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Series Editors’ Note

The Lifelong Learning Book Series was launched in 2004 and, by 2018, had pub-
lished 23 volumes on topics of international significance. In this latest phase in the 
life of the series, we aim to engage our expanding, international readership in 
‘Rethinking Lifelong Learning for the 21st Century’. Lifelong learning debates are 
refreshed and renewed when scholars bring fresh perspectives and critical analyses 
of emergent and enduring issues in lifelong learning that have important implica-
tions for policy and practice around the globe.

In selecting books for the Lifelong Learning Book Series, we recognise that 
competing visions and paradigms for lifelong learning co-exist at national as well as 
international levels. The fact that one ‘official’ discourse may be dominant at any 
one time does not mean that other ways of thinking about learning throughout the 
life course have disappeared. They are alive and well in a range of critical traditions 
and perspectives that retain their power to engage and persuade. Evidence, ideas and 
the polity can mobilise political thinking in new directions, as policy-makers search 
for the new ‘big idea’. In turbulent times, ideas for better connecting system worlds 
and life worlds can focus compellingly on learning as a lifelong process which 
links, rather than separates, the older and younger generations and incorporates the 
realities of working lives.

In Mapping Out the Research Field of Adult Education and Learning, the con-
tributors bring critical perspectives to questions of what is shaping the map and how 
adult education research and scholarship contribute to international learning debates. 
The book explores, from a variety of theoretical and historical perspectives, how 
knowledge about adult education and learning is produced and communicated inter-
nationally. The detailed analyses reveal biases in communication across leading 
journals and research networks and highlight the extent to which the field is depen-
dent on the cognate disciplines of sociology, social psychology and organisational 
studies. As the debate is progressively deepened to address power relations in the 
positioning of individual scholars and information flows across national boundaries, 
the biases and unevenness of the playing field for international scholarly recognition 
become clear.
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The editors and authors thus generate a set of challenges for those who are 
engaged in refreshment and renewal of the field, if the research field of adult educa-
tion and learning is to become genuinely, and inclusively, international. As research 
development is inextricably linked with contemporary policies and evolving prac-
tices, these questions are significant not only for researchers and scholars but also 
for professionals, practitioners and policy-makers worldwide.

UCL Institute of Education, London, UK Karen Evans 
Lifelong Learning Book Series Editors  Andrew Brown 
January 2019

Series Editors’ Note
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Chapter 1
Introduction: Mapping the Research Field 
on Adult Education and Learning

Andreas Fejes and Erik Nylander

1.1  Introduction

If the framing and composition of research fields are never fully fixed or saturated 
(Abbott 1995; Gieryn 1983), this is a particularly salient feature of the research field 
that deals with the education and learning of adults. Not only is the research ques-
tion of adult education and learning approached from a multitude of academic dis-
ciplines – such as sociology, psychology and education – the very concepts that are 
used to denote this field have also undergone important changes. Such conceptual 
changes are visible, for instance, in the recent development whereby the model of 
adult education and Bildung came to be partly replaced by the notion of lifelong 
learning. In Europe, lifelong learning gained prominence in the policy area with the 
year of Lifelong Learning in 1996 and then the Memorandum on Lifelong Learning, 
published by the European Commission (2001), which positions lifelong learning 
as a central policy concept in the realisation of the Commission’s strategies. As a 
policy preoccupation, lifelong learning supersedes concepts of adult education 
(Lindeman 1926) and lifelong education (Faure 1972). The shift from focusing on 
education to speaking about learning is important to address in research, because it 
marks out a new way of conceptualising the education and learning of adults in 
terms of the why, the how, the what, the when and the where questions. These policy 
changes can also be identified within research and, particularly, in how the research 
field on the education and learning of adults is defined and delimited (see Chaps. 2 
and 3). Thus, while it is clear that the research field of adult education and learning 
undergoes changes over time and is quite diverse in terms of the current choice of 
theories, research objects, methodologies and so on, little is known empirically 
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about its current “state of affairs” and how it can be mapped out and characterised 
scientifically.

This book maps out what the research field of adult education and learning looks 
like, how it has emerged historically and how it has transformed through contempo-
rary policy and research practice. The book consists of 13 chapters written by lead-
ing scholars in the research field of adult education and learning who, in different 
ways, have engaged in questions pertaining to how this field is shaped and consti-
tuted today as well as historically. The contributions are written from a broad range 
of theoretical positions and include both historical accounts as well as more con-
temporary forms of analysis. The questions that are addressed in the different chap-
ters include what kinds of research traditions, theories and methodologies have 
come to dominate the field, how it has changed over time and who is attributed 
international scholarly recognition. The more contemporary accounts of the field 
draw, to a large extent, on large-scale bibliometric and bibliographic data to unravel 
the ‘invisible colleges’ active in research on adult education and learning. As such, 
the book also reads as a case study within the sociology of science that can be com-
pared and juxtaposed against accounts of other research fields within social science 
and humanities.

Before introducing the different contributions to this book, let us first provide a 
brief historical account of how this field has come to emerge in Europe and the 
dominant Anglo-Saxon countries. More specifically, we will highlight some forma-
tive debates and discussions that have already dealt with the constitution of the field 
and its main characteristics.

1.2  A Brief History of Adult Education Research

Adult education as a field of research has emerged largely out of a concern for the 
practice of adult education. However, this development is in and of itself very 
diverse, not least if we focus on the European continent, a geographical region with 
numerous countries with different educational systems as well as languages spoken. 
The linguistic and organisational variations tend to create parallel universes with 
regards to research. For example, the sheer number of academics speaking the same 
language makes it possible to be more or less self-sustained in terms of journals in 
one’s own language (Heilbron and Gingras 2018).

The diversity is also evident in the way adult education has been institutionalised 
and is organised across Europe as of today. In some countries, such as those in 
Scandinavia and that eventually became Germany, there are long historical tradi-
tions of institutionalised adult education going back to the mid-1800s (see e.g. 
Korsgaard 2010; Laginder et  al. 2013; Zeuner 2010; see also Chap. 3), while in 
other countries educational institutions for adults came into existence much later. Of 
central importance for the research field to emerge as a specific and specialised 
knowledge area was the instalment of professorships in adult education. Such instal-
ments were often connected to possibilities to develop research as well as university 
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programmes. In some countries there has never been any professorship in adult 
education, while in others, such as Germany, there are currently more than 40 chairs/
professorships in the field (Chap. 3). However, the first professorship in adult educa-
tion was created at the University of Nottingham in England back in 1922, followed 
by the instalment of professors in several European countries in the decades to 
come. However, the time when such installments occurred greatly differs. In 
Finland, for example, the first chair was installed in 1946 (Aaltonen 2010), in 
Germany this was in the late 1950s (see Chap. 3), while Sweden did not get a chair 
dedicated to adult education until 1983 (Fejes 2013). The way these chairs are 
labelled also differs between countries. In international conferences on adult educa-
tion professors in andragogy (from former Yugoslavia, Poland or the Netherlands) 
could meet professors of adult education (from Finland, Germany or Sweden) 
alongside other professors that had an interest in this area based on other disciplin-
ary backgrounds (Sociology, History, Education, Organizational studies etc).

In North America, adult education as a field of research emerged partly due to the 
development of university programmes in adult education, the first of which was 
created at Columbia University in 1930. It was focused on developing knowledge in 
order to define and advance a research field that, at the time, was not very mature 
(Jensen et  al. 1964). Even though US was fairly early in having university pro-
grammes specialising in adult education, there were a limited number of professors 
active in the field for a long time. For example, in 1955 the organisers of a North 
American adult education conference could only find 28 professors in adult educa-
tion in the whole of North America, many of whom only worked part-time (Houle 
1991). Much effort and research was directed at developing programmes and 
instructional methods during this time. Such preoccupation is illustrated by Long 
and Agyekum’s (1974) analysis of articles that were published in Adult Education 
Quarterly (then named Adult Education). They found that during the period 1964–
1973 more than half of the articles (55%) concerned one of the three following 
areas: programme planning and administration, instructional material and methods 
and adult learning. Rubenson (1982, p. 62) notes that American branches of psy-
chology and methodological empiricism heavily influenced the field of adult educa-
tion before the 1980s, and argues that that this was partly due to the dominating idea 
at that time that instruction could be derived “linearly from research”. There was, 
thus, a general lack of research on sociological aspects of adult education, which 
might help explain why questions of power did not come to the forefront of the field 
until fairly late.

The emergence of a research tradition in adult education and learning has some-
times been attributed to a conceptual separation of the adult learner from the child 
that appeared from the 1960s in many European countries. ‘Andragogy’ as the sci-
ence of teaching and learning of adults was distinguished from pedagogy in the 
work of Alexander Kapp (1833) in Germany in 1833. In the 1920s this idea was 
taken up in the United States by Lindeman and Anderson (Lindeman 1926) and 
became known in some quarters through the work of Malcolm Knowles in the 1970s 
and 1980s. However, there are at least two different meanings of andragogy. In the 
US, through Knowles (1973, 1980), andragogy addressed the practice of adult 
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 education as resting on normative models of curriculum design, while in some parts 
of Europe the concept came to carry a much wider meaning, opening up for all 
kinds of theoretical and empirical research on adult education. In the first decade of 
this century, the concept is reported as used in Bosnia, Croatia, Poland, Slovenia 
and, to some extent, in Germany and the US (Bron 2006; Holmes and Abington-
Cooper 2000).

1.3  A Qualitative and Heterodox Turn

The theoretical interests and methodological expertise that have come to dominate 
adult education research connect with wider trends within the social sciences and 
humanities in large. Much of what has come to dominate this field in recent times 
appears related to broader currents in the post-war era. For instance, in the 1950s, 
there was an increase in public spending on education in countries such as Germany, 
Sweden, the US and the UK. One of the effects of these political reforms and growth 
of public expenditure on education was a growing need to find means to evaluate 
and administer the population in the educational realm. Partly connected to these 
developments, many countries established governmental authorities and research 
institutes that were meant to monitor and survey what was happening in the educa-
tional field (see Chap. 3 for elaborative discussion on the case of Germany).

The increase in large-scale surveys and statistical data analyses based on micro- 
and census data after the world wars can, in part, be seen as a means for politicians 
to have researchers provide results deemed useful for policymaking and steering 
(Husén 1983). The ascent of a quantitative research paradigm in educational 
research during ‘the golden years of Welfare capitalism’ in the West was driven, to 
a large extent, by expectations that funding of such research would increase effi-
ciency and productivity of education.1 However, there are still to this day some lin-
gering differences between how researchers in Europe and the US relate to the 
State. Whereas adult education research in Europe still often focuses on the role of 
the State and explicitly relates to policy issues, in the US these topics are more sel-
dom brought up, while the individual learner and their attitudes tend to be more 
emphasised. According to Rubenson (2000, p. 5) the general lack of focus on the 
State and policy issues in the US could partly be explained due to a “decentralized 
political and economic system and individual emphasis on social mobility, [which] 
promotes a research focus on the individual” (see also Chap. 2).

1 In Sweden, this was seen, for example, in the vast number of studies exploring the phenomena of 
‘reserve of talent’ (“begåvningsreserven”), which referred to those who had not been given the 
opportunity to reach the level of education which their ‘talent’ foresaw or corresponded to. 
Measuring talent was, at that time, strongly linked to the performances of certain IQ tests that had 
been systematically used within military reviews (Härnqvist 1958; Husén 1956). These studies 
paved the way for an increase in public spending on adult education in Sweden as it became appar-
ent that many citizens lacked the educational opportunities that the measurements of ‘talent’ pre-
dicted they were suited for.

A. Fejes and E. Nylander
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Yet the dominance of large-scale quantitative research would come to change in 
the later part of the twentieth century. In the 1960s and 1970s, alongside the rapid 
growth of the whole university sector, influx of new students’ groups and the politi-
cal radicalisation of these students, the domination of psychological and empirically- 
oriented research was questioned by the increased use of hermeneutic, 
phenomenological and critical perspectives. This development also paved the way 
for qualitative research methods that did not have much legitimacy and scientific 
status from the start (see e.g. Husén 1983, 1988; Larsson 2006). These more general 
trends within the social sciences and educational science had repercussions for the 
field of adult education research. We will mention three such noteworthy repercus-
sions here.

Firstly, there was a gradual increase in qualitative studies that eventually came to 
overtake the quantitative research paradigm. Even though adult educational research 
in the US still, to some extent, lingers on a psychological research tradition, previ-
ous research indicates that there has been a decline in empirically oriented research 
in the US (Rubenson 2000) as well as quantitative studies more broadly (Taylor 
2001; see also Chaps. 7 and 8). Thus, the pendulum appears to have taken a full 
swing over the course of the twentieth century and researchers have, as of late, 
started to raise concerns with adult educational scholars being methodologically 
one-sided (Fejes and Nylander 2015; Boeren 2018, Daley et  al. 2018; see also 
Chaps. 7, 8 and 9).

Secondly, theorisations in the field of adult education came to focus on issues of 
power to a large extent. For example, the work of Freire (1972) became influential 
for many adult education scholars during the 1970s, not only in Latin America but 
also in Europe and among the former colonisers (cf. Kane 2013). Freire was also 
picked up in the US, most notably through the work of Henry Giroux (1983), and is 
still today an important reference in American adult education research (see Chap. 
5). The writings of critical pedagogues such as Freire and Giroux provided critiques 
of oppressive relations and inspiration for how to design educational practices that 
might be mobilised to counter oppression. At the same time, intellectual movements 
that later became known under the label of ‘post-structuralism’ emerged. These 
theories abandoned the quest for essence, truth and causality, offering new ways to 
conceptualise power, class, gender and the making of social scientific knowledge 
(see e.g. Usher and Edwards 1994). Much of the post-sixties research on adult edu-
cation can – directly or indirectly – be placed in relation to these overarching tradi-
tions and the various tensions between them.

The third and final repercussion that we want to draw attention to is that the 
debates about the sovereign epistemological status of the field have almost disap-
peared. Previously, there were discussions and debates on the status of the field, 
where some argued that adult education should develop its own theories and meth-
odologies (see e.g. Boys and Apps 1980; Bright 1989). However, as of today this 
discussion seems rather obsolete as most scholars suggest the field is inherently 
interdisciplinary and pluralistic (see e.g. Fejes and Salling Olesen 2010; Hake 1992; 
Rubenson 2000). This heterogeneous character of the field of adult education and 
learning seems here to stay judging by the results presented in this book. On the 
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other hand, such openness and inherent interdisciplinarity should not exclude pos-
sibilities for specialised adult education and learning research that builds on research 
within the same specialised field; otherwise, the risk is that the research field 
becomes a subservient sub-discipline without any inertia.

Although much has been said about the plurality and segmentation that the field 
is characterised by, relatively few efforts have been made to gather systematic and 
authoritative investigations about the research field as such. This book contains 13 
chapters divided into four parts that in different ways turn attention towards the way 
the field of adult education and learning research has been shaped and what the cur-
rent “state-of-the-art” consists of.

1.4  Introducing the Chapters

The first part of the book further elaborates on the historical developments of the 
adult education and learning research field. In Chap. 2, Kjell Rubenson and Maren 
Elfert examine how the configuration of adult education research has evolved, par-
ticularly over the last decade. Their analysis draws on a two-pronged approach: a 
reading of four seminal articles written by adult education scholars who have con-
ducted bibliometric analyses of selected adult education journals; as well as our 
own review of 75 articles, covering a one-year period (2012–2013), in five adult 
education journals that were chosen to provide a greater variety of the field of adult 
education in terms of their thematic orientation and geographical scope than has 
been the case in previous reviews. Their findings suggest that the field is facing two 
main challenges. First, the fragmentation of the map of the territory that was noticed 
at the end of the 1990s has continued and appears to have intensified. Second, not 
only practitioners but also the policy community voice their disappointment with 
adult education research, and note a disconnect between academic adult education 
research and policy-related research. The authors end their chapter by providing 
some speculations as to the future map of adult education as a field of study and 
point to the danger of shifting the research agenda away from classical adult educa-
tion concerns about democracy and social rights.

In Chap. 3, Christine Zeuner looks back on one hundred years of history of 
research on adult education in Germany. She illustrates how such research was first 
undertaken by adult educators who wanted to know more about their participants 
and conditions, under which adult education should ideally be provided and taught. 
Later on, with the scientific expansion of the field in the 1970s, such research devel-
oped in a multi-layered fashion, with quite diverse approaches and research ques-
tions. The chapter is framed by two dimensions, which have always played an 
important role in characterising adult education research in Germany. The first is 
the question of whether we are talking about Bildung when looking at the aim of 
adult education or considering learning or competence. Whereas the first notion 
looks at personal development and enrichment of the subject in order for her or him 
to live a fulfilled life according to her or his abilities and aspirations, learning and 
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acquiring competencies aim instead at fulfilling external expectations. The second 
dimension deals with how underlying theoretical frameworks are influencing 
research, whether they are relevant only for the theoretical perspective of the 
researcher, or whether they influence research itself and to what means and out-
comes. The chapter illustrates how adult educational research requires interaction 
between researchers and practitioners, between theory and practice, between the 
individual and society.

The second part of the book consists of three chapters focused on the contempo-
rary field of adult education and learning research as defined by publications and 
citations in English speaking peer-review journals. These chapters use bibliometric 
methods, and draw on the largest data sample to date, in analysing adult education 
and learning as a research field. In other words, they partly draw on the same data, 
but unravel different dimensions of bibliometric impact and scholarly recognition in 
the field. In Chap. 4, Erik Nylander, Lovisa Österlund and Andreas Fejes report on 
findings from a large-scale bibliographic study conducted based on the citation 
practices within the field of research on adult learning. Their data consist of 151,261 
citation links between more than 33,000 different authors whose papers were pub-
lished in five leading international journals in the field of adult learning during the 
time period 2006–2014. By analysing the composition of the dominating citation 
clusters, they construct a telescopic view of the research field based on an accumu-
lation of citations. The results consist of two parts. First, they go through the domi-
nating players and research traditions active in the field, their positions and mutual 
relations. Secondly, they derive two main structural oppositions inherent in the cita-
tion networks, one connected to the research object (studying education or work) 
and the second to the level of analysis (cognition or policy). Their result indicates, 
amongst other things, how the most dominating tradition within adult learning in 
the last few decades – sociocultural perspectives on learning – occupies a very cen-
tral position in the space of citations during this time frame, balancing between 
these opposing poles. By becoming the mainstream, scholars drawing on sociocul-
tural perspectives also appear more capable of overcoming the strong national and 
institutional constraints that permeate within the field.

In Chap. 5, Staffan Larsson, Lovisa Österlund, Andreas Fejes and Erik Nylander 
use the same data and bibliometric method to further analyse the social composition 
of the top one hundred cited names and outline the citation practices in five leading 
academic journals. Based on the concept of invisible colleges, the authors critically 
examining the collective biography of the top-cited authors. They show how the 
citations practices differ greatly between the indexed journals and how scientific 
and administrative capital is conveyed and reproduced in peer-reviewed citations. 
Three factors that have particular importance in shaping and influencing interna-
tional scholarly recognition within this field are: (i) the geographical position of the 
author (ii) the gender of the author and (iii) the gatekeeping function of being an 
editor. The authors conclude that the policy idea that these ‘international’ journals 
represent ‘quality’ in research, regardless of geography, gender, language and 
research, is incorrect.

1 Introduction: Mapping the Research Field on Adult Education and Learning
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In Chap. 6, Andreas Fejes and Erik Nylander further develop the investigation on 
the current publication and citation regime and how it more or less forces scholars 
in many locations to publish their work in their second or third language (English) 
in journals indexed by the main databases (Web of science and Scopus). Thus, jour-
nals indexed in such locations are positioned as gatekeepers who are not only gate-
keeping the ‘field’ they see themselves representing; the journals are also gatekeepers 
in terms of career tracks and promotions in locations elsewhere on the globe. Thus, 
the question pursued in the chapter is who is published in those journals deemed 
most central in adult education within the current publication regime, and who is 
being picked up and cited in articles published in these journals. Specific attention 
in this chapter is directed at country comparisons. Comparing the first authorship of 
articles in three leading journals during the period 2005–2018 reveals a clear domi-
nance of authors from one of four anglophone countries: US, Canada, UK and 
Australia. At the same time, the results illustrate how the US adult education schol-
ars appear surprisingly provincial and peripheral in adult education compared to 
other social scientific research fields, tendencies that seem further reinforced during 
the last decade.

The third part of the book focuses, more specifically, on developments of the 
field in terms of research approaches and research objects. In Chap. 7, Andreas 
Fejes and Erik Nylander critically examine the assumption that the field of adult 
education and learning is pluralistic, and in what respect. Drawing on bibliometric 
data of the top cited articles in three main adult education journals between 2005 
and 2012, they illustrate how the citation patterns have tendencies towards unifor-
mity when it comes to the geographical country of authorship, as well as the research 
methods adopted, since qualitative approaches have near total dominance. They 
elaborate on the reasons for why this is the case and raise a concern that the field 
would benefit from more plurality in terms of research methods. Furthermore, they 
illustrate how there is a tendency to adopt similar theoretical approaches, since 
sociocultural perspectives, critical pedagogy and post-structuralism represent more 
than half the articles in their sample. At the same time, their results indicate signs of 
scholarly pluralism, for instance, in terms of authorship, since both early career 
researchers and established researchers are represented among the top cited publica-
tions. They conclude the chapter by arguing that empirical analysis of publication 
and citation patterns is important to further the development of reflexivity within the 
field, not least for early career researchers and researchers in more peripheral aca-
demic institutions who might benefit from knowledge about what has been recog-
nised among peers as worth citing.

In Chap. 8, Ellen Boeren discusses the strengths and weaknesses of working with 
quantitative research methods, with a specific focus on the opportunities it can bring 
to the field of adult education and learning research. The author distinguishes 
between working with primary and secondary data and provides examples of vali-
dated data collection tools used in quantitative research as published in leading 
international adult education journals. She critically discusses existing secondary 
data sets, including the Eurostat Adult Education Survey and PIAAC’s Survey of 
Adult Skills, and explores the opportunities of working with these data as a way to 
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advance knowledge in the field of adult education. While these data sets are primar-
ily produced for policy-oriented reasons by international organisations such as the 
European Commission and the OECD, they have, Boeren argues, potential for aca-
demic research as well. The entire discussion in the chapter is guided by possible 
reasons explaining the qualitative nature of the field of adult education and provides 
some suggestions to readers on how to increase attention for quantitative studies in 
the future.

In Chap. 9, Bernd Käpplinger focuses on what patterns can be identified in adult 
education research as represented by what is published in proceedings from the tri-
ennial research conferences of the European Society for the Research on Adults 
(ESREA) between 1994 and 2013. Drawing on the concept rhizome and a pro-
gramme analysis perspective, he identifies who is publishing, what research objects 
are treated, theories and methods used as well as who is being cited. By focusing on 
conference proceedings, Käpplinger provides a partly different picture than what 
becomes visible in other chapters in this book, where foremost peer-reviewed jour-
nal articles have been analysed. There are, for example, a high degree of citations to 
scholars within the field, as well as a high degree of key cited scholars coming from 
locations where English is not the first language.

The fourth and final part of the book consists of an academic discussion and 
debate between the authors of Chap. 10, John Field, Klaus Künzel and Michael 
Schemmann, and Chap. 11, Marcella Milana. It starts with a historical account by 
Field and his colleagues, reintroducing a famous pioneer in comparative education, 
Marc-Antoine Jullien (1775–1848). Following the reintroduction of this historical 
perspective, the authors propose a model of the different phases that helps explain 
the development of comparative adult education research in modern times, followed 
by a critical discussion on the current challenges we face. The authors end the text 
by asking if the chapter of comparative adult education has now been fully closed.

Chapter 11, written by Marcella Milana, is an extended discussion of the ques-
tions raised by Field, Künzel and Schemmann, examining and debating, in particu-
lar and in detail, the notion of international and comparative adult education as well 
as their conceptual framework. Milana also argues for improving the qualitative 
methodologies to investigate adult education policy through country comparisons 
and warns that current policy-oriented research can hinder and hamper such 
approaches. Chapter 12 is a rejoinder by John Field, Klaus Künzel and Michael 
Schemmann, written as a response to Marcella Milana.

In the concluding chapter, the editors of the book summarise the main findings 
and elaborate on wider issues concerning the field, as well as those concerning the 
limitations of the book, such as what is included and what has been left out. They 
argue that the meta-reflections of the research field provided in the various chapters 
is vital for scientific reflexivity and that, despite its inherent limitations, bibliometric 
data constitute a valuable resource in making the “invisible colleges” more visible. 
They hope that this book will inspire further empirical investigations and debates 
about the field, and bring into visibility the diversity and richness of scholarship on 
adult education and learning.
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Chapter 2
Examining the “Weak Field” of Adult 
Education

Kjell Rubenson and Maren Elfert

2.1  Introduction

In this chapter, we will discuss the state of adult education as a scientific field.1 This 
topic seems timely against the background of ongoing and current debates about the 
field of adult education and international and comparative adult education research 
(Fejes and Nylander 2015; Field et  al. 2016; Nylander et  al. 2018; Schemmann 
2017, see also the other chapters in this book) and a sense of crisis that is prevailing 
in the field (Käpplinger and Elfert 2018). Methodologically, our discussion is based 
on a review of previous articles of a similar nature. Theoretically and conceptually, 
it builds on Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical understanding of a scientific field (e.g. 
Bourdieu 1984, 2004; Camic 2011). A field is shaped by agents (individuals, groups 
of actors or institutions) who aim to maximize their position. Their success will 
depend on the extent to which they possess of the capital by which power and status 
are conferred within the field. Bourdieu was concerned with the degrees of auton-
omy of scientific fields, that is the extent to which they can generate their own val-
ues and definitions of success free from economic and political influences. Maton 
(2005), drawing on Bourdieu’s study of the field of higher education in France, 
highlights a second role of autonomy focusing on competing principles of hierar-
chization. Bourdieu distinguished between an autonomous principle looking 

1 This chapter builds on Rubenson and Elfert (2015). Adult education research: Exploring an 
increasingly fragmented map. European Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of 
Adults, 6(2), 125–138.
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inwards to the disinterested activities of the field (such as knowledge for its own 
sake) and a heteronomous principle looking beyond the field’s specific activities and 
towards economic and political success (such as generating research income or 
wielding administrative power). Bourdieu (1984) showed how French higher educa-
tion is being structured by the struggle between agents who are high in scholastic 
capital (scientific prestige) and academic capital (institutional control over funding 
and appointments) (Maton 2005, p. 690). Thus to understand the field of adult edu-
cation one would have to look at two (interrelated) forms of autonomy, the extent to 
which adult education is free from direct influences from the two dominant fields in 
society, the economic field and political power, and secondly how the competition 
between those with scientific prestige and those with administrative power impacts 
on adult education. In a similar vein, Camic (2011, p. 281) notes that understanding 
the production and use of knowledge within a specific scientific field requires look-
ing not only at the field as such, but also at its relation to other fields, disciplines and 
groups such as practitioners and policy makers.

Although not having completed a full field analysis we will argue in this chapter 
that adult education is a weak field. Drawing on Vauchez (2011), we define a weak 
field as “deeply interwoven with neighboring fields and rather undifferentiated 
internally” (p. 342). As a sub-field of education (which is a weak field in itself), the 
legitimacy of the field of adult education has long been contested for several rea-
sons. The question whether the adult learner actually exists as a specific “species” 
of learner is still being debated (Bowl 2017, p. 8). The field has a weak disciplinary 
core. Although the American Commission of Professors of Adult Education (CPAE) 
has set standards for adult education as a field of study, these standards are not well 
known even in North America and not followed in the conception of adult education 
university programs, which speaks to the lack of a disciplinary tradition and rigour 
of the field (Sonstrom et al. 2012; Tisdell et al. 2016, p. 87). The question asked by 
Abbot Kaplan in the first meeting of the Commission of Professors of Adult 
Education in 1957, “What is the content, the essential ingredient of adult education, 
that marks it off from other fields or disciplines?” (cited in Hansman and Rose 2018, 
p. 1) haunts the field to this day. Adult education programs are embedded in a vari-
ety of departments and a “jumble of program names and the assortment of organi-
zational settings, embeddings, and affiliations” (Sonstrom et  al. 2012, p.  157), 
which speaks to the heterogeneity of the field and its particular susceptibility to 
institutional politics. In other words, those with administrative capital will be strong 
while those who are high in adult education scientific capital will be marginalized. 
Many scholars have argued that the field has been weakenend by the shift from adult 
education to lifelong learning (Edwards 1997). A further indicator of the field’s 
weakness is its regional fragmentation. We will discuss these issues in more detail 
below.
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2.2  The Social World of Adult Education Research

The Bourdieusian perspective suggests that the evolving configuration of adult edu-
cation research is directly impacted by changes to the internal structures of the field 
as well as by changes to the social context of the field. The latter refers to the social 
and economic role awarded to adult learning and education by the policy commu-
nity. It is therefore important to note that as adult learning and education has come 
to the forefront of public policy two interrelated areas of adult education research, 
participation and its economic benefits, are of vital interest to the broader policy 
community (see e.g., European Commission 2011; OECD 2003). The emergent dis-
cussions in policy circles on the relevance of adult education research is part of a 
broader movement, partly driven by supranational organizations like the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the European Union 
(EU), to build a tradition of evidence-based policy making anchored in research 
findings. The central role afforded to the PISA and the PIAAC2 programs should be 
seen as reflections of this shift. The call for policy relevant educational research is 
driven by data, benchmarks and indicators and new data-collecting agencies such as 
the Centre for Research on Lifelong Learning (CRELL) (in addition to older ones 
such as Eurostat and Eurydice) (Grek and Lawn 2009). The drive for evidence- 
based policies induced countries to introduce changes to their educational research 
and development (R&D) system. For example, in England the government has 
changed the balance between pure basic research and pure applied research through 
creating what is being labelled “use-inspired basic research” that is carried out at 
dedicated research centres such as the Centre for Wider Benefits of Learning (OECD 
and CERI 2002). The same ambition has been driving the EU’s Sixth and Seventh 
Framework Programme research agendas, as well as the most recent Eighth agenda, 
titled Horizon 2020. The European Union’s Renewed European Agenda for Adult 
Learning, outlining the EU’s vision for adult learning from 2015–2020, states: 
“Evidence-based policy-making in the field of adult learning calls for comprehen-
sive and comparable data on all key aspects of adult learning, for effective monitor-
ing systems and cooperation between the different agencies, as well as for 
high-quality research activities” (Official Journal of the European Union 2011, p. C 
372/2). The EU’s report In-depth analysis of adult learning policies and their effec-
tiveness in Europe calls for “hard evidence” as “a key ingredient in policymaking…
about what does and does not work to achieve specific policy goals” (European 
Commission 2015, p. 157).

As policy-making relies more heavily on “big data”, driven predominantly by 
supra-national organizations, in particular the OECD, a tension is notable in the 
field between the policy community and the academic research community in terms 
of what research is deemed relevant (Desjardins and Rubenson 2009). Research 
money, as in the case of the EU, is contingent on policy relevance. At the same time, 

2 PISA stands for Programme for International Student Assessment; PIAAC for Programme for the 
International Assessment of Adult Competencies.
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policy relevant research is lacking, as has been pointed out in the national reports 
submitted by developing and developed countries in preparation for the Sixth 
International Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI) and in the reports 
submitted for the CONFINTEA VI midterm review carried out in 2017 (UIL 2017a, 
p. 63; UIL 2017b, p. 41; UIL 2017c, pp. 36–37). This apparent disconnect between 
the academic research community and the policy community speaks to adult educa-
tors distancing themselves from policy relevant research. It also means that existing 
research is considered irrelevant to the policy community. From a Bourdieusian 
point of view, we see a paradoxical situation. On the one hand there is a certain 
autonomy of the field, in that adult education researchers carry out research irre-
spective of the policy realm, but at the same time we are likely to see a greater 
marginalization of the field as funding is increasingly tied to policy relevance.

There has been a long-standing criticism of the limited relevance of the research 
enterprise for the practice of adult education. Sork and Caffarella (1989) suggested 
that the gap between research and practice was widening rather than shrinking. This 
could be an outcome of the calls during the late 1970s for the field to become more 
theoretically sophisticated so that it might gain more respect in the scholarly world 
(Rubenson 2011). Thus, in a response to this call university departments of adult 
education tried to affect the institutional structure of the field by recruiting new 
faculty into adult education who often had less connection to the field of practice 
than the outgoing faculty. Field et al. (2016) make the point that adult educators 
used to be scholars as well as practitioners, but that this is no longer the case. The 
merit system for academics was increasingly focused on academic merits (articles 
in preferably refereed journals, acquiring research grants, etc.), while practice- 
related, developmental work was less honoured by the university system. The situ-
ation is not deemed to have improved since the Sork & Cafarella article. Amy Rose 
(2011), reflecting on the 2010 Handbook of Adult and Continuing Education 
(Kasworm et al. 2010), of which she was one of the co-editors, notes: “Adult educa-
tors have a vibrant and impassioned calling, yet the researchers fail the field.” She 
sees this partly as a result of the fact that researchers “have not been able to move 
beyond a critique of power and oppression” (p. 44). Her harsh conclusion is that 
“adult education has eschewed any attempt to bring its research into areas that have 
implications for the actual practice of the field” (p. 44). Looking at the development 
from a Bourdieusian perspective the changes to the composition of faculty would 
suggest that the more recent faculty have their roots in surrounding academic fields 
rather than the field of adult education. In their struggle to amass scientific capital 
outside of adult education they may have lost the kind of capital that made earlier 
faculty members more relevant to the field (see also Chap. 3). Furthermore, some 
might argue that we are seeing a “scholarly” exit from finding solutions to real-life 
problems as a consequence of the post-structuralist turn of the field that we will 
refer to below.
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2.3  The Scientific Field of Adult Education

Turning to the maturity and evolution of the field, Rubenson (2011) suggests that 
since adult education began to emerge as a field of study in the late 1920s, it has 
undergone three quite distinctive phases. He notes that these phases are most notice-
able in the United States but also discernable in parts of Europe. When looking at 
the developments in the US and Europe it is important to note that until the 1990s 
US scholars gave substantially more attention to adult education as a field of study 
than their European counterparts.

The first phase starting in the 1920s was a response to the beginning profession-
alization of adult education. With a small but growing number of adult education 
programs, faculty started to focus on how to generate a body of knowledge that 
would help in the growth of the evolving field. In 1961, the Commission of 
Professors of Adult Education had two dozen members. By 1972 that number had 
grown to 156. While in 1963 86 adult education dissertations were reported, that 
number increased to 173 by 1969 (Long and Agyekum 1974, p. 100). Long and 
Agyekum (1974) observed an “increasing sophistication in adult education research” 
(p. 106) between 1964 and 1973. Some European countries, particularly the UK and 
Germany, saw a similar development although it came a decade or two later.

Guided by funding from the W.  K. Kellogg Foundation, the Commission of 
Professors of Adult Education in the US set out to define the conceptual foundations 
of adult education (Jensen et al. 1964). Officially titled Adult Education: Outlines of 
an Emerging Field of University Study, this book is popularly called the “Black 
Book”. The “Black Book” can be seen as ushering in the second phase of adult 
education. We can understand this development as a process by which a field of 
study begins to emerge as a direct response to the needs emerging in adult education 
as a field of practice. With the faculty in the newly created units of adult education 
being closely connected to the practice of adult education there were no or only 
small conflicts during this period between the field and the profession regarding 
values and markers of scientific achievement. Seeking solutions to primarily teach-
ing and learning issues the emerging field was closely embedded in the field of 
educational psychology and strongly connected to external professional organisa-
tions. What is noticeable in the “Black Book” is the almost total lack of attention to 
work done outside of North America. As pointed out by Hansman and Rose (2018), 
“the North American field limited itself to North American interests” (p. 1).

Between the release of the Black Book and the publication of its follow up, Adult 
Education: Evolution and Achievements in a Developing Field of Study (Peters and 
Jarvis 1991), the number of adult education graduate programs in the US and 
Europe increased rapidly, yearly scholarly conferences were initiated and research 
journals were launched. Thus, this gradually maturing process of the field of study 
reflects and is affected by internal shifts of the field, primarily with regard to its 
location and presence in the broader university structure and are less a result of 
external forces. The Peters and Jarvis book, co-edited by a British and an American 
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scholar, noticed some work done outside of the US and the Anglo-Saxon sphere, but 
also keeps a quite insular orientation.

The 1991 review painted a very positive picture and ended on an optimistic out-
look and with expectations of continuous growth and solidifying of the field of adult 
education over the coming 25 years. While there does not exist any comprehensive 
review of what has happened since the 1991 book, there are several indications that 
the field of study has not progressed as anticipated and that it has entered into a new 
phase, the third, in its development. In North America and those parts of Europe 
where the field had expanded and matured during the second phase, the last two 
decades have not seen a continuing growth in specialized adult education depart-
ments. Instead, the trend has been to amalgamate adult education programs with 
other fields into larger departments or in some instances to close them down. In a 
Bourdieusian perspective this could be taken as an indication that the field of study 
has lost some of its academic capital and thus its legitimation within the university 
structure.

Outside North America and parts of Europe the process of developing adult edu-
cation as a field of study began later. This is the case in several African and Latin 
American countries. In some instances, like in Brazil, there is an acceleration of 
programs and departments specializing in adult education (Torres 2009, p. 29). In 
China, the first MA program in adult education was launched at East China Normal 
University in 1993; a PhD program followed in 2004. The number of universities 
with graduate programs of adult education has increased from seven in 2003 to 
23 in 2008 (Huang and Shi 2008, p. 505). In 2008, China reported to have some 100 
specialized institutions for adult education research (Chinese National Commission 
for UNESCO and Chinese Adult Education Association 2008, p. 23). A somewhat 
similar development can be noted for the Republic of Korea (Ministry of Education, 
Science and Technology and the National Institute for Lifelong Education 2009, 
p. 72ff.).

2.4  Previous Findings Regarding Adult Education 
as a Scientific Field

Numerous articles examining the scholarly field of adult education have appeared 
since the 1960s, employing content analysis of adult education journals (Dickinson 
and Rusnell 1971; Long and Agyekum 1974), country comparisons (Brookfield 
1982), and citation analysis (Boshier and Pickard 1979). Some articles looked at 
subdisciplines such as adult basic education (Fisher and Martin 1987) or specific 
aspects such as the impact of feminism on adult education (Hayes 1992). Rubenson 
(1982), among other things, found that there was an overwhelming influence of 
psychology with the consequence that the territory of adult education research was 
defined primarily through assumptions of the characteristics of the learner and, thus, 
teaching was reduced to learning; empiricism and research methodology was 
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emphasized in order to build a discipline of adult education; there was strong skepti-
cism against borrowing from other disciplines and fields of study; and North 
American scholars dominated the landscape with little international exchange. The 
lack of international exchange is supported by Zeuner (Chap. 3) in her chapter about 
the development of the field of adult education in Germany without any clear influ-
ences from the US. A book about the field of adult education in Germany, Adult 
Education in the Federal Republic of Germany: Scholarly Approaches and 
Professional Practice (Mader 1992) does not make any references to scholarship in 
US-Anglo-Saxon or Nordic countries, which corroborates Zeuner’s point. However, 
for several European scholars the North American field of adult education consti-
tuted an important reference point at the time. For example, the majority of works 
cited by Husén (1958) were American, including only two references from Germany. 
In a similar vein, Knoll (1989), looking back at the 1970s, deplored that “the discus-
sion about professionalization in the Federal Republic of Germany would certainly 
have developed differently if work had been based on material from England, the 
USA and Canada available at that time” (p. 146). Roby Kidd, one of the leading 
Canadian adult educators, tried to interest his American colleagues in international-
izing the field of adult education in the US in the 1960s and 1970s, but “became 
disillusioned” (Hansman and Rose 2018, p. 2) and focused his efforts on Canada 
and his work with UNESCO. This speaks to the development of different regional 
maps.

In a second study, revisiting the previous one, Rubenson (2000) noticed, not 
surprisingly, that the map was changing in accordance with the general drift of the 
social sciences. More specifically he noted a shift to more articles invoking a post- 
structural tradition with its emphasis on gender and critical race theories and a 
major impact of the new economic paradigm with a rapidly increasing number of 
articles focusing on workplace learning which resulted in a broadening of the con-
ceptualisation of learning in adult education. He further noticed a major change in 
the attitude towards borrowing from other disciplines and that policy-oriented stud-
ies were less predominant in North American journals than European. The former 
might suggest that the field was becoming more porous and less able to define its 
own criteria for what counts as successful scholarship. His second observation 
could result in a more autonomous situation for the north American scholars. The 
dominance of North American scholars by the sheer numbers of their publications 
was seen to be less obvious than it was two decades earlier as European scholars 
were gaining more visibility in the journals, books and conference proceedings ana-
lyzed by Rubenson.

In two previous papers Rubenson and Elfert (2014, 2015) analyzed the changing 
characteristics of the map of adult education research based on a two-pronged 
approach: a reading of four seminal articles written by adult education scholars 
who have conducted bibliometric analyses of selected adult education journals: 
Taylor 2001; St. Clair 2011; Fejes and Nylander 2014; Larsson 2010; and to some 
extent, Mulenga et al. (2006); and their own review of 75 articles, covering a one 
year period (2012–2013) in five adult education journals: Adult Education 
Quarterly (AEQ), the International Journal of Continuing Education & Lifelong 
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Learning (IJCELL), which is published out of Hong Kong, the International 
Journal of Lifelong Education (IJLE), the European Journal for Research on the 
Education and Learning of Adults (RELA), and the International Review of 
Education (IRE). In relation to the two Rubenson (1982, 2000) articles discussed 
above, the authors focused their analysis on the categories of authorship, research 
focus, research methodology and theoretical orientation. Their findings suggested 
that adult education research is increasingly being governed by a set of regional 
maps. As Mulenga et al. (2006, p. 82) and Fejes and Nylander (2014) observed, 
there continues to be a tendency for authors to publish articles in a journal of their 
home country. Taylor (2001) found that the submissions in AEQ during the 1990s 
originated almost exclusively from North America, and predominantly from the 
US, but a slight increase of articles from Western European countries could be 
noticed. The 2012–2013 review showed that out of fifteen articles published in 
AEQ during that period ten were by Americans and one by a Canadian. Similarly, 
St. Clair (2011) noted a very strong dominance of Canadian scholars publishing in 
the Canadian journal. Given the pattern of “home grown publishing” it is not sur-
prising that a vast majority of authors in the AEQ, IJLE and SICE, all hosted in 
Anglo Saxon countries, were from those parts of the world (Fejes and Nylander 
2014). Similarly, Larsson (2010), Mulenga et al. (2006) and Fejes and Nylander 
(2014) pointed to the overwhelming dominance in the core adult education journals 
of scholars from the Anglo-Saxon world. An interesting finding in Larsson’s review 
is that not only do the authors predominantly come from Australia, Canada, UK 
and the US but in their work they almost exclusively cite other authors from one of 
these countries. Moreover he noted that well over half of the references in the AEQ, 
the only adult education journal that was indexed by ISI at that time, are from 
articles published in the AEQ, which from a Bourdieusian perspective highlights 
the reproduction of the dominance of Anglo-American scholars. This pattern also 
shows that research coming from outside universities is not being cited.

Rubenson and Elfert (2014, 2015) found that almost half of the authors in the 
five reviewed journals came from European countries and about a third from North 
America. Of the European authors 12 originated from the UK, only two from 
Eastern Europe (Bulgaria and Russia) and 11 from Scandinavian countries. Portugal 
was the most represented country from Mediterranean Europe with four articles. 
Seven authors were from Asian countries, which tend to publish for the most part in 
the Hong Kong-based IJCELL. Only three articles came from Australian scholars 
who tend to publish in their own journal, which was not included in the review. 
Looking at differences between the five journals the study found that authorship in 
the IJCELL, the IJLE and the RELA is by majority European, with the IJCELL hav-
ing a higher proportion of articles coming out of Asia, especially China. Only the 
IRE shows a more balanced geographical distribution of articles although with a 
strong dominance of authors from Europe and North America.

Another finding in this work that it is worth drawing attention to is that not only 
are the authors publishing in local or regional journals but the scope in the majority 
of the articles in the AEQ, the IJLE and the IJCELL is national. Similarly, Fejes and 
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Nylander (2015; see also Chap. 7) characterize these journals as “rather  national/
regional” (p.  119). Rubenson and Elfert (2014, 2015) have defined articles as 
national when they focus on national or local issues or when the database on which 
they draw was collected in the country they originate from. In accordance with 
Mulenga et al. (2006, p. 83), the authors found that few articles qualified as interna-
tional in that the research and used data involved more than one country. Only a 
couple of articles were co-authored by researchers originating from two different 
countries. These findings are supported by recent research on the situation in higher 
education. Thus, although research studies on international higher education have 
grown considerably, “networks among researchers of higher education continue to 
operate largely within national borders and are still dominated by a few Western 
countries[…]only 11.3% of articles were authored by researchers from at least two 
countries” (Kuzhabekova et al. 2015, pp. 878–879).

In terms of the research focus Elfert and Rubenson found a clear dominance of 
articles addressing adult learning with 60% of the articles in the AEQ and more than 
40% in the RELA dealing with learning. Surprisingly, very few – four – articles 
focused on teaching, one each in all journals analyzed except for RELA. This may 
be an indication of a change from Taylor’s (2001) review which had found that 
teaching and curriculum was among the major topics in the AEQ. With workplace 
learning evolving as a separate scholarly field it may not be that surprising that rela-
tively few articles reported on work- and skills-related research.

With regard to the research methodology and theoretical orientation, for the 
period 1989–1999 Taylor (2001) observed a sharp increase in the share of articles 
that employed some form of qualitative methods and a corresponding decrease in 
work using a quantitative methodology. This finding is echoed in all of the more 
recent reviews as well as Boeren (Chap. 8). Presently adult education scholars are 
almost exclusively relying on qualitative methodologies, with a few using a mixed 
method and an almost total absence of pure quantitative research (Fejes and 
Nylander 2014, 2015; see also Chaps. 6 and 7; Rubenson and Elfert 2014, 2015).

In Chap. 7, Fejes and Nylander report that the three most common theoretical 
perspectives are socio-cultural (23%), critical pedagogy (17.5%) and post- 
structuralism (15.5%). Looking at the disciplinary base, Rubenson and Elfert (2014, 
2015) classified about 40% of the reviewed articles in the five journals as broadly 
sociological and about 33% as psychological. There were noticeable differences 
between journals with the majority of the articles in the IJLE, the RELA and the 
IRE being sociological, whereas the AEQ had a strong psychological orientation. 
This speaks to the strong psychological tradition of adult education in the United 
States that has been noted by Rubenson (2000) and is being reiterated by Fejes and 
Nylander (2015, p. 106).

Rubenson (2000) had noted an increase of post-structural research, a trend that 
seems to be supported by the review by Fejes and Nylander (2015). It is noteworthy 
that the post-structural turn was mostly absent in articles published in IJCELL 
which includes a large number of authors from Asia as well as a greater number of 
non-academic authors who are less likely to employ a post-structuralist 
perspective.
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2.5  Discussion

Overall the findings suggest that the scientific field of adult education finds itself in 
a precarious situation. This is reflected in a continuing regional fragmentation of the 
field, an accelerating hollowing out of the field and what can be labelled as a rele-
vance deficit. By this we refer to a seeming inability of the field to respond to the 
needs of adult education practitioners and the policy community. Below we will 
discuss these findings in more detail.

2.5.1  Regional Fragmentation of the Field

As noted, the move to develop adult education into a field of study accelerated in the 
US in the 1950s but by the mid-1990s it had become at least as vibrant in the 
Northern part of Europe as in North America. Our findings indicate that this shift 
has resulted in the creation of two quite distinguishable regional maps, one US or 
North American map and one European. While the AEQ remains the bastion of 
North American scholarship in adult education all the other journals are dominated 
by European authors. Scholars keep publishing in their local or regional journals 
without trying to engage with each other in a discussion of the regional differences. 
This seems to suggest that adult education does not possess one authoritative map 
of its territory, a finding confirmed by Larsson (2010, p. 109). Several developments 
in Europe suggest that Europe is overtaking the US as an authority for adult educa-
tion. The European Society for Research in the Education of Adults (ESREA), 
founded in 1991, and especially the creation of its journal, the European Journal for 
Research on the Education and Learning of Adults (RELA), which published its 
first issue in 2010, have greatly contributed to forging a European identity of adult 
educators (see also Field et  al. 2016, p. 124; see also Chap. 10) and stimulating 
debates among European adult educators. International cooperation is stronger in 
Europe as the “funding programmes of the European Union encourage transnational 
projects, exchange of best practices and capacity-building” (UIL 2017d, p. 25). In 
the US, it is much more difficult to obtain research funds for adult education. These 
developments seem to contribute to the decline and isolation of the US on the map 
of the territory of adult education research.

The differences in maps should be understood in the larger context of differences 
in social and cultural traditions and the impact of these on research practices 
(Popkewitz 1984). The US (and Canada, although to a lesser extent) with their 
decentralized political and economic systems and emphasis on social mobility pro-
mote a research focus on the individual. The strong focus on psychologically- 
oriented perspectives by American adult education researchers, as noted in the 
review, is in accordance with the dominant tradition in educational research in gen-
eral. To use Kuhn’s (1962/1996) concept of paradigm at the meta-level the tradition 
within adult education research is part of the dominant “Weltanschauung”. As 
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Brookfield noted already back in 1982, the North American literature draws “a clear 
distinction between an audience interested in research and theory, and one inter-
ested in practice” (p. 157), which is why it tends to identify practitioners, instructors 
and/or administrators as the usual target groups. Consequently, the process by which 
adult education has become a specialized field of study in North America has been 
linked to the professionalization of adult education.

In Europe, a different “Weltanschauung” governs the research tradition. While 
European research has also been affected by the professionalization of adult educa-
tion, it has been more influenced by the broader policy realm, as Rubenson observed 
in his 2000 review. Thus, the differences in topic and theoretical orientation that we 
observed between the publications in AEQ and RELA speak to differences in what 
Bourdieu has labelled the “social cosmos” (Camic 2013, p.  186) of the field. 
Similarly, the articles in IJCELL suggest the beginning of a newly evolving map 
that emphasizes a technical-practical perspective and the promotion of adult learn-
ing as a tool to adapt to a changing economic and technological environment in the 
context of free market capitalism. This map reflects yet another social cosmos 
affecting the specific regional field of adult education in Asia. The regionalisation of 
the field suggests a lack of maturity where, in Bourdieu’s words, the scientific uni-
verse of the field of adult education is rather weak and as a consequence it becomes 
strongly influenced by the social cosmos in which it is embedded.

2.5.2  Hollowing Out of the Field

Two current processes work in tandem to weaken the field, a fragmentation of adult 
education research and the changes to the institutional structure of research. 
Returning to our observation regarding the absence of workplace- and skills-related 
research, which is unexpected given the dominance of the skills discourse in the 
policy realm (Elfert and Rubenson 2013), this absence suggests a fragmentation of 
the field into subdisciplines, which have become fields of study in of themselves. 
The trend might be most obvious in the area of workplace learning which has started 
its own scholarly conferences and research journals, e.g. the Journal of Workplace 
Learning. Areas formerly associated with management and business studies are 
being subsumed under adult education, such as human resource development (HRD) 
and career development, in particular in the US, where numerous professorships 
combine adult education and HRD. This development has also been observed in 
other regions of the world, e.g. China (Boshier 2018). Several academic journals 
serve the field of HRD such as the Human Resource Development Quarterly 
(HRDQ). The lists of members of the editorial board of the HRDQ contains many 
adult educators. The overlap between adult education and HRD is noteworthy, as 
these constitute fields that are based on different logics. HRD has a strong focus on 
organizational and managerial performance and employee training. It is rooted in 
somewhat different theoretical foundations (Yang 2004) and has less of a critical 
tradition than adult education (Fenwick 2004). Fragmentation is also apparent in 
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other traditional core areas of adult education like adult literacy. These subfields that 
struggle for their own legitimacy are challenging the field of adult education which 
increasingly finds it difficult to be guided by its own values and criteria.

The general restructuring of university departments into larger structures or clos-
ing down of adult education graduate programs in some countries, especially in the 
US but also in Australia and some European countries, further hampers the building 
of a field of adult education. Milton et al.’s (2003) study shows that adult education 
departments in the US undergo a changing of perspective, often reflected by name 
changes indicating a broader perspective of lifelong learning. Butterwick et  al. 
(2018) describe the merging and diluting of the adult education program at the 
University of British Columbia in Canada. Field (2005) confirms this trend for the 
UK, where the “coherent and bounded field of adult education is being displaced by 
the more open and decentred domain of lifelong learning” (p. 207). This develop-
ment is in line with our finding that only one third of the authors worked out of adult 
education departments. As Field et al. (2016; see also Chap. 10) state, drawing on 
Edwards (1997), “the shift from the ‘field’ of adult education to the ‘moorland’ of 
lifelong learning is clearly an obstacle to [a] tidy categorial approach” (p.  129). 
Consequently adult education has been losing much of the administrative capital it 
had gained over the previous decades.

2.5.3  Relevance Deficit

Earlier in the chapter we alluded to the “policy relevance” of adult education 
research. Our findings point to a disconnect between the policy discourse and aca-
demic adult education research. So for example, the outcome-based perspective that 
is being promoted by supranational organisations such as OECD, UNESCO and the 
World Bank is largely absent in the core adult education journals. The lack of statis-
tically sophisticated empirical research in adult education (see e.g. Boeren 2018) 
further contributes to its perceived “irrelevance” to the policy community.

The issue of the “policy relevance” of adult education research is contested. On 
the one hand are those adult educators who believe we should aspire to influence 
policies. As Boeren (2018; see also Chap. 8) argues, “in times where our field…is 
dominated by a focus on ‘big data’ and the use of benchmarks and indicators, both 
by the European Commission, the OECD and UNESCO, it would be a pity if our 
field would miss this boat” (p. 75). On the other hand, many adult education schol-
ars resist the dominance of the “big data” such as the PIAAC study. Field et  al. 
(2016; see also Chap. 10) point to the “clear limitations” of these large-scale sur-
veys, “such as their inherent tendency to focus on a small number of measurable 
benchmarks” (p. 130). More importantly many in the adult education field feel like 
Mudge and Vauchez (2012), when they – referring to the weak field of EU studies – 
argue that the field is weak because it is entangled with European politics and there-
fore not autonomous as a discipline in the Bourdieusian sense.
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A related concern is that when adult education researchers become involved in 
contract research, which usually contributes directly to policy formation for specific 
operating agencies, such policy research activities generally do not contribute 
greatly to the growth of generalizable knowledge. This position is rooted in an 
instrumental position on policy research which underlies much of this kind of 
research. However, it is important to note that there are also other approaches to 
policy research, such as the “conceptual position” developed as a criticism against 
the narrow interpretation of instrumentalism (Weiss 1977). According to this school 
of policy research the role of research is not primarily seen as coming up with a 
solution and/or answer to a specific issue but rather helps develop a broader under-
standing of the underlying problem. This involves widening the debate, reformulat-
ing the problem, clarifying goals, and analyzing eventual conflicts between multiple 
goals. Instead of being of direct instrumental use, the primary function of research 
is conceptual. What distinguishes this kind of policy-oriented research from “free” 
or basic research is not its theoretical sophistication or contribution to theory but 
that it has been initiated in the policy arena and addresses an issue that society has 
defined as being of relevance. The conceptual approach involves a shift from shorter 
R&D projects in adult education to long-term university based research programs 
giving emphasis to the relations between adult education and society as a whole not 
only the more narrow issue of its effect on the economy. For this kind of policy 
research to happen financial resources would have to be available, which as we 
know is rarely the case. However, it should be noted that most adult education 
research in Sweden up until quite recently constituted conceptually oriented policy 
research carried out in university departments that come to shape adult education as 
a field of study. As Offe (1984) notes, it is only a “secure state” that is willing to 
behave in this way. Thus, it is the logic of the dominant welfare state regime that 
will shape the conditions for policy research. While it is true that under most condi-
tions economic and political forces may threaten the autonomy of the field of adult 
education, the Swedish case shows that this does not always have to be the case.

2.6  Concluding Note

It is always dangerous to speculate about the contours of the future map of adult 
education as a field of study, but we dare to provide a couple of speculations. The 
first is that the new subdisciplines will jeopardize the traditional field of adult edu-
cation as they have more “capital” given that they are more in line with the policy 
discourse and therefore in a better position to obtain funding. The second is that 
there are no indications that the fragmentation process will come to a halt. On the 
contrary, it is more likely that it will intensify. One reason is that an Asian map 
might start to emerge. Our analysis of the IJCELL (Rubenson and Elfert 2015), 
which represents to some extent the developments in Asia with its specific charac-
teristics, already points in this direction. This is by itself not a negative development 
but it is more likely to increase the number of maps than to contribute to the 
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development of an integrated map. Another reason is that we might see the European 
map becoming even more dominant due to the institutional changes in the US that 
further weaken American knowledge production in adult education. The strong 
emphasis in the EU on the economic and social role of adult learning in combina-
tion with the stress on evidence-based policy will fuel research activities within the 
EU while there are fewer opportunities for this kind of research in the US. This 
development in European adult education research carries with it some obvious 
risks. Thus, while the policy-related interest in adult education research may pro-
vide some new opportunities for the development of major research programs, 
something that has been lacking in the field, it also contributes to a weakening of the 
field in the Bourdieusian sense. This weakness entails a danger of moving the 
research agenda away from classical adult education concerns about democracy and 
social rights and forcing the researchers to focus on a narrow politically-defined 
instrumental research agenda. In this perspective the struggle is to find opportunities 
for research that can critically examine democratically taken decisions.
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Chapter 3
Adult Education Research in Germany: 
Approaches and Developments

Christine Zeuner

3.1  Introduction

This chapter intends to give an overview regarding the historical and recent devel-
opments in adult education research in Germany, looking back over more than 
100 years. At first, the research was undertaken by the adult educators themselves, 
who wanted to know more about the practice of adult education, the participants and 
the conditions under which adult education should ideally be provided and taught. 
As a result of the scientific expansion in the 1970s, a pluralistic and diverse research 
landscape has emerged using a wide variety of methodological approaches and the-
oretical frameworks, resulting in a fragmented field.

The aim of adult education has always been to provide opportunities for adults to 
learn  – for individual intellectual, cultural or political development, for career 
advancement and, regarding society, for political and social change. The conflicts of 
interest and objectives, which are related to the diverse individual and collective 
points of view, are reflected in the debates concerning adult education. However, the 
relationship between adult education practice and theory has always been close, 
because they are mutually dependent. Adult education practice provides the field for 
theory and research and asks questions concerning improvements in practice. 
Nevertheless, the relationship between theory and practice could also be ambiva-
lent, because neither side is sure of what to expect and how to gain from each other. 
Experience has shown that the results from theory and research are not easily trans-
ferred into practice, but often need adjustments.

In order to explain the current state of adult education research in Germany, the 
first part of the chapter addresses the question of how underlying theoretical 
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 frameworks influence research. I will discuss whether they are only relevant to the 
theoretical perspective of the researcher or whether they influence the research itself 
and to what means and outcomes.

The second part of the chapter argues for the concept of ‘Bildung’ as the aim of 
adult education. Over the last 20  years, this notion has been overshadowed by 
aspects such as learning or acquiring competences, being considered the main 
objective of adult education. Whereas the first notion looks at the personal develop-
ment and enrichment of subjects in order for them to lead fulfilled lives according 
to their abilities and aspirations, learning and acquiring competences are rather 
aimed at fulfilling external expectations. This seems to have influenced both the 
research questions and the research methods.

Following these introductory remarks, I will then look at the historical develop-
ment of adult education research in Germany and its current state. The presentation 
of the historical developments will focus on the main topics and on the method-
ological approaches and concepts. They indicate a continuum of research questions, 
as well as an expansion of the methodological designs.

I will write the article from a critical-theoretical-pragmatistic point of view in 
order to stress the fact that this perspective on adult education research abandons the 
illusion that individual learning or education processes can be induced from ‘from 
the outside’. It thus exceeds an instrumental interest in knowledge and combines it 
with hermeneutic or practical research intentions. In this way, it creates a break with 
an object’s immediacy and becomes critical empiricism. Because the results of 
research are related to the interpretations and points of view of the researchers, they 
are not fixed. Therefore, this article on adult education research in Germany cannot 
provide thorough lexical knowledge. It rather aims at giving an overview of the 
research questions and topics, the methodological approaches, the discussions and 
the experiences which open up new horizons. Empirical research – both as historical- 
genetic and as methodological-experience-led access to a subject area – can be seen 
as a learning process in which the apparently self-evident becomes uncertain, and 
new answers are sought (Zeuner and Faulstich 2009, p. 11).

3.2  Adult Education Research in Germany: Theoretical 
Frameworks

Adult education research in Germany is situated in the tradition of social scientific 
research, on the one hand, and in the tradition of humanistic approaches to peda-
gogy, on the other hand. Traditionally, adult education research has had a close 
relationship to adult education practice. Ideally, the practice of adult education pro-
vides a field for adult education research to develop topics and questions, with the 
results being fed back into practice.

Until some years ago, the field was built around this common ground, albeit 
sometimes rather ambivalently, i.e. on the reciprocal relationship between the field 
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of adult education research and practice. More recently, researchers in adult educa-
tion have started to contest this view. Due to the increasingly competitive nature of 
research funding, questions concerning adequate topics and methodological 
approaches have gained momentum, as well as expectations for so-called ‘evi-
denced based’ research. These collegial discussions are ongoing, resulting in the 
effect that adult education research seems to have become an even more fragmented 
field (Nuissl 2010, p. 406).

Adult education practice presents itself as multi-layered and diverse  – in its 
organised forms ranging from popular and cultural approaches to citizenship educa-
tion, from basic education to higher education, and from basic vocational training to 
further vocational training. In addition, different learning-settings have come into 
view, ranging from autodidactic learning to self-directed learning, to organised and 
formalised learning, and so on. Adult education, in its multidimensional practice, 
provides the background and framework for adult education research. Therefore, 
not surprisingly, the theoretical as well as scientific references of adult education 
research are similarly pluralistic.

Other disciplines such as educational science, sociology, psychology, econom-
ics, history, and economics, to name the most relevant, are often referred to when it 
comes to defining the methodological approaches or research interests. In addition, 
researchers from these disciplines also conduct studies in adult education/continu-
ing education, and their results influence the scientific discourse and practice of 
adult education. Consequently, adult education presents itself as a rather diffuse and 
fragmented field.

Adult education research draws on a wide range of theoretical approaches, partly 
corresponding to the dominant theoretical currents which are prevalent in the related 
disciplines. But even though certain theoretical positions may be favoured at certain 
times, multiple positions can appear simultaneously. There has been an ongoing 
debate in German adult education research about the significance of theoretical 
frameworks for the explanation and development of science and their functions with 
regard to ‘Bildung’.

A theory is defined as ‘a system of intersubjectively verifiable, methodically 
obtained and in a consistent context formulated statement about a defined subject 
area’ (Dewe et al. 1988, p. 15). Theories are the results of science, which is seen as 
an ‘organized process of understanding natural and/or social realities. The aim of 
science is to describe and structure closely defined fields as realistically as possible’ 
(Dewe et al. 1988, p. 14).

Horst Siebert (2011), in his book on adult education theory, focuses on the rela-
tionship between theory and practice in order to define the special characteristics of 
adult education theory. According to Siebert, adult education theories are not basic 
theories which attempt to describe social reality (or utopias) in their entirety. In rela-
tion to professional action in adult education, they rather address partial aspects of 
the field and make them accessible to reflection: ‘Adult pedagogical theories of 
medium reach are oriented towards concepts and tasks of institutional educational 
practice, attempting to explain and discuss problems by means of scientific findings 
and thus to stimulate and justify educational practice’ (Siebert 2011, p. 18).
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The prevalent (philosophical) theoretical positions to which adult education has 
referred since the Second World War are the following: positivism, symbolic inter-
actionism (referring to the interpretative paradigm), critical theory, social construc-
tivism, and pragmatism. In recent times, the milieu and habitus theory proposed by 
Pierre Bourdieu has also become more important. In addition, over the last 20 years, 
psychological learning theories (behaviourism, cognitivism, action regulation the-
ory, subject-oriented learning theory, transformative learning) have been discussed 
and used as frameworks for research. For most of these theoretical frameworks, it is 
possible to identify the typical methodological approaches which support and mir-
ror specific research interests (Zeuner and Faulstich 2009, pp. 15–2615ff).

Applied to adult education, each of these theoretical approaches is based on its 
own understanding of how to determine the role of education in society and the role 
of the individual. In addition, some of the approaches are based on specific concepts 
with regard to the socio-theoretical framework (what kind of society is favoured and 
which role adult education assumes therein), e.g. the anthropological framework 
(according to which the human image forms the basis of the approach) and the psy-
chological framework (regarding the individual image of the learner).

Looking more closely at the development of adult education research since the 
1990s, the role that a researcher accounts to the individual learner has become more 
and more crucial. Whereas approaches such as critical theory, pragmatism or that of 
Bourdieu see the individual in relation to and in connection with society, approaches 
favouring the interpretative paradigm rather look at the individual learner. In the 
interpretative paradigm, the major interest lies in the lifeworld of individuals, their 
everyday knowledge and their lifelong learning processes, whereas the perception 
of the reciprocal effects between the learner and society seems to be rather limited. 
This kind of research has been criticised as being shortsighted. Aspects influencing 
the individual learning process such as social background, learning experience, 
school experience, and so on also need to be considered in order to understand the 
participation and effects of adult education (Zeuner and Faulstich 2009, p. 21).

Methodologically speaking, adult education research covers a wide range of 
approaches. Based on the theoretical framework applied, different ones will be 
used. Typically, it is differentiated between empirical-quantitative or qualitative 
methods. Quantitative methods are usually employed in large-scale assessments, 
which is a rather recent approach induced by international policy agencies such as 
the OECD or the European Union, or by the German government. Qualitative meth-
ods rather refer to the interpretative paradigm, within which explorative, biographi-
cal and historical approaches, case-studies, ethnography and other methods are used 
(Dörner and Schäffer 2011, p. 244).

The so-called ‘interpretative paradigm’ is based on the social constitution of the 
research topic, in which the respondents are regarded as ‘experts of their own life 
world’. In order to understand this, researchers need to involve themselves in close 
interactions with their respondents in order to become able to adequately interpret 
the collected data (Kade 1999, p. 342). I would argue that a clear distinction should 
be made between the interpretative paradigm of the research and the normative par-
adigm in the research, which is based on theoretically founded research  hypotheses 
that are verified or falsified by empirical evidence. Followers of the interpretative 
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paradigm reject the idea of hypothesis-guided questions, because in their view, they 
restrict the possible interpretations and restrict the openness of the research process 
itself. Therefore, in the interpretative paradigm, the explication and interpretation of 
data seem to be more flexible and changeable (Kade 1999, p. 342).

Although certain methods have had primacy in adult education research at cer-
tain times, they are selected according to the objectives and interests of the research 
and on the basis of practical considerations, such as time, money, access to the field, 
etc. Adult education research therefore presents itself as a multifaceted field, rang-
ing from small-scale individual research for qualification purposes, such as a doc-
toral thesis, to funded research projects and large-scale (often quantitative) research 
networks (Nuissl 2010, p. 406).

One characteristic of adult education research in Germany has always been a 
broad scope of orientations, ranging from pure basic research to an applied research 
orientation. Typical approaches to adult education research are the following:

 1. Theoretical research that exists independently of practice (pure basic research).
 2. Theoretical research aiming at practical application (use inspired basic research)
 3. Scientific research resulting from practical requirements (applied research).

Most of the research on adult education can be assigned to the latter two areas 
(Zeuner and Faulstich 2009, p. 28). Related to this systematisation, topics of adult 
education research can be assigned to the following different strands:

 1. Discussions on the theoretical foundations of adult education: humanities- 
hermeneutical, empirical-analytical, critical-theoretical, critical-pragmatistic, 
constructivist, ecological, interactionist and other approaches.

 2. Research on the practice of adult education: teaching and learning; adult educa-
tion institutions including questions on organisation and structure, staff and per-
sonnel, progammes and programme-planning; on participants and addressees; 
system and structure.

 3. The programmatic objectives of adult education: emancipation and democratisa-
tion; learning and self-organisation; education politics and policy; 
economisation.

However, typically, ‘mixed approaches’ are used, i.e., one usually finds neither a 
solely pure basic research nor a solely applied research. Depending on the objec-
tives of the research and the methods applied, the relationship between theory and 
practice to which I referred earlier is prevalent and influences the research. However, 
the topics, themes, research interests and theoretical positions are also subject to the 
apparent ‘trends’ and are therefore subject to change.

3.3  ‘Learning’ or ‘Bildung?’ The Aims of Adult Education

The core interests of adult education research and its aims have been widely dis-
cussed. Different issues have been prevalent at different times. However, two topics 
have always been prominent in adult education practice and research. The first 
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concerns the question of whether adult education mainly provides opportunities for 
learning or whether the overall aim should be ‘Bildung’.

Hans Tietgens (1922–2009), the long-term director of the Institute for Didactic 
of Adult Education,1 stated in 1991 that the main task of adult education should be 
the initiation of teaching-learning processes. Accordingly, adult education ‘can only 
be understood as a process, as a product of interaction. Adult education […] only 
exists, when learning processes take place’ (Tietgens 1991, p. 46).

‘Bildung’ becomes the ultimate objective of adult education when referring to its 
emancipatory, democratic tradition. ‘Bildung’ has no appropriate English transla-
tion, and it emerged from a critical theoretical tradition that ultimately aims at (self-)
enlightenment. This involves the development of individual identity, the appropria-
tion of culture and the development of the person, as well as the development of a 
collective social identity. According to the educational scientist Wolfgang Klafki 
(1927–2016), education with regard to (self-)enlightenment processes can be 
defined as follows: ‘self-determination, freedom, emancipation, autonomy, matu-
rity, reason, self-activity’ (Klafki 1996, p. 19). This, for him, includes the ‘freedom 
of one’s own thinking and one’s own moral decision. It is precisely for this reason 
that self-activity is the central form of implementation of the educational process’ 
(Klafki 1996, p. 19, emphasis in the original). From this point of view, Bildung 
should not only serve the purpose of self-education and individual self-fulfillment, 
it should also aim at solidarity, cooperation and responsibility in order to become 
capable of shaping the future of a democratic society.

Regardless of whether the focus of adult education is on learning or Bildung, 
adult education, as part of the educational system, is always embedded in macro-, 
meso- and microstructures. They provide the essential framework for learning or 
Bildung and are therefore the subject of research, justifying the pluralistic field of 
adult education research. Whereas the macrostructure concerns adult education 
politics, policy and the law, the mesostructure mostly looks at the institutions and 
organisation of adult education, including questions concerning the professional 
action of its protagonists and participation. The microstructure concerns actual 
learning and teaching processes, and therefore, in the long run, also the question of 
whether these processes lead to Bildung.

3.4  Adult Education Research: A Short Historical Overview

The following overview will outline the historical development of adult education 
research in Germany from its beginnings at the turn of the twentieth century to the 
turn of the twenty-first century. It indicates a strong tradition of mutual influence 
between the theory and practice of adult education, and  – in the late twentieth 

1 Pädagogische Arbeitsstelle des Deutschen Volkshochschulverbandes (PAS) renamed in 1997 in 
“Deutsches Institut für Erwachsenenbildung” (DIE; German Institute for Adult Education).
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century – the attempts of some researchers to prove that adult education research is 
pure basic research in its own right.

3.4.1  The Beginnings: 1900–1933

As mentioned earlier, adult education research developed out of the needs of practi-
tioners. One of the first surveys, which concerned participants of extension classes 
at the University of Vienna was conducted by its secretary, Ludo Moritz Hartmann 
(Hartmann and Penck 1904). From the beginning of the lectures in 1885, he col-
lected data on significant events and participants. The participants were analysed 
regarding age, gender and social background. On the one hand, Hartmann used the 
results of his survey to plan the extension programme according to the motives and 
interests of the participants. On the other hand, the survey served to legitimise the 
extension service of the university and was used to ask for public funding. 
Hartmann’s survey was exemplary, and its structure concerning participant research 
was later replicated and extended.

Research concerning participants became the first strand of adult education 
research that German-speaking countries conducted in different institutions and 
organisations which offered learning opportunities for adults such as adult educa-
tion centres and public libraries.

During the Weimar Republic (1919–1933), adult education research reached its 
first peak, mainly due to two developments, the first being an enormous expansion 
of the practice of adult education. Different types of adult education centres 
(Volkshochschulen) were founded (Zeuner 2010), and workers’ education institu-
tions were constructed by trade unions and political parties. Churches, farmer 
movements, as well as universities became interested in adult education and founded 
their own institutions or offered classes.

The second development was more or less reciprocal: The increase in adult edu-
cation institutions and organisations led to a higher demand for adult educators. 
Traditionally, they were schoolteachers, clergy or specialists in certain fields, giving 
lectures in the tradition of the ‘extensive’ teaching approach of popular education. 
However, this was a highly contested field. Around 1910, a discussion about the 
‘extensive’ or ‘intensive’ approach of popular education started among practitioners 
of adult education. It was revived in the beginning of the 1920s, when different 
kinds of institutions for adult education were founded. The need for more and better 
educated practitioners led to a professionalisation of the field, wherein universities 
started to teach adult educators (Friedenthal-Haase 1991).

The professionalisation process influenced not only the practice of adult educa-
tion but also research. Interested scholars from different backgrounds institution-
alised research networks such as the Hohenrodter Bund, which initiated the Deutsche 
Schule für Volksforschung (German Institute for Folk Research), and the Institut für 
Sozialforschung (Institute for Social Research) at the University of Cologne was 
founded by Paul Honigsheim and Leopold von Wiese. In 1926, Gertrud Hermes 
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founded the Institut für freies Volksbildungswesen (Institute for Popular Education) 
at the University of Leipzig.

Through these institutions, the first major empirically oriented studies using 
qualitative and quantitative methods were carried out in the following fields:

• overviews concerning adult education practice
• research concerning target groups and participants
• research concerning adult education institutions
• professionalisation processes
• international-comparative research.

However, this highly prolific period of adult education practice and research 
came to an immediate end with the assumption of power by the National Socialist 
Workers’ Party in 1933. The independent and pluralistic adult education system of 
the Weimar Republic was prohibited. The protagonists either left Germany, or were 
arrested by the Nazi-regime and sent to concentration camps. Some of them did 
survive, but were suspended by the new regime (Feidel-Merz 1999).

3.4.2  Adult Education Research in the Federal Republic 
of Germany 1949–2000

The revival period of adult education research took place in the late 1950s. At that 
point, adult education practice was re-established and even intensified compared to 
the time before 1933. In the period of occupation, 1945 until the foundation of the 
Federal Republic of Germany in 1949, the Western Allies, mainly the British and 
the Americans, saw adult education as a means for the democratisation of the adult 
population and supported the re-introduction of a pluralistic system of adult educa-
tion. Their main interest was to re-establish and expand the adult education centres, 
but other organisations, such as churches, trade unions, employers and employer 
organisations were also encouraged to establish their own institutions. In the 1950s, 
the system was expanded further. Private investors entered the scene, laying the 
groundwork for the diverse publicly and privately funded adult education system, 
which still exists today (Zeuner 2015).

Whereas the adult education system was established step-by-step by different 
players, mirroring different aims and objectives, adult education science and 
research took additional time to be re-established. It was only at the end of the 
1950s that the first chair of adult education, specialising in education for democracy, 
was established at the Freie Universität Berlin. Following the expansion of the edu-
cational system in the late 1960s, newly founded universities (such as Bochum, 
Essen and Bremen) and colleges of education (Hannover, Flensburg) incorporated 
adult education in their curricula for education science and therefore established 
chairs for adult education. This was also true for traditional universities such as 
Münster, Trier, Cologne, and Hamburg. There were more to follow, and in the 

C. Zeuner



41

1990s, about 40 chairs of adult education existed in the Federal Republic of 
Germany, at least one in each of the federal provinces. In different ways, these 
chairs of adult education have shaped the research of adult education since the 
1970s.

Before this took place, other developments influenced the evolution of adult edu-
cation research: The Deutscher Volkshochschul-Verband, DVV (German Adult 
Education Association) established in 1953 founded the Pädagogische Arbeitsstelle 
des Deutschen Volkshochschulverbands, PAS (Institute for Didactics of Adult 
Education; in 1994, renamed Deutsches Institut für Erwachsenenbildung) in 1957. 
The first two long-standing directors of the PAS, Willy Strzelewicz (1905–1986) 
and Hans Tietgens (1922–2009), actively initiated research in adult education in the 
1950s and 1960s. Through their work at the PAS, which collaborated closely with 
practitioners at the adult education centres, they were confronted first hand with a 
series of emerging problems.

One of the most urgent questions addressed, which is still a pressing issue, con-
cerns the exclusion of certain target groups. In the 1950s and 1960s, these groups 
were identified as workers and women. The first study concerning participation in 
adult education was published by Wolfgang Schulenberg in 1957: Ansatz und 
Wirksamkeit der Erwachsenenbildung. He discussed the contradictions between the 
favourable opinion about education and the actual participation rates. In the study, 
63 groups of 1039 people were asked about their educational awareness and atti-
tudes. The groups represented the social stratification of the population to some 
extent (Schulenberg 1957, pp.  10–11). The prevalent reasons given for non- 
participation were work-overload, insufficient previous education or lack of money. 
Also, a discrepancy between the appreciation of education and individual behaviour 
was detected.

This study was followed by the study Bildung und gesellschaftliches Bewusstsein, 
published in 1966 by Willy Strzelewicz, Hans-Dietrich Raapke and Wolfgang 
Schulenberg. In the so-called ‘Göttingen Study’, a three-stage study was presented 
which included a representative survey of 1850 people, 34 group discussions and 38 
individual interviews. The aim was to work out individual educational concepts and 
attitudes towards education and possible differences according to the social situa-
tion. The researchers wanted to know ‘what ideas the general public associates with 
the concept of education, what the population believes belongs to education, what it 
helps to achieve, what distinguishes a person who is thought to be educated’ 
(Strzelewicz et  al. 1966, p.  39). The authors found a ‘social-differentiating syn-
drome’ of education and a ‘person-differentiating syndrome’. The former referred 
to individuals coming from a lower social status, characterised by attributes such as 
lower formal qualifications, social positions and prior knowledge. The latter referred 
to individuals coming from an upper social status, characterised by a higher educa-
tional background and income.

These two studies were ground-breaking in outlining both the research interests 
and methodological approaches. Up until this point, systematic reflections on the 
reciprocal influences of attitudes towards education and the social and educational 
background of the respondents had been scarce. The studies were later labelled 

3 Adult Education Research in Germany: Approaches and Developments



42

‘core studies’ because they set the standards for data collection and interpretation, 
as well as for grounding it in a sociological understanding of adult education. The 
studies showed that the social embeddedness of adults is crucial for their learning 
and educational experiences and should therefore be considered as a framework for 
adult education practice (Schlutz 1992). Other studies followed suit, like the 
‘Oldenburg Study’ (Schulenberg et al. 1978). After the turn of the century, research 
concerning participation in adult education became increasingly important, and 
often, the Göttingen study was referred to as having been a forerunner (Barz and 
Tippelt 2007; Bremer 2007).

In the 1970s, another strand of research emerged, which was later described as 
‘core studies’ (Schlutz 1992, pp.  45). Two of these studies became particularly 
prominent. The so-called ‘Hannover-Study’ analysed teaching and learning pro-
cesses in adult education classes (Siebert and Gerl 1975). The so-called ‘BUVEP- 
Study’ Bildungsurlaubs-Versuchs- und Entwicklungsprogramm, BUVEP 
(Evaluation programme on paid educational leave) looked at the learning processes 
of participants during courses of paid educational leave (Kejcz et al. 1979).

While Siebert first aimed at investigating the outcome of teaching-learning pro-
cesses in a positivist sense, i.e. decomposing the learning process into observable 
behavioural units and individual responses, he later recognised that questions about 
the social context of learners needed to be tackled. In the course of the study, the 
project developed from a quantifying analytical model to a qualitatively interpretive 
approach (Zeuner and Faulstich 2009, p. 64).

The BUVEP-study was supported by the government as a so-called ‘model proj-
ect’. They aimed at developing educational policy guidelines for a further introduc-
tion of educational leave in order to create the conditions for individuals to receive 
an education corresponding to their talents, abilities and willingness to learn (Kejcz 
et al. 1979, p. 20).

These important empirical studies were always supplemented by a vast number 
of smaller studies, often PhD dissertations, supervised at universities and often sup-
ported by the PAS. So, by the end of the 1960s, a pluralistic scene of adult education 
research was set, but it was by no means systematically expanded or even 
regulated.

3.4.3  The Role of the Scientific Community

In 1971, the professors in the newly established chairs of adult education and related 
fields founded the ‘Division Adult Education’ of the German Educational Research 
Association (GERA) (Schmidt-Lauff 2014). Its members aimed at supporting 
research in adult education, furthering discussions and scientific co-operation, and 
strengthening the identity of the emerging research field. Starting in 1971, the divi-
sion organised regular annual conferences.2

2 See Division of Adult Education 2018 for a list of topics.
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At the turn of the century, representatives of the division published the so-called 
Forschungsmemorandum zur Erwachsenenbildung (Memorandum concerning 
research in adult education) (Arnold et  al. 2000). The memorandum came into 
being at a time when questions about lifelong learning were being intensively dis-
cussed, especially at the level of education policy. Adult education  – which, in 
Germany, in contrast to other countries, has been equated with lifelong learning for 
many years  – suddenly found itself in competition with education-specific 
approaches to different age groups, such as early childhood, adolescence or older 
adults. The objective of the memorandum was ‘to identify, classify and name priori-
ties and necessary questions in an increasingly important area of educational 
research’ (Arnold et al. 2000, p. 4) in order make this field of research more visible 
within the scientific community, as well as for potential sponsors.

The memorandum refers to the following research fields and topics:

• Learning of adults
• Knowledge structures and competence requirements
• Staff in adult education
• Institutionalisation
• System and politics.

It concludes with recommendations for the implementation of the research strat-
egies. Considering the topics of the so-called ‘core studies’, it is interesting to note 
that questions concerning participation and participants are not mentioned explic-
itly. They can be tackled in each of the topics, but the crucial question of who is 
participating and why – and why not – is somewhat hidden behind the scene.

Two years later, the Memorandum zur historischen Erwachsenenbildung 
sforschung (Memorandum on historical adult education research) was published 
(Ciupke et al. 2002). It highlights that the relevance of historical research in adult 
education studies is ‘… to expand the adult education space of experience in a 
diachronic perspective and thus to confront contemporary practice with other pos-
sibilities which were historically realized’ (Ciupke et al. 2002, p. 9). First describ-
ing the state of historical adult education research, the authors then go on to discuss 
further perspectives and questions according to the structure developed in the 
memorandum of 2000, supplemented by the ‘history of science’ field. The memo-
randum points out the future tasks and focal points of historical adult education 
research and reflects on topics, as well as on recommendations for research 
funding.

Both memoranda are thus guidelines, looking at research perspectives and strate-
gies. However, they should not be read as a review of the current state of research or 
as a comprehensive overview. This kind of work is still pending, with the exception 
of Born’s book (Born 1991), and in terms of current research up to 2008, of Zeuner 
and Faulstich’s study from 2009. The Handbook of Qualitative Research on Adult 
and Further Education by Dörner and Schäffer (2012) focuses on questions regard-
ing the theoretical frameworks of adult education research and on the methodologi-
cal approaches. In section D of the book, several topics of adult education research 
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concerning profession, milieu, gender, generation, counseling, management, learn-
ing (various topics), time and emotions are tackled in articles by different authors.

3.5  Trends and Topics in Adult Education Research 
Since 2000

Over the last 20 years, adult education research in Germany has been influenced by 
different trends. On the one hand, small-scale, individual research still represents 
the larger proportion of research (Nuissl 2010, p. 406). It can be systemised accord-
ing to the research fields in the memorandum of adult education research (Arnold 
et al. 2000) and the outline developed by Zeuner and Faulstich in 2009. On the other 
hand, international educational policies initiated by supranational agencies such as 
the UNESCO, the OECD, the World Bank and, on the European level, the European 
Commission, have influenced adult education research directly and indirectly. Also, 
mostly reacting to international developments such as the ongoing discussion on 
lifelong learning, educational policy and educational politics in Germany have 
become more influential regarding national research agendas since the turn of the 
century (Schreiber-Barsch and Zeuner 2018, p. 27).

3.5.1  Topics of Adult Education Research

Within the scope of this article, it is impossible to summarise the results of adult 
education research from the last 20 years. Such an attempt was made by Zeuner and 
Faulstich (2009) up to the year 2008, and recent developments can be seen in the 
so-called ‘research map’ of the German Institute for Adult Education (DIE 2018; 
Ludwig and Baldauf-Bergmann 2010).

The difference lies in the categorisation of the research topics. Whereas the 
research map used the systematic approach of the research memorandum of 2000 
(Arnold et al. 2000), Zeuner and Faulstich (2009) developed their own systematic 
approach. In the following, I will outline their findings. They decided to differenti-
ate the following main categories and sub-categories:

 1. Learning and teaching:

• Learning research concerning empirical approaches, subject-oriented 
approaches, informal learning, resistance towards learning, neurophysiologi-
cal research

• Teaching research concerning methodological approaches, development of 
didactical concepts, self-organised and self-directed learning, the role of the 
media

• Programme-planning and course-development
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 2. Learners: addressees, target groups, participants

• ‘Core studies’ concerning addressees and milieu-oriented research according 
to Pierre Bourdieu

• Target groups according to their consideration from the historical perspective: 
workers, women, unemployed people, migrants, older adults, educationally 
disadvantaged people

• Research concerning participants
• Biographical and socialisation research

 3. Institutions, cooperation, support-structures

• Adult education providers and institutions: historical and current develop-
ments, organisational learning

• Networks and co-operation in adult education
• Organisation, marketing and management in adult education
• Support structures for further training

 4. Contents/topics of adult education

• Further vocational education and training
• General adult education including programme-analysis and topics
• Education for democracy/citizenship education
• Cultural adult education

 5. Staff in adult education

• Training of adult educators including research on professional development
• Professional areas of adult educators including full-time and part-time staff
• Staff in further vocational training
• Biographical research on the professional development of adult educators

 6. Development of the adult education system

• Politics, economy and law and their influence on adult education
• Resources for adult education, financial support
• International and comparative adult education research: methodology and 

results

 7. Historical research in adult education

• Objectives of historical adult education research and summery of results
• Fields of historical research: Historical research of ideas, social-historical 

research, historical developments concerning institutions and organisations of 
adult education, history of continuing vocational training

• History of adult education in the German Democratic Republic (GDR)
• Results of historical international-comparative research in adult education

This systematisation and the studies examined more closely mirror the fact that 
most adult education research is oriented towards better understanding and more 
effectively explaining the practice of adult education. It essentially included studies 
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by researchers who are closely affiliated with adult education as a discipline. 
However, other relevant disciplines include psychology, which tackles questions 
around the learning processes of adults; history, which studies the historic develop-
ment of adult education; political science, which researches within the field of citi-
zenship education and migration, and sociology, which investigates questions 
concerning social background and education. However, they do not seem to be as 
prominent in the discussion as Rubenson and Elfert (Chap. 2) suggest for the devel-
opment of adult education research elsewhere.

Most of the studies examined depict the problems and questions arising on the 
three practice levels of adult education: the micro-level, concerning learning and 
teaching-processes; the meso-level, concerning the institutions, organisations, and 
providers of adult education, the different stakeholders (staff, participants), as well 
as the topics and programmes; the macrolevel, concerning politics, policy, and adult 
education law and the economic conditions and influences. This systematisation is 
derived from the German arrangement of adult education, which is embedded in the 
educational system and therefore at least in part supported by the government. 
Certain characteristics and features may be common in other countries, but some 
may be unique.

3.6  Discussion

In this chapter, I intended to give an overview of the development of adult education 
research in Germany from its beginning to the present day. From my point of view, 
the following basic conditions are important in order to understand the develop-
ments: First, adult education research usually refers to adult education practice 
when developing research questions and interests. Up to the 1970s, its main objec-
tive was to support and improve the practice. The topics mainly concerned partici-
pation in adult education, the learning processes of adults, the professionalisation of 
the staff, and the micro- and meso-levels of adult education. The overall question 
has been how to encourage more adults to participate in adult education.

A more recent development in German adult education research is policy- induced 
studies as a reaction to national and international developments and trends. Nationally, 
policies concerning adult education gradually emerged in the 1970s, after the so-
called ‘Deutscher Bildungsrat’ (German Education Council 1966–1975) published 
the ‘Strukturplan für das Bildungswesen’ (‘Structural plan for education’) in 1970. 
It stated the importance of adult education concerning questions such political par-
ticipation and the employability of the workforce. For the first time in the Federal 
Republic of Germany, adult education was recognised as the fourth pillar of the 
educational system, along with the primary education and secondary education pro-
vided by schools, vocational training and higher education (Zeuner 2015, pp. 11–12).

The expansion of the educational system, which took place in the 1970s, also 
affected adult education at different levels and dimensions: Several federal states 
(Bundesländer) passed laws on adult education which regulated the provision of 
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and access to adult education and tackled questions such as the quality of courses, 
the professionalisation of the staff, the expansion of the necessary infrastructure, 
and so on. At the same time, chairs of adult education were established at several 
universities, stressing the need for research. Following the first report on adult edu-
cation, others were published, some of which were policy papers. Because it became 
clear that adult education was a fragmented field, and that at the same time, there 
was something like a ‘black box’ regarding its overall performance within the edu-
cational system, it was placed on the political agenda for the first time. Beginning in 
the 1980s, the federal Ministry of Education began to support such research and has 
continued to do so.

Two strands are prevalent today: On the one hand, evaluations and policy research 
have been supported by the national and regional ministries of education concerning 
topics such as participation in adult education, infrastructure and networks for life-
long learning, counseling and support and, more recently, literacy. On the other 
hand, after the turn of the century, international educational policy began to be more 
impactful, mainly due to international developments on the European, as well as the 
global level. Within the scope of the international lifelong learning discourse, the 
German government started national research programmes. They mirrored and sup-
plemented the policy agendas of the European Union, on the one hand, and of the 
UNESCO and the OECD, on the other.

Initially, the adult education research initiated by the German government aimed 
at gaining knowledge concerning participation in adult education, as this was con-
sidered to be an important asset in view of economic competition. Later, aspects 
such as educational governing came into view, and educational policy gained 
momentum through international benchmarking. Therefore, adult education 
research became more important. However, the question arises of whether this kind 
of research is still being conducted independently or if it solely serves the needs of 
the government.

Comparing the development of adult education research in Germany with the 
international findings presented by Rubenson and Elfert (Chap. 2), I see parallels as 
well as discrepancies. The authors stress two facts concerning the development of 
adult education research from an international point of view:

First, they consider adult education research to be an increasingly fragmented 
field. Referring to Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of scientific fields which are highly 
independent and at the same time ‘are impacted by social structure and institutional 
power’ (Rubenson and Elfert 2015, pp.  125–126), they consider adult education 
research as being effected by both ‘the broad social world in which the field is 
embedded and the scientific field itself, with its own rules of functioning’ (Rubenson 
and Elfert 2015, p.  126). This twofold structure influences the development of 
research topics, questions, interests, and methodological approaches alike.

An examination of adult education research in Germany reveals that the same 
findings are applicable. The topics and questions are manifold, as they have multi-
plied over the last 20 years. Certain topics, such as workplace education and further 
training, are investigated by researchers from scientific fields other than adult edu-
cation research. Therefore, it could be useful to consider the ‘hollowing out of the 
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field’ (Rubenson and Elfert 2015, p. 135), i.e. to challenge the field of adult educa-
tion compared with other scientific fields, which are co-opting its topics. For exam-
ple, research regarding learning processes is now dominated by psychological 
research.

Concerning the research methods, they range from the small-scale, qualitative 
approaches used in dissertations or smaller, individual research projects to the 
policy- induced, quantitative, large-scale assessments which are regularly financed 
by the government. This kind of research has increased considerably since the turn 
of the century.

Concerning the focus of adult education research, Rubenson and Elfert (Chap. 2) 
state that the following five categories seem to be the most relevant: adult learning, 
participation, gender/diversity, adult education as a movement, and the analysis of 
publication patterns. Compared to the findings of Zeuner and Faulstich (2009), the 
first two topics have traditionally been very important in adult education research in 
Germany, whereas the other three have been tackled less often. Gender, mainly 
looking at women as participants in adult education, was an important topic in the 
1990s. Questions concerning diversity have become more relevant in recent times 
with the increase of migration, with a focus on the questions of inclusion and exclu-
sion. Adult education as a movement has primarily been examined from a historical 
point of view, focusing on the workers’ educational movement in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries and – although less commonly – on increasing disciplinary iden-
tity as well as legitimation. The analysis of publication patterns using discourse 
analysis seem to be rather marginalised. One exception is the analysis of the 
lifelong- learning discourse (Schreiber-Barsch and Zeuner 2018). However, these 
impressions need to be verified further: An analysis of the research map published 
by the German Institute for Adult Education (2018) could be a starting point.

According to the second finding of Rubenson and Elfert (Chap. 2), the results of 
adult education research are increasingly being criticised as not useful for practitio-
ners, ‘but also the policy community voice their disappointment with adult educa-
tion research, and we note a disconnect between academic adult research and 
policy-related research’ (p. 121). It is difficult to decide whether this observation is 
also true for adult education research in Germany. As I stated earlier, since the 
beginning, there has been a close relationship between adult education research and 
practice. The research questions have been drawn from practice, and this has influ-
enced and shaped the scientific field for a long time. Most of the time, both sides 
have been aware of the fact that the findings and the results of research need to be 
reflected and ‘translated’ in order for them to become available for practice. Perhaps 
the mutual expectations were rather realistic. When it comes to policy-induced or 
evaluation research, the expectations concerning its applicability and usefulness 
may be higher. I cannot say whether they have been met or not.

However, another aspect that Rubenson and Elfert (Chap. 2) discuss towards the 
end of their article also seems to apply to German adult education research: The 
scientific field is inclined to do more policy-related research in order to obtain more 
funding, and therefore, seemingly, to become more important as a scientific field. 

C. Zeuner

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_2


49

However, I agree with Rubenson’s and Elfert’s (Rubenson and Elfert 2015 and 
Chap. 2) warning concerning the risks this poses:

Thus, while the policy-related interest in adult education research may provide some new 
opportunities for the development of more major research programs, something that has 
been lacking in the field, it also provides a danger of moving the research agenda away from 
classical adult education concerns about democracy and social rights and ‘forcing’ the 
researchers to focus on a narrow politically-defined research agenda (p. 136).

The developments in Germany are similar to those Wildermeersch and Olesen 
(2012) describe on an international level. They state that beginning in the 1980s, 
and increasingly in the 1990s and later, the research has been aimed primarily at 
questions of how to improve the learning processes of adults in order to increase 
their chances in the labour market. Employability, combined with topics such as 
qualifications and competences, became paramount. Wildermeersch and Olesen’s 
(2012) statement that the objectives of adult education have changed from emanci-
pation (the ‘redistribution of opportunities on a collective level’) to empowerment 
(the ‘responsibility of one’s own self-development’) has also become valid for 
Germany, which has influenced both adult education practice and research 
(pp. 98–99).

From my point of view, this mirrors the long-standing debate about whether 
learning or Bildung should be the main priority of adult education. As a reaction to 
the national and international discussions concerning learning outcomes and their 
relevance for the labour market, the notion of learning has become prevalent over 
the last 15 years. Learning outcomes are seen as a means of individual empower-
ment and are mostly the responsibility of the individual. Therefore, the research has 
focused on, inter alia, questions of individual learning competences, self-directed 
learning processes, informal learning, and learning en-passant.

However, due to political and social developments characterised by an increasing 
gap between the rich and the poor, the decrease of the social welfare state resulting 
in increasing competition between different social milieus, and growing migration 
and the need for integration and inclusion, adult education is facing new and differ-
ent challenges. This has also led to a re-awakening of the discussions concerning 
Bildung as defined by critical theory as a means of individual and collective 
 emancipation. Adult education research is again starting to investigate educational 
processes from this point of view, focusing, on the one hand, on its biographical 
impact. On the other hand, action research approaches are increasingly being used 
to examine collective educational processes concerning questions regarding com-
munity development, collective political initiatives, and so on.
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Chapter 4
Exploring the Adult Learning Research 
Field by Analysing Who Cites Whom

Erik Nylander, Lovisa Österlund, and Andreas Fejes

4.1  Introduction

In recent years, researchers throughout the world have come under increased pres-
sure to publish in English, direct their scholarly work to internationally acclaimed 
journals indexed in the dominating databases (i.e. Scopus and Web of Science), and 
render their work citable among peers in other countries. Strong political waves of 
managerial reforms are gradually making academic career trajectories and promo-
tions more dependent upon what Larsson (2009) calls “an emerging economy of 
publication and citations”. This development, as well as the standardized measure-
ments of scientific output and evaluation on which it is reliant (number of articles, 
journal impact, average citations, etc.), is often criticized for giving highly inade-
quate or reductive images of the complex ways scholars in diverse fields relate to the 
question of quality (Karpik 2011; Gingras 2016).

The establishment of “what counts” as quality among scientific peers is arguably 
a rather opaque issue, where the valuation practices of different research fields are 
divergent from one another (cf. Lariviére et al. 2006; Hicks 2004; Gingras 2016; 
Lamont 2009). It has also been pointed out that the kind of ranking and benchmark-
ing procedures which are often established to evaluate research, tend to trigger 
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 re- activation strategies among researchers as well as institutions as they try to maxi-
mize their own remuneration and climb collegial “pecking orders” (Espeland and 
Sauder 2007; Carruthers and Espeland 1991). Although contemporary forms of 
political steering have placed much weight on bibliographic data and scientometric 
analyses, these tools are still rather under-utilized for making more detailed accounts 
of the modus operandi of distinct research fields and for mapping out their scientific 
content and dominating players.

In this chapter, we will map out the position of the dominating research traditions 
within the field of adult learning by use of a bibliographic cartography. Our empiri-
cal material consists of a relational database of cited work in articles published 
between the years of 2006 and 2014  in five peer-reviewed journals pertaining to 
adult learning listed in Scopus: Adult Education Quarterly, International Journal of 
Lifelong Education, Studies in Continuing Education, Journal of Education and 
Work and Journal of Workplace Learning. Our sample thus includes all references 
in the reference list of articles and reviews published in these five journals over a 
period of 8 years, in total 151,261 citation links between more than 33,000 different 
authors.

Drawing on the tradition of the sociology of science known as field analysis 
(Bourdieu 1988) we identify the dominating players based on the total number of 
citations, outline their positions in relation to one another and unravel the main 
epistemic traditions present in the field. Although we do not think that the total 
number of citations can be taken as a proxy for research quality, we believe that the 
bibliographic method we outline has a series of distinct advantages in comparison 
to conventional bibliometrics analysis (Hicks 2004, 2013; Persson 1991; Lariviére 
et al. 2006) as well as previous bibliometrics studies on the field of adult learning 
(Fejes and Nylander 2015; Rubenson and Elfert 2015; Käpplinger 2015; Larsson 
2010; Taylor 2001; see also Chaps. 2, 6, 7 and 9). Firstly, we are able to give a syn-
thetic and panoramic view of the research field of adult learning based on previous 
citation patterns by utilizing the power of big data, spanning in total 151,261 cita-
tion links between more than 33,000 different authors. Secondly, our account takes 
into consideration the total sum of bibliographic citations and is not limited to arti-
cles, as is often the case in more conventional bibliometric methods. Thirdly, we are 
able to distinguish between standard references directed towards bibliographies 
belonging to researchers active within the field, and references to those who are 
highly cited but do not engage in the field yet who are part of the positional struggle. 
Finally, we point to two main structural oppositions pertinent within this subfield, 
one connected to the research object (Education versus Work) and one that separates 
scholars based on the level of analysis (Cognition versus Policy). The overall aim of 
this exercise is to unravel the relationship between the dominating scholars in the 
field and thereby to foster what Bourdieu calls “epistemic reflexivity”, i.e. a better 
understanding of the theoretical perspectives within which research is conducted 
and the various positions scholars engaged in the field can potentially uptake 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 40–41).
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4.2  Governed by Peers

One of the fundamental traits of scientific practice since it established institutional 
autonomy is that the value of any given knowledge contribution is decided upon 
collegially among peers (Bourdieu 1988; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). Even if the 
relative autonomy of research varies over time as well as between different disci-
plines, most research fields are organized in ways that make corruption, nepotism 
and direct manipulation of knowledge difficult. One important instrument to safe-
guard the relative independence of research is the collegial process of peer review 
taking place before final publication and to ensure the legitimacy of appointments. 
The peer review system should, ideally at least, help protect research from the influ-
ence of external interests and pressure, as well as tendentious and flawed argumen-
tation. Peer reviewing of articles can, at its best, help to refine the quality of the 
research as initiated and knowledgeable colleagues are provided with the opportu-
nity to validate findings and provide critical feedback. At the same time, it is also the 
role of peer reviewers to determine what should pass as knowledge in the first place, 
as opposed to personal opinions, common-sense or wishful thinking. However, due 
to the anonymity criterion of peer reviewing these assessments are arguably marked 
by a kind of pseudo-neutrality where the position of the peer-reviewer tends to 
remain concealed throughout the evaluation processes. This intangible judgement 
processes of ongoing research can be quite frustrating for individual scholars who, 
at some point throughout their careers, will think that their work has been neglected, 
misconceived or illegitimately criticized.

Another difficulty with this rather opaque system of collegial valuation is that it 
makes it hard to get a panoramic overview of all the different researchers active in 
judging and evaluating what should count as knowledge, their positions in relation 
to one another and their accumulation of academic credentials over time. One way 
to analyse the formation of knowledge production in an entire research field is to 
gather bibliographic information from databases such as Web of Science (WoS) or 
Scopus. Even though we should acknowledge that bibliometric and bibliographic 
data is far from exhaustive and that the collegial recognition of peer-reviewed arti-
cles differs greatly between scientific disciplines, across countries and over time 
(Hicks 2013; Lariviére et al. 2006), we think that citations in indexed peer-reviewed 
journals still count among the basic signs of collegial recognition. Furthermore, by 
using bibliometric measurements, drawing on large-scale databases, it is possible to 
analyse citation patterns within different sub-fields in the social sciences as well as 
to span a great number of publications.

One of the major problems with using conventional bibliometric measurements 
within research fields of the social sciences and humanities, is that the culture of 
referencing within these research branches differs greatly from, say, natural science 
or medicine (Lariviére et al. 2006; Gingras 2016). For instance, references in the 
social sciences are often made to other forms of publications than articles; some-
thing that is rarely accounted for in standard versions of bibliometrics. If one does 
not take into account knowledge contributions made available in other publication 

4 Exploring the Adult Learning Research Field by Analysing Who Cites Whom



58

formats than articles, one risks excluding theoretical and methodological inspira-
tions available in the format of books, as well as contributions made available in 
other forums for societal debate, philosophy etc., all of which have been proven to 
be of particular importance to many of the research fields pertaining to the social 
sciences and the humanities (Hicks 2013; Lariviére et al. 2006). When one, as in our 
case, takes a specific research field as the object of enquiry, one should therefore, 
besides more conventional analysis of articles and citations, also try to include anal-
ysis of” impact” of other forms of publication such as books, book chapters, and 
texts written for a wider audience, in terms of the formation of the specific research 
fields as well as citation practices. For instance, conducting bibliometric research 
within the educational sciences makes referencing to didactical and pedagogical 
literature paramount – publications that sometimes but certainly not always come in 
the form of peer-reviewed articles.

4.3  Previous Research

This study connects with earlier research in three different domains. Firstly, it con-
nects with the sociological tradition of Bourdieu and, more specifically, the analytic 
model of exploring knowledge production relationally. Secondly, it seeks to contrib-
ute to methodological developments in bibliometric research, especially so in con-
structing large-scale bibliographic images of connections between scholars and 
between epistemological research traditions. Lastly, it adds to our understanding of 
the present day shape and composition of the research field on adult learning. Before 
presenting the details around our study, a brief note on some of the previous research 
conducted in each of these three domains is necessary.

Aside from Bourdieu’s work on science (1988, 2004), numerous scholars have 
used the concept and methodological insight of studying fields in order to analyse 
and better understand knowledge production. Such work includes that of Heilbron 
(2015) who recently focused on the emergence and transformation of French sociol-
ogy, or Broady’s (1991) work that dealt with the reception of Bourdieu’s sociology 
throughout the Western world by means of a bibliometric analysis. One of the traits 
of this research tradition is the aim of unravelling the structural oppositions inherent 
in any scientific field and interpreting the position and weight of distinct scholars or 
traditions relationally; that is to say in relation to the position one another. From 
Bourdieu’s own work on “the science of science” (2004), we know that social sci-
ence at large holds a rather ambiguous position in the academic landscapes to begin 
with, on the one hand not really at home within the humanities faculties (philoso-
phy, history, language), yet on the other hand far from the exact sciences of natural 
science or medicine.

There have also been some previous bibliometrical studies analysing publica-
tion and citation patterns within the field of adult learning more specifically. These 
have mainly focused on identifying issues pertaining to who is publishing in terms 
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of geography, gender, as well as in terms of academic position, and what kind of 
research is being published in terms of content, such as the object of research, 
theory, and method. Some of these studies focus on a single journal only and its 
development over time (e.g. Harris and Morrison 2011; St. Clair 2011; Taylor 
2001), while others focus on identifying issues of authorship and content across 
several journals (Fejes and Nylander 2014; Larsson 2009, 2010; Rubenson and 
Elfert 2015; see also Chaps. 2, 5 and 6) and yet some focus on conference publica-
tions (Käpplinger 2015). In short, these studies identify the following characteris-
tics of adult learning as a research field: authors located at universities in the UK, 
US, Australia or Canada dominate the field in contribution as well as collegial 
impact; female authors render more publications than men do, while male authors 
still dominate the field in terms of scientific recognition and impact (Fejes and 
Nylander 2015; Taylor 2001). Methodologically, research tends to be conducted 
within the qualitative paradigm, with interviews, sometimes in combination with 
observations, as the main method of generating data (Fejes and Nylander 2015; 
Käpplinger 2015; see also Chaps. 7, 8 and 9). Theoretically, sociocultural perspec-
tives on learning dominate and topic-wise, adult learning has been found to be the 
most common thematic (Fejes and Nylander 2015; Rubenson and Elfert 2015; see 
also Chaps. 2 and 7).

The above studies provide valuable insights into how the field of adult learning 
research is being shaped. However, what is lacking is an analysis of the field in 
terms of its emergence based on who is being recognized by peers through the prac-
tice of citation. Even though Larsson (2009) and Fejes and Nylander (2015) draw 
on citation data in their analyses, their data sources has either been very limited in 
size (Larsson 2009), or mainly focusing the issue of geography of authorship and 
institutional affiliation (Fejes and Nylander 2014, 2017). Thus, this chapter will 
contribute a more all-encompassing analysis of how the field of adult learning 
emerges through citations, and of the position that dominating traditions and schol-
ars have within it.

4.4  To Understand Research Through Citations: Theory 
and Method

As indicated earlier, this chapter draws inspiration from a research tradition within 
the sociology of science that map out the structures of any given research field rela-
tionally (Bourdieu 1988) as well as explorative methods in bibliometrics (Gingras 
2016; Bastian et al. 2009). Building on Bourdieu’s work we conceive a research 
field as a relationally structured space with its own rules of entry and within which 
agents compete about scientific recognition (Bourdieu 1988; Sapiro 2010). 
Arguably, symbolic forms of recognition is particularly pertinent within social 
fields that has established a certain degree of autonomy to the surrounding world, 
such as a scientific field of academics or the cultural field of jazz musicians 
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(Nylander 2014a, b).1 Even though much of the political usage of bibliometric mea-
surement has gone awry, citations still hold as an important sign of collegial recog-
nition that can be explored empirically. Bibliometrical measurement is especially 
useful for exploring bibliographic links and research networks, what the bibliomet-
rican Yves Gingras calls “descriptive cartographies” (Gingras 2016, 75).

The number of citations and citations links obtained by other colleagues is obvi-
ously just one of many possible signs of such scholarly recognition, although it is a 
measurement that has come to be more salient in research policy in the last few 
decades, following largely on a series of managerial reforms (cf. King 1987; Larsson 
2009; Gingras 2014). Yet, instead of a critical denunciation of the politics that led to 
the efforts to reduce scientific excellence to standardized evaluation measurements, 
our aim with this text is to use the bibliographic data made available to us though 
acclaimed databases, to understand relations among the researchers dominating the 
research field. More particularly, we will seek to demonstrate what kinds of episte-
mological objects, academic traditions and research themes have been cited and 
have thus acquired a dominating position in the research field on adult learning in 
recent years. Although a much debated issue we assume that adult learning can be 
seen as an academic field in its own right within which symbolic forms of recogni-
tion are simultaneously sought after and agreed upon through research practices 
(Bourdieu 1985, 1996,  2004; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992).2 Our first research 
question concerns whom in the field is attributed scholarly value based on the num-
ber of citations, and what position he or she occupies in the space of citations. The 
second research question focuses more on the structural opposition that permeates 
this particular research field, i.e. regardless of what individual bibliographies hap-
pen to embody the most central positions. Since our aim here is to provide a birds- 
eye view of the research field through recent citations practices, we will have to 
leave aside bigger questions of the historical emergence of adult educational 
research as such as well as its political legitimacy.

4.4.1  Method, Data and Analysis

We have selected five journals in the broader adult learning field for further analysis. 
These were selected, firstly, based on the journals representing different areas of 
research within the wider field of adult learning; adult education, continuing educa-
tion, lifelong education, and workplace learning. Secondly, the journals were 
selected based on a criterion of publishing within the field for a longer period of 

1 However, Broady (1991) argues that symbolic capital can be seen as the most generic concept in 
Bourdieu’s toolbox, one that permeates to the three forms of capital his work is normally associ-
ated with, i.e. cultural, social, and economic capital.
2 For other discussions on the status of adult learnig as a research field see e.g. Bright (1989), 
Larsson (2010); Rubenson and Elfert (2015), Fejes and Nylander (2017).
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time.3 Thirdly, we sought to construct a sample of journals where the editorial work 
was carried out in different geographical locations and distributed by different 
scholarly publishers. All the selected journals has also acquired an indexation status 
in Scopus, and is thus categorised as “international” in contexts where an interna-
tional publication is encouraged through different methods of measuring quality. 
The reason for not selecting journals indexed in WoS is that only a very few journals 
in the adult learning field were indexed there at the time of our enquiry. The five 
selected journals from Scopus thus provide a wider empirical basis for comparison 
and analysis. The five journals selected were:

 – Adult Education Quarterly (Published in the USA)
 – International Journal of Lifelong Education (Published in the UK)
 – Journal of Education and Work4 (Published in the UK)
 – Journal of Workplace Learning (Published in Europe)
 – Studies in Continuing Education (Published in Australia)

The empirical sample from these journals includes all articles and reviews pub-
lished between 2006 and 2014, in total 1219 publications. Other document types 
than articles or reviews often do not include reference lists in Scopus and was there-
fore excluded.

Rather than only focusing on who are publishing as well as being cited most, we 
chose to analyse the relationships between different actors in the field based on 
direct citation relations, i.e. to analyse who cited whom. We started to create the 
database by downloading all 1219 articles and reviews from Scopus as a csv file. To 
generate the citation links between the citing and cited authors a Visual Basic script 
was written to separate authors in the author column and the authors from individual 
references in the reference column. This was done based on last name and initials.5 
While the author column was rather easily isolated, the reference column often 
contained both author and editor names which required further identification proce-
dures. After running the script, a manual extraction of author names from the refer-
ence column was carried out. Names of organizations and government authorities 
were ignored since the focus of the study is on individual authors, traditions and 
field positions. Furthermore, all variants of citing and cited author names were gath-
ered for a manual cleaning process. Of the 33,932 names, 862 name variants were 
identified and corrected among the most frequently occurring names.6 The correc-
tions were replaced in the direct citation links.

3 Thus, other newer journals such as, e.g. Vocations and Learning, or The European journal for 
research on the education and learning of adults, were not part of our sample.
4 This journal publishes papers which concerns adults learning as well as the learning of youths in 
the regular school system. Since the journal is one important publication outlet for adult learning 
scholars interested in relations between education and work in was included in our sample even 
tough it has a slightly wider scope.
5 Please note that Scopus includes a maximum of eight authors per reference – the seven first ones 
and the last. In the field of adult learning this is a minor limitation as few publications contains 
more than eight authors.
6 All author subjects with more than ten citations and the 100 most cited authors were double 
checked by two researchers independently.
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Individual self-citations were also excluded, though citations from co-authors of 
previous works were still counted. In order to avoid the pitfall of portraying authors 
with inflated citation figures by having been cited by publications having multiple 
authors a fractionalization approach was used based on the number of citing authors. 
However, fractionalization based on the number of cited authors was not used, 
meaning that a cited author would get as much credit for being a single author as for 
being part of a group of authors. The main reason for not fractionalizing the cited 
authors here has been our empirical focus on the relationship among scholars cur-
rently active in the field. If the chief focus would have been on citation counting as 
such this method might seem problematic as it boosts the weight given to actors 
with a track record of numerous well-cited co-authored publications. However, as 
our interest concern the relational position of the most cited scholars and the main 
epistemological traditions they work within this fractionalization approach and bib-
liographical method seem less hazardous.7

For the creation of the collective map of citations the visualization tool Gephi 
was utilized (Bastian et al. 2009).8 The script generated two network files: a node 
file and an edge file. The node file contained all citing and cited authors. The edge 
file contained the direct citation links, edges, between the nodes (authors). To gener-
ate the weight of each edge all citation links from one author to another were added 
up. We also added some additional information to the node files about the authors’ 
current positions on editorial/advisory boards for the journals, before import to 
Gephi. This supplementary information did not affect the creation of the field posi-
tions, but has been helpful in the interpretation and analysis.

Although we claim that this approach is useful for exploring bibliographic car-
tographies based on citations it also have some limitations. First of all we rely 
entirely on one type of publication outlet (journal articles and reviews) from a fairly 
limited time period (2006–2014) in order to construct the space of citations. If other 
journals would be included in our sample, if we included a longer time horizon or 
other forms of publications was added on to the citation data base, we do believe 
that our results could be somewhat altered. Another possible limitation has to do 
with the way we chose to fractionalize or give weight to the different bibliographi-
cal entries. By equalizing citation weight given to individual and multiple author-
ship, we can potentially help exaggerate the perceived importance of the most 
productive and most collaborative scholars in the field. One last limitation worth 
considering has to do with the rather narrow empirical focus on five journals within 
adult education and workplace learning. As some leading researchers in the field 
contribute and give priority to all-together different publications – may this be in 
rivalling academic fields with more scientific status or other publication venues or 

7 A scientometric alternative used to analyse the relation between researchers is co-citation analysis 
(cf. Small 1973; Persson 1991; Åström et al. 2009).
8 The networks were visualized in 2D using the ForceAtlas2 algorithm, which is a force-directed 
algorithm. For more on Gephi see Bastian et al. (2009).
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languages  – our map can be accused of bringing forth scholars more limited in 
focus, contributing specifically to the relatively small subfield of adult learning.

4.5  The Space of Citations: A Telescopic 
and Bibliographic View

In the following, we introduce our results by presenting a figure including citations 
from all five journals. Each individual node in the full space of citations is repre-
senting one author, and a line between nodes illustrates citations in the direction of 
the arrow. The thickness of the line illustrates the number of citations between 
authors, and the size of the node, as well as the size of the font, illustrates the total 
number of citations for the specific bibliography regardless of whether books, arti-
cles or conference papers are being cited. The location and centrality of the authors 
in the figure, relative to each other, thus reflects the overall citation patterns. Authors 
who are often cited together or who often cite the same author(s) tend to be placed 
more closely together.

We have filtered out the dominating players in order to make the structure of the 
field comprehensible.9 The filtering is based on the total number of incoming cita-
tions to each author, and thus excludes a great number of less cited scholars in 
greater proximity to each name. The figure therefore zooms in on the central players 
in the field, measured based on the number of citations and the connections between 
these agents (Fig. 4.1).

Figure 4.1 illustrates the entire research field on adult learning based on citations 
in the five journals. Several central sub-clusters of authorship nodes can be observed. 
The most central, and arguably the strongest, cluster is created by the citation bibli-
ographies in the sociocultural theoretical traditions, focusing particularly on learn-
ing in work life. Authors such as Etienne Wenger, Jean Lave, Stephen Billett, Yrjö 
Engeström, David Boud and Phil Hodkinson, represent key bibliographies in this 
citation cluster. It is worth noting that two of these citation bibliographies, that of 
Wenger and that of Lave, do not themselves contribute to the building of the field by 
publishing in the selected journals, even though they occupy such central positions. 
Instead these names represent “standard” references called upon as external authori-
ties by researchers contributing to these particular journals. Furthermore, authors 
representing the most central positions in this cluster are situated in anglophone 
countries such as USA (Lave, Wenger), the UK (Hodkinson) and Australia (Billett, 
Boud). Engeström’s citation bibliography, although currently situated in Finland, 
could also be seen as anglophone due to the fact that his career trajectory has 
involved long-term employment at a North American university.

Another central network of scholars in the field, clearly connected to the one 
above through citation practices, is found among the bibliographies of authors 

9 After generating the network the most cited authors were filtered out. A cut-off rate of 50 fraction-
alized citations was chosen as the best alternative for level of detail versus readability.
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Fig. 4.1 The space of citations based on accumulated number of citations in five journals on adult 
learning, 2006–2014

located in the UK, such as Tara Fenwick, Lorna Unwin and Alison Fuller. This 
group all engage in research into relations between education and work life (profes-
sional education, vocational education etc.). Fuller and Unwin are linked further 
with colleagues at their own institution, (The Institute of Education in London)10 
such as Karen Evans, Michael Young and Stephen Ball, while Fenwick, whose bib-
liography is even more centrally located, connects to several scholars who are work-
ing at the same institution as her (University of Stirling), such as Richard Edwards, 
John Field, and Gert Biesta. The centrality of Fenwicks bibliography has to do with 
the transnational linkages to the sociocultural cluster, a sociomaterial cluster as well 
as to a North American cluster in the top left of the figure. The latter could possibly 
be explained by her former employment at universities in Canada.

More generally it is interesting to note how these mainly European/Australian 
clusters have a rather weak scholarly connection to North American researchers, 
whom in this field seem to operate pretty much in isolation from the rest. However, 
two North American clusters of citation bibliographies are visible at the top of the 

10 A researcher that is absent from the list of top fifty leading citation bibliographies between 2006 
and 2014, but nevertheless seem influential in giving shape to the bibliographies in the more socio-
logically oriented part of the map, is former IOE Professor Barsil Bernstein (1924–2000).
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figure, although they seem surprisingly peripheral, especially compared to the 
sociocultural cluster. In the northwest corner, there are citation bibliographies of 
Jack Mezirow, Sharan Merriam, Stephen Brookfield, and Edward Taylor, all of 
whom are located in the US. The connections between their bibliographies create 
two interrelated subgroups, one where transformative learning theory is central 
(Mezirow and Taylor), and one where critical pedagogy with a Marxist orientation 
is central (Brookfield and Freire).11 A second North American cluster is visible in 
the northeast corner. Here, we find citation bibliographies of Karen E. Marsick and 
Victoria Watkins, illustrating a cluster more oriented towards organizational and 
management issues. The citation patterns of this group connect up with those of 
Chris Argyris as well as the Swedish scholar Per-Erik Ellström. In the same space 
of citations we find some key references to “classics” such as Donald Schön and 
David Kolb.

West/southwest in the space of citations we find an aggregation of more philo-
sophically and sociologically oriented scholars. One of these clusters consists of 
bibliographies of authors who are working with poststructural theories such as 
Richard Edwards (UK), Robin Usher (Australia), and Gert Biesta (UK). In conjunc-
tion with these citation bibliographies we find another external reference considered 
key among some colleagues in the field, that of Michel Foucault (France). In the 
southwest corner we find another cluster of bibliographies where John Fields (UK) 
name appear to be central. The more critical sociological tradition is also given 
weight by external references to seminal work from Pierre Bourdieu (France) as 
well as Ulrich Beck (Germany). If scholars working in the US tend to dominate the 
northern side of the space of citations, the southern areas predominantly consists of 
scholars affiliated to institutions in the UK, with Australian scholars and some 
scholars that has worked at both sides of the Atlantic (e.g. Fenwick, Engeström), 
mediating between the two.

Though it is well beyond the scope of our chapter to investigate what has brought 
these bibliographies to the centre of the citation practices in research on adult learn-
ing, we note that many of these authors currently hold, or have held, positions as 
editors and advisories to the examined journals. The editorial positions often seem 
to have a direct link to the field of adult learning, such as for Stephen Billett who 
currently operates as the editor of Vocations and Learning; David Boud and Nicky 
Solomon, currently editing Studies in Continuing Education; Edward Taylor, 
Patricia Cranton, Elisabeth Tisdell, Sharan Merriam, Ronald Cervero, and Arthur 
Wilson previously editors for Adult Education Quarterly; Phil Hodkinson, currently 
editor for Journal of Education and Work; Peter Jarvis, previously editor for 
International journal of Lifelong Education; Alison Fuller, current editor and Lorna 
Unwin, former editor for the Journal of vocational education and training; and 
Richard Edwards, previously editor for Studies in the Education of Adults.

11 The influence of Paulo Freire’s work seem particularly strong within American adult learning 
research, although Freire uphold an outlier position in the full space of citations, perhaps due to the 
fact that he never contributed to the field as such, wrote much of his work a long time ago and in 
Spanish.
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So far, we have described our results from the descriptive cartographic explora-
tion. In the next section, we will turn to our interpretation of these results.

4.6  Moving Across the Field

If we read Fig. 4.1 as a map of the research field, we can see how movements from 
west to east, as well as from south to north provide interesting analytical and epis-
temological structures. Our interpretation of this map is presented in Fig. 4.2 below.

Moving from the west to east spans citation bibliographies of authors working 
with education and educational systems (e.g. Jarvis, Biesