelines were centralized at the state level more recently 
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(1960), the local governing bodies (school boards) were present at the inception of 
the educational initiative and have always had room for maneuver. Quebec society 
emphasizes education as a tool for individual and collective development, which is 
related to the objective of sustaining a distinct society within Canada (Rocher, 
2004). This is also linked to the aim to reinforce the role of the state in education, 
in comparison to other Canadian provinces. However, there is no such thing as a 
resistance to transnational “public management” discourse within Quebec public 
administration (Dufour, 2012). The variations between these two cases will 
allow us to test the explanatory capacity of the three dimensions of our theoretical 
framework (trajectory, mediation, and instrumentation).

Choosing these two systems allowed us to design a most different system com-
parison (especially on the topics of multilevel governance) but also to extend the 
empirical coverage of the international literature on accountability in education, 
which tends to focus on systems where accountability mechanisms are highly devel-
oped, such as the USA, England, or Chile, by exploring cases where accountability 
is still a low-stakes issue (Maroy, 2015).

4.4  �Research Conventions

Comparison depends on comparability. The latter was progressively shaped by a 
series of research conventions we adopted as a team.

4.4.1  �Toward a Common Language

It was first necessary to agree upon a common language. The research was done in 
a French-speaking context, and it was not always possible to find a direct equivalent 
of accountability as a notion, as a process, and as a policy. As a concept, it was 
finally decided to think of accountability as a relationship, as Mark Bovens (2007, 
2010) invites us to do.5 This definition was particularly useful in studying the con-
crete forms taken by accountability mechanisms which are effectively implemented 
in Quebec and France, without overestimating the importance of a particular theo-
retical model or accepting at face value profuse policy speeches on the topic. As a 
process, we rapidly focused on specific accounts: the outcomes, results, or perfor-
mances of the school system and not other forms of accounts that the actor may 
justify in an accountability process, such as financial choices or process 
compliancy, for instance. As a policy, we finally defined accountability policies as 
policies whose purpose is to favor the implementation of governance, or more 

5 For him, accountability can be defined as “a relationship between an actor and a forum, in which 
the actor has an obligation to explain and to justify his or her conduct, the forum can pose questions 
and pass judgment, and the actor may face consequences” (Bovens, 2007, p. 450).
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precisely an institutional regulation, based on results (politique de gouvernance par 
les résultats). This orientation rapidly led some members of the project to work on 
a new typology of accountability policies which more effectively took into account 
the diversity of accountability systems and the role of tools and instruments in these 
policies (Maroy & Voisin, 2014).

4.4.2  �Identifying Comparable Empirical Objects

The key challenge, then, was to clearly define the empirical focus of the research in 
each system. In Quebec, accountability policy, as defined above, clearly referred to 
the “results-based management” (RBM) that has been explicitly and regularly 
implemented in public administrations (not only in education).

Results-based management appeared on the political agenda in the early 2000s 
and was soon converted into a reform bill (Bill 82).

From that perspective, we see RBM as an “institutional change mechanism.” In 
other words, RBM is promoting new institutional features, among which the most 
important are new public policy tools. Temporalities are at the center of our analysis 
since the changes (or non-changes) we were seeking could only be observed over 
time. From that perspective, we analyzed the “genesis” and the “trajectory” of the 
RBM policy in education. Through documentary analysis and a review of the litera-
ture, we looked for the gradual emergence of ideas, values, and rules linked to the 
RBM policy. We then saw how multiple policy actors were (co)constructing the 
policy itself through different “forums” (Fouilleux, 2000).

For the second research axis, we turned our lens toward policy implementation 
at the intermediate and local level of the school system. Even if we establish a 
methodological demarcation line, we consider that the implementation process is 
embedded in the policy co-construction process. In other words, the policy itself 
is not considered a “final product” when implementation occurs. We were still look-
ing for changes, specifically what we call “mediation logic” by the intermediate 
actors (see Chap. 3).

Finally, we extended our research to a third axis complementary to the previous 
two: RBM policy tools. Those tools are well defined in the Education Act and their 
use is mandatory. Therefore, we quickly identified a core set of policy tools to inves-
tigate at each level—mostly based on the plan/contract/accountability report classi-
cal process. However, at the stage of defining the research problem, we found that 
we must add to these “official” tools all the mechanisms developed at the intermedi-
ate level in order to collect the data and monitor the organization’s performances. 
From our perspective, this broader range of tools constitutes the RBM toolset. We 
emphasized those policy tools at each level because they can be considered as 
change trackers (see Table 4.1). Most tools are artifacts that enable a diachronic 
analysis and, therefore, their study complements the other data examined. Yet, 
above all, policy tools can be studied on their own as “institutions” encompassing 
their own sets of ideas, values, and rules and interacting with organizational actors.

4  Methodology
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In France, there was no obvious equivalent to the Quebec experience. The French 
accountability policy is not so formalized and codified, especially because there is 
still a burning policy debate among institutional actors on the legitimacy of imposing 
an obligation of results on professionals. Consequently, the translations of account-
ability available in the French policy debate all have their particularities and politi-
cal meanings. As a set of press dispatches illustrates (see Sect. 4.5), the expression 
“obligation of results” is used from a rather critical perspective by professionals or 
scholars; “results-based regulation” remains an academic expression without any 
institutional implications; “administrative responsibility” refers to various—and 
often past—processes of accountability and not to current transformations; pleas for 
“responsibilization” in the policy debate do not refer to an accountability process 
but rather reflect moral indignation, etc. Finally, it was the notion of “steering by 
results” that seemed to be the best equivalent to the Quebec policy and to other 
forms of accountability policies in English-speaking countries. Nevertheless, this 
notion is mainly an administrative one, and it is not always explicitly integrated into 
a formal policy. The implementation of the different policy tools (projects, contracts, 
and evaluations) at the origin of this “steering by results” is very uneven from one 
period and territory to another. This explains why French field research consisted 
of the systematization of several case studies and the analysis of various elements 
falling within the main research subject (see Table 4.2).

4.4.3  �Designing Field Research Studies

Another series of conventions concerns the design of the research fields at the inter-
mediate and local levels. In both France and Quebec, the two teams selected inter-
mediate authorities and schools. We first set up criteria for the desired diversity for 

Table 4.1  Studying Quebec “results-based management”

Case studies
Organizationsa Policy tools

Central Quebec Ministry of Education Contract (with SB), Ministry’s 
strategic plan, performance indicators

Policy 
levels

Intermediate Four school boards Contract (with QME and schools) 
and accountability reports to QME, 
strategic plan, performance indicator, 
RBM-oriented software

Local Four public secondary schools 
(Francophone) and two public 
secondary schools as 
complementary fieldwork

Contract (with SB) and 
accountability reports to SB, success 
plan, performance indicator, 
RBM-oriented software

aTo maintain the anonymity of these interviewees and organizations, we gave a nickname to each 
SB and school studied. School boards: Southern SB, Eastern SB, Western SB, and Northern 
SB. School: Mountain School, Waterfall School, Borough School, and Meadow School
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each of the organizations studied (see Table 4.3) in terms of (1) the academic results 
and (2) the socioeconomic characteristics of its student population. Furthermore, 
their different stance on accountability policy was also taken into account in the 
French cases. The process of selecting the organizations was another matter and 
differs widely between our two national cases. In Quebec, this process was a little 
more haphazard due to field accessibility problems (especially at the school level). 
However, in both cases, we were able to meet the original diversity criteria to a 
considerable extent.

In Quebec, since the SBs govern the schools under their jurisdiction, we have 
made them our first point of entry into the field. We have chosen to confine our-
selves to the SB of the Francophone network in order to facilitate comparison with 
the French cases and because it is this network which provides schooling to the vast 
majority of students. We contacted a sample of 30 Francophone SBs (out of 60 in 

Table 4.2  Studying the French “steering by results”: its constituent elements

Case studies
Entities Instruments-mechanisms

Central-
national

Central administration of 
the ministry

Contracts with rectorats, LOLF, 
indicators of performance

Policy 
levels

Intermediate Three académies Projects, contracts, evaluations, LOLF, 
indicators of performance

Local Six public lycées and three 
private ones

Projects, contracts, evaluations, SSBRa, 
indicators of performance

aSecondary schools’ budget reform (Réforme du cadre budgétaire et comptable)

Table 4.3  Designing the research fields

Academic 
resultsa

Socioeconomic 
level

Involvement in 
accountability

Eastern 
académie

Below 
average

Disadvantaged Low

French 
académies

Southern 
académie

Above 
average

Advantaged Average

Western 
académie

Average Average High

Quebec school 
boardsb

Southern SB Average Advantaged NA
Eastern SB Above 

average
Slightly 
disadvantaged

NA

Western SB Below 
average

Slightly 
disadvantaged

NA

Northern SB Above 
average

Very advantaged NA

aFrance: Average success rate of académies on the national baccalauréat exam. Quebec: Gap in the 
success rate of the ministry exam versus the average of public schools (means for the years 2005–
2014)
bEthics conventions in Quebec require us to respect the anonymity of school boards, which is not 
the case for the French académies
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total). Some SBs were set aside in order not to hinder other similar research being 
conducted simultaneously or due to their atypical characteristics (notably the size of 
the organization). Moreover, a factor of relative geographical proximity (related to 
our ability to send research teams) guided this first selection.6 The SBs participated 
on a voluntary basis. In the end, 4 out of 30 SBs agreed to participate in the research. 
We used our preliminary analysis of the genesis of the law within the Quebec politi-
cal field as a framework to guide our empirical choices, both to frame our interviews 
and for our interpretation of the data.

When selecting schools, only the Northern SB gave us full access to their sec-
ondary schools and staff. We were able to access schools that are all performing 
relatively well, with a few socioeconomic and demographic variations: a rural and 
economically advantaged school, a privileged suburban school, and a slightly disad-
vantaged suburban school. We were also able to interview several Southern SB 
teachers in further research on teachers’ perceptions of RBM. However, we were 
unable to obtain official access to those schools from the SB authority. Access to 
teachers was made possible by the local teachers’ unions. In one case (Meadow 
School), we completed our case study with an interview previously done with the 
school principal, but, in the other two schools, it was impossible to interview school 
principals. Therefore, we only selected Meadow School for our Southern SB sam-
ple; the two other school interviews are referred to as contextual elements. Despite 
our best efforts and previous agreements with the Eastern and Western SB, we were 
denied access to their schools. Obviously, this was not our initial plan.

Those difficulties in three SBs out of four can be explained by the sensitive 
aspect of the research on RBM in education. RBM has encountered much resistance 
from teachers but also from some principals. In certain SBs, as shown in the inter-
view with middle managers, the implementation process was particularly tense. 
Moreover, while we were conducting our fieldwork, the teachers’ unions were 
negotiating their collective labor agreement, adding another level of sensitivity. 
Teachers’ union representatives, SB officials, and school principals were all trying 
to control the narrative on RBM implementation. Despite those difficulties and the 
various channels of access to the field,7 the four schools used as case studies were 
rich in information, especially from the point of view of the use of tools, and actors’ 
interactions with tools, as we were able to see plenty of either positive or negative 
interactions. Moreover, in all cases, we triangulated data collected from interviews 
with both staff and managerial teams, in addition to documentary sources. In the 

6 All of the SBs contacted were located in the following regions: Capitale-Nationale, Mauricie, 
Montérégie, Estrie, Lanaudière, Laval, Montréal, Center-du-Quebec, Outaouais, and Laurentides.
7 The Northern SB managers were promoting RBM, and this SB was arguably able to negotiate its 
implementation well enough (but by no means without tensions, especially in Mountain School) 
that they were confident in providing us access to their schools. In contrast, the Southern SB 
seemed less successful at implementing RBM locally. But the Meadow School principal was in the 
forefront of the “culture change” sought by some Southern SB managers. Still the teachers of this 
school were fiercely opposed to most of those changes and were eager to talk about them. This 
probably led the local teachers’ unions to accept our proposal to interview teachers of the Southern 
SB.
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end, the data gathered gave us the empirical material needed for this last stage of the 
research.

In France, the selection of local and intermediate organizations was relatively com-
plex because there are a lot of administrative levels corresponding to different respon-
sibilities in primary and secondary education. Which is the relevant intermediate 
authority: the rectorat at the regional level or the former inspection d’académie at the 
departmental one? Three rectorats d’académie were selected according to the criteria 
mentioned above (results, population, and accountability policy) but also according to 
the location of the team members and the institutional links they could have developed 
with regional authorities. In each académie, three lycées (upper secondary schools) 
were selected, two from public education and one from the private sector.

These choices raise two major issues. The first concerns the very different scales 
of the intermediate authorities in France and Quebec. For example, the Western 
académie alone has as many students in primary and secondary education as Quebec 
as a whole (more than one million). Second, the French team focused on upper 
secondary education (compulsory or post-compulsory), whereas the results-based 
management in Quebec was a comprehensive policy covering both primary and 
secondary education.

Nevertheless, despite differences between primary and secondary education 
and differences in size, this comparison remained optimal for various reasons. 
First, a multilevel approach within French académies that would have taken into 
account both primary and secondary education, as well as the local, departmental, 
and regional levels, was not realistic within the research project format (five 
scholars working on the French policy for 4 years). The three académies encom-
pass nine departments, and there are about a hundred local districts in primary 
education in the Eastern académie alone. Thus, it was very difficult to design a 
qualitative field study that would have embraced all these levels, even on the basis 
of relevant and representative sampling processes. It was even less feasible as 
negotiations would have had to be undertaken with the relevant authorities at 
every institutional level in order to access data. This was all the more problematic 
as the implementation of accountability policy tools is very uneven from one ter-
ritory or period to another.

Second, since 2012, there has been a strong movement of reconcentration of 
powers at the regional level of the académies within French school administrations, 
so that the rectorats are now the key institutional intermediate level of the system. 
And specifically, we wanted to focus on the decisive intermediate level in mediation 
in each system. So even if, empirically, these intermediate levels are institutionally 
very different in their status and size, theoretically, they should play the same key 
institutional mediation role in the implementation of policies.

Third, it is in upper secondary education that performance indicators and 
accountability mechanisms are most developed: even if it is always interesting to 
study cases in which accountability measures are less intensively implemented, it 
was relevant to focus on this level for the purpose of comparison. Fourth, this focus 
on rectorats-lycées did not prevent us from studying the implementation of 
accountability tools at other levels since, according to the internal governance 
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frameworks of each académie, powers may be given to the directors of departmental 
services.

4.4.4  �Organizing the Academic Dialogue Within the Project

To adopt this common language, identify comparable objectives, develop similar 
research field designs, and then implement the research consistently, we had to 
adopt a specific method of coordination and academic dialogue between and within 
each national research team. Beyond the traditional and expected annual meetings 
of the teams and the numerous videoconferences that we organized, we decided to 
provide and disseminate a series of internal academic documents. The latter were 
necessary to systematize communication among members of the project, dissemi-
nate its key orientations, and agree on provisional conclusions or findings.

For each theoretical dimension of the project (see Chap. 3), the directors pro-
vided a theoretical note to frame the field research. These notes recalled the grid of 
theoretical questions mentioned in the project and stressed the main components of 
the theoretical framework adopted, as well as their general implications for the field 
research study. These notes were always discussed collectively so that different 
members of the project could enrich the global conceptualization of the research 
according to their areas of expertise.

Consequently, these notes were very helpful in developing methodological docu-
ments within each team, such as interview grids. These collective documents dis-
seminated within and between each national team specified (1) the theoretical 
questions retained; (2) their implications for fieldwork, for instance, the necessity, 
when studying the instrumentation of an accountability policy, of stressing the vari-
ous institutional and technical steps of the implementation of a specific mechanism, 
even if this is sometimes boring and distasteful; (3) the strategy of research adopted, 
for example, in interviews asking people to first talk about their professional trajec-
tory and their everyday work to give them due recognition and build mutual confi-
dence; and (4) the list of questions (interview grids, for instance).

The field research on mediation and instrumentation processes (the second and 
third research dimensions) resulted in a series of national case studies (for schools 
and intermediate authorities) that were systematically sent to the other national 
teams (sometimes in summary form) with additional documents, such as formal 
descriptions of the role of these intermediate authorities within the school system 
and summaries of the main statistical indicators available or of the cases them-
selves. These documents were systematically commented upon by a person from 
the other national team to ensure a comparative aspect in the conception of each 
case study.

X. Pons et al.
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These elements were discussed throughout the project in various internal semi-
nars but also in two international symposiums that we organized in Paris in May 
2015 and in Montreal in May 2016. The latter provided opportunities to compare 
the (New)AGE main findings with recent research on that issue in other countries or 
policy fields.

4.5  �Data and Materials

In Quebec and France, we used different qualitative methods to collect appropriate 
data: analyses of various types of documents (official texts, institutional documents, 
parliamentary debates, press releases, and newspaper articles), observations in 
schools and school administrations (when possible), and interviews with actors at 
different institutional positions within the education system. As mentioned above, the 
implementation of such methods was based on various methodological framing notes 
to make comparison possible. Nevertheless, given the specificity of each policy and 
each system, on the one hand, and the particular administrative conditions of access 
to schools and school administrations on the other, differences were introduced in our 
methodological plan so that totally symmetrical datasets were impossible.

In Quebec, the RBM is a highly formalized policy based on several legislative 
texts. Thus, it was logical to center a significant portion of our methodology on the 
origin and political life of these laws.

First, we reviewed the literature (1988–2000) on the development of results-
based management in Quebec and its precursors. The choice of documentary corpus 
for the synthesis of the empirical literature on RBM was carried out in several 
stages. We first did extensive subject-matter research. We consulted fellow experts 
to help us define this corpus. We then selected the most representative texts of the 
period (according to expert input and our own research topic—see Sect. 4.6). The 
final corpus contains a total of 23 references: research reports and articles in both 
academic and professional journals. To this corpus, we added the evolution of the 
law on education since its last revision (1988).

Yet, the key period for the development of results-based management in education 
is that of the 2000s. Our main objective for that period was to gain an understanding 
of which ideas and actors were influential in the construction of the policy. For this 
purpose, we focused on a dataset consisting of three kinds of primary sources: (1) the 
transcript of the political debates in parliamentary committees and in the National 
Assembly8 concerning RBM education bills (124  in 2002 and 88  in 2008) (we 
focused on speeches given by the representatives of the three political parties (the 
governing party and two opposition parties) in charge of education-related issues (7 
selected in total for the whole period)); (2) the memoranda submitted by the profes-

8 The legislative authority in Quebec.
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sional and parent associations concerning these bills (13 were selected from 8 differ-
ent associations representing the most influential groups); and (3) the official 
legislative documents, that is, both the bill submitted and the bill adopted which 
modified the law. We consider that those data sources incorporate most of the debate 
in what we call the “political forum” driving policy construction.

Finally, we also used a corpus of articles and op-ed pieces for the 2000–2012 
period to analyze the debate outside the political forum, especially how RBM-
related issues appeared on the political agenda. Through those articles, we were 
looking for a common basis of the discourse on RBM policy in education, embody-
ing in some way the “production of ideas” (which explains the specific analytical 
method used for this data; see Sect. 4.6). Three major French-language dailies, Le 
Devoir, La Presse, and Le Soleil, were selected for consistency but also for practical 
issues of accessibility to sources and materials. Text sampling was based on an 
incremental keyword selection process (by adding specific keywords to narrow 
down the sample) by means of a computer search engine. We then revised the entire 
corpus selected in order to eliminate texts that were not relevant for the analysis. 
Three hundred forty-five texts were selected in this way.

At the intermediate level, the data were collected in the four SBs previously 
selected. The data come mainly from semi-directive interviews (n = 57) conducted 
with key stakeholders in the administrative and political structure of each SB (see 
Table 4.4). Interviews were conducted over a 14-month period. Interview guides 
were derived from a set of 15 common topics:

•	 The general presentation of the SB
•	 The evolution of the SB context
•	 The organizational structure of the SB
•	 Perception of educational success
•	 Overall perception of the results-based management policy
•	 Policy tools content
•	 Policy tools construction
•	 Implementation of RBM
•	 Data production and use
•	 Accountability processes
•	 SB results monitoring and evaluation by the Ministry of Education
•	 School results monitoring and evaluation by the SB
•	 Assessment tools
•	 Perception of the parents
•	 Perceptions of SB democracy

In order to reflect the professional reality of each actor and reach our own empiri-
cal objectives, we focused on specific topics for each stakeholder, topics related to 
their organizational function or knowledge (see Table 4.4). In rare cases (Southern 
SB and Western SB), we were also able to make some observations on the delibera-
tion mechanism related to RBM.

Finally, we also had access to the content of the various policy tools central to the 
implementation of RBM at the intermediate level. We did a content analysis of the 
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current strategic planning (at the time of the inquiry) of each SB studied. In some 
cases (when available; Eastern SB and Northern SB), previou	 s strategic plans 
were also included in the analysis. In addition, we included in our policy tools data-
set the Partnership Agreements of the SBs.

At the school level, we mainly focused on the context of the school, the specific 
RBM implementation strategy, and, in particular, the “policy tools” axis of our 
research (see Chap. 3). Besides the four semi-directive interviews designed for the 
SB level, conducted with school principals at the Southern SB and Northern SB in 
the first stage of our research, we also conducted another series of semi-directive 
interviews with school principals and assistant principals (n = 7) of the Northern 
SB’s secondary schools to which we had access. Those schools were examined as 
case studies in their own right. We analyzed different policy tools from those 
schools: their management agreements with the Northern SB, their annual public 
reports, and a sample of the representation of significant academic performance 

Table 4.4  Intermediate and local level interviews: sample composition

Stakeholders Sample Specific topicsa

School board level: n = 57

Director general/deputy director general 13 SB management and strategic planning
SB accountability

Administrators 14 SB educational management
SB human resources

Political stakeholders (commissioners, 
parent’s representatives)

11 SB political accountability

Employees responsible for processing 
and analyzing data

3 SB statistical tools

Union representative 3 Union’s perception of RBM 
implementation

Pedagogic counselors 13 Educational link with the schools
Uses of data related to their work
Perception of accountability tools’ impact 
on teachers’ performance

School level: n = 31

School principals 4 + 3 School accountability
School implementation strategy and history
Perception and uses of tools
Management link between SB and schools

Deputy principals 4 Perception and uses of accountability tools
Teachersb 20 Perception of accountability impact on their 

work
Description of accountability tools in the 
school

aTopics specific to some stakeholders
bWe interviewed teachers from those four schools for complementary findings. Even if (New)AGE 
project is not focusing on teachers’ policy reception, we used those interviews as contextual data, 
especially for Chap. 7 focusing on the implementation and use of policy tools at the school level
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issues for those schools (mostly in the form of bar graphs and results spreadsheets). 
Moreover, the teachers’ interviews (Northern and Southern SB) were also used to 
analyze the RBM policy tools in use and the impact on their work.

In France, as we will see, steering by results led to less concentrated, more 
widely spread public action. Studying it involved going back and examining the 
origin of various instruments and ideas but also measuring its empirical effective-
ness beyond the different types of discourse, whose actual institutional base may 
vary in strength. That is why we started first at the national level, with the analysis 
of a group of 621 dispatches on questions of governance by results. These were 
published between March 1998 and July 2012 by a press agency specializing in 
education (AEF).9 In addition, a collection of 493 articles published in institutional 
and professional journals was also studied.10 These were selected based on three 
criteria: their status, their role in rendering visible certain problems related to our 
subject, and the characteristics of their readership. We also examined a corpus of 
official texts from the French Ministry of National Education, part of which (the 
ministerial circulars issued at the start of the new school year) was analyzed using 
lexicometry (with Lexico software). Moreover 19 in-depth interviews were carried 
out with national actors on the question of steering by results. These actors were 
identified in the corpus. This material also allowed for an analysis of the trajectory 
of steering by results in France and made it possible to examine its implementation 
through a case study: the implementation of a contract between the Ministry of 
National Education’s central administration and the rectorats.

The same kind of research design was reproduced at the intermediate and local 
levels. As far as intermediate administrative authorities within académies are con-
cerned, 30 interviews with administrative senior managers and office holders were 
cross-checked with (1) three datasets of AEF press dispatches11; (2) an academic 
literature review of research specifically devoted to these territories; (3) the collec-
tion of various ministerial documents on the three académies (their profiles, their 
projects, their contracts, their key statistical features, sometimes their history, their 
evaluation by general inspectors, and so on); (4) some local archives when they 
were relevant; and (5), when possible, various observations of management 
meetings. At the public school level, we conducted 32 semi-structured interviews 
with principals, teachers, bursars, and education counselors. These interviews were 
triangulated with observations of council meetings (boards of trustees and educa-
tion councils), numerous institutional documents (official circulars edited by the 

9 We updated this dataset for the purpose of this book. It now includes 722 press dispatches pub-
lished between March 1998 and June 2017.
10 The articles came from the following publications: L’éducation nationale (1945–1968), 
L’éducation (1968–1980), Les amis de Sèvres (1949–1988), Courrier de l’éducation (1975–1981), 
Administration et éducation (1979–2012), L’éducation Hebdo (1980–1982), Cahiers de 
l’Éducation nationale (1982–1986), Éducation et pédagogies (1989–1993), Éducation et mange-
ment (1989–2009), Nouveaux regards (1994–2012), and Revue internationale d’éducation de 
Sèvres (1994–2012).
11 Three hundred and thirty-eight for Eastern académie, 345 for Southern académie, and 244 for 
Western académie, all for the period from April 1998 to April 2015.
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rectorats, administrative files conceived for the steering procedures, contracts, proj-
ects, evaluation reports, and statistical indicators), and, when relevant, datasets of 
local press articles.

The success of a qualitative inquiry of this kind in various territories depends 
greatly on the ability of researchers first to access the field of investigation and then, 
if possible, to control the sources of bias throughout the research process. In France, 
surprisingly, this access was easy to obtain at all levels of the system. This is, for 
instance, illustrated by the fact that the team could carry out observations, which are 
in general a sensitive topic. This may be the result of the research team’s choice of 
always negotiating this access at the top decision-making level in a given adminis-
trative environment, the confidence inspired by the members of the project who 
have sometimes specialized in these issues for several years and have established a 
professional network with respect to these topics, or, more simply, the willingness 
of the ministry to communicate its recent initiatives and get feedback from the 
research team in a system in which such feedback is scarce.

In Quebec, as stated above, several pitfalls related to access to our research 
fields appeared in the course of our investigation. Teachers were in the period of 
renewal of their collective labor agreement which made certain stakeholders more 
reluctant to engage in our research project and compromised access to several 
schools. Moreover, the research topic, education accountability, was sensitive 
among stakeholders themselves. Finally, this topic was not directly helpful for 
either SB managers or school principals. In other words, the (New)AGE project was 
intended as fundamental research on accountability, with no immediate benefits for 
participating actors. Even if the SB’s officials were aware of that when agreeing to 
participate in the research, it might have made it harder to sell it to all stakeholders. 
Combining sensitive research topics and a busy schedule for the SBs (which, in 
addition, were suffering from harsh budgetary cuts) and the fieldwork becomes dif-
ficult. However, those issues do not in any way minimize the investment in the 
project of a large number of individuals or lessen the quality of the information we 
managed to collect.

4.6  �Data Analysis

In France, the analytical process can be divided into three stages. The first is encod-
ing. The interviews were nearly all recorded and were either transcribed in their 
entirety or summarized in chronothematic tables. All the interviews were then 
encoded and synthesized in transversal thematic files (“governance,” “instrumenta-
tion,” “policy speeches on results,” and so on) for purposes of analysis and compari-
son. The same method was used for observations: all the significant passages of the 
observation reports were encoded and integrated in the same transversal thematic 
files. The ministerial circulars that we analyzed with the Lexico software were 
divided into various sections (one section per circular) and codified with five keys 
(date, minister in power, signatories, number of pages, and the prevalence of 
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governance by results in the structure of the text). They were then formatted for 
software analysis (orthographic checking, syntax checking, change of specific 
signs, and so on). In contrast, the press dispatches were simply listed and directly 
integrated into overall chronologies.

The second stage is data analysis itself. As far as the French interviews and 
observations are concerned, we limited ourselves to the grid of questions identi-
fied in the academic project and repeated in the various theoretical framing notes 
mentioned in Sect. 4.4.4 (see also Chap. 3). The press dispatches enabled us to 
analyze policy trajectory at various institutional levels, to map the policy debate 
on accountability, to be informed of some key policy documents, and to identify 
relevant interlocutors. The lexicometric analysis of ministerial circulars remained 
modest: we only produced the contingency table, simple tabulations of specific 
graphic forms, qualitative analysis of the environment’s surrounding key terms, 
and cross-tabulated results according to key variables, such as the date. This is due 
principally to the infrequent occurrence of our key terms (“steering,” “results,” 
“project,” “contract,” and so on) which prevented us engaging in more complex 
methods of classification and suggested a more literary and qualitative approach. 
Thirdly, we produced a series of internal working documents in which we detailed 
our methodology and synthesized our main intermediate findings: two research 
reports on the national policy trajectory in each system, seven case studies on the 
implementation of the two accountability policies by intermediate policy actors 
(three académies and four SBs), and six public school case studies in France and 
four more in Quebec. These documents were structured on the basis of our grid of 
theoretical questions, but their formal presentation was adapted to the specificities 
of each national context. In France, since the académies as territories and as pol-
icy producers have been largely neglected by scholars and since the implementa-
tion of accountability mechanisms was uneven from one territory and period to 
another, it was necessary to have a comprehensive approach and to analyze the 
history, the morphology, and the general features of these académies, to trace the 
evolution of the steering processes since the end of the 1990s, to synthesize the 
governance at work at the time of the fieldwork, to appreciate the degree of instru-
mentation of the accountability policy, to recapitulate the main policy speeches on 
the topic, and to resituate all these elements in the overall regulation of the acadé-
mies which may or may not follow an increasing accountability trend. The choices 
made for the analysis of school policies are similar. We started with a general 
presentation of each school (geographical context, history, size, population, cur-
riculum, and results) and focused on the institutional regulation of each individual 
school (by the académie and by its leader through a specific local school policy), 
on the more or less strong instrumentation of its policy and on the accountability 
relationships within the school and their more or less effective integration in sys-
tems of broader work relations.

Lastly, as mentioned above, we decided to systematize the collective discussion 
of each working document during meetings and internal seminars and to always 
introduce this collective reflection with a discussion of the contribution by a mem-
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ber of the other national team in order to favor comparison building and improve the 
presentation of results.

In Quebec, different methods of analysis were employed to process the selected 
material. The analysis of the corpus of empirical research texts on RBM for the 
period 1988–2000 focuses on the synthesis and evaluation of each text based on an 
analytical reading grid. The reading grid of this corpus aimed at identifying the 
main elements of each text: research objectives, thesis, the central issues, and the 
principal elements of the argument. The analytical grid developed earlier was 
drawn upon to identify elements of interpretation. Selected texts were considered as 
working material. They served as a basis for our analysis of the policy trajectory. 
This work was an exegesis: we were putting forward ideas, extending others, and 
questioning some interpretations. Our goal here was to offer a general perspective 
on the orientations of Quebec policies and the context in which RBM emerged, 
while being careful not to overestimate the coherence of this policy network. Finally, 
we carried out content analysis of specific articles of the Education Act at different 
points in time (articles related to governance topics mostly in the decade 2000), 
allowing us to follow RBM trajectory (even though there is much more to it than 
simply its legalistic aspect).

The analysis of the RBM policy production through the “policy forum” is cen-
tered on its cognitive and strategic dimension. This leads to various analytical meth-
ods. We used NVivo to do a thematic analysis of the spoken and written data 
concerning the RBM-related bills. We first analyzed the different “policy narra-
tives” (Radaelli, 2000) used in the education policy forum. Policy narratives are 
structured around a set of key elements: the main problems of the education system 
as framed by the actors, the development of set actions and solutions, and a set of 
anticipated consequences arising from the actual implementation or non-
implementation of these solutions. This structure guided our NVivo coding. We then 
used this coding to reconstruct the main emerging narrative about RBM. This was 
done by aggregating the different points addressed by the actors on RBM-related 
topics. Several themes and sub-themes emerged; each sub-theme could relate to the 
different “phases” of the narrative (problem, action/solution, and consequence). 
Each theme was a puzzle piece contributing to one causal story representing one 
policy narrative. The shared visions of actors on specific themes, as well as their 
opposing positions, were highlighted in this process.

At the same time, we carried out a “strategic analysis” (based on interests and 
perceived wins and losses) of the main actors’ positions within the Education Policy 
Forum. To complement this analysis, we performed a content analysis of the evolu-
tion of Bills 124 and 88 (from inception to the final stage of adoption) to see how 
they evolved and, especially, which actors had more weight in promoting those 
changes during the adoption process. The strategic reading of actors’ positions also 
made it possible to discern tensions between different “advocacy coalitions” 
(Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993). The identification of those coalitions was done 
through highlighting positional fractures among actors and cross-referencing those 
fractures to different stakes/issues related to RBM.
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For the intermediate level, we mostly focused on our extensive set of interviews 
to elaborate case studies for each SB. Using NVivo software again, we developed a 
descriptive coding grid based on the interview guide and an analytical coding grid 
grounded in the new institutionalism and micro-political theoretical approach 
(discussed in Chap. 3). This coding was, thus, based on the empirical goals associ-
ated with the interview guide: (1) determining the organizational and institutional 
context of each SB and (2) highlighting the process of implementing RBM by the 
SBs. Following the coding, we produced analytical memos to describe the coding 
categories for each of the actors interviewed. These were the basis of our case studies. 
They were complemented by content analysis of the SBs’ strategic planning and an 
analysis of contextual data (academic performances and socioeconomic levels) for 
each SB. The purpose of the case studies was to highlight the policy mediation log-
ics at work within SBs and the social and organizational features that may influence 
SB responses to the ministry requirements linked to RBM.

Finally, we used a similar analytical strategy regarding the policy tools. We relied 
on the interviews conducted with the Northern SB schools and Southern SB Meadow 
School teachers and principals. We used the same dual coding grid in order to iso-
late the different elements of the interview and then to analyze them using a second 
coding grid. In this case, we focused on actors’ perceptions and uses of policy tools. 
In considering policy tools as institutions, we tried to discern their cognitive dimen-
sion (the comparisons they suggest and the ideas they contain) and their normative 
dimensions (the specific forms of “justice” they entail and the various forms of 
accountability for different school actors they rely on). We replicated this grid to 
analyze the policy tools themselves. We also did a standard content analysis of each 
tool. We then extended our interview coding grid to try to understand the tools in use 
within the school. More specifically, we focused our analysis on the interactions 
involved in the implementation of these tools. We looked for different forms of 
interactions, especially understood as a test for an actor. Those tests are public and 
could arguably be linked to some sort of reflection or critique. We attempted to iso-
late those reflections in the discourse of the interviewees. Finally, our last analytical 
goals were to identify any effects of those tools for the actors and the organization. 
We distinguished pragmatic effects (influences on action) from cognitive effects 
(influences on representation).

4.7  �Controlling the Processes, Refreshing Perspectives

Finally, as far as methodology is concerned, this comparative research involved 
constantly formalizing and controlling, through specific collective processes, the 
progressive production of a comparative view of research subjects (governance, 
accountability, evaluation, contracts, and so on) that we had already analyzed fre-
quently, using national perspectives or specialized approaches. This helped us to 
make our research focus more explicit, to test hypotheses, to highlight surprising 
regularities (such as, for instance, the reinforcement of state power in both cases; 
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see Chap. 5), and to discuss the relevance of a series of theories on globalization, 
governing changes, and the effects of New Public Management. Yet more funda-
mentally, it clearly led us, individually and collectively, to distance ourselves from 
classical, immediate, or traditional classifications about our own cases and to renew 
our appreciation of our own education system. In this methodological process, the 
collective elaboration of theoretical notes, the choice made to discuss national 
results by members from the other team as often as possible, and the constitution of 
binational teams of researchers when presenting results all played a decisive role.
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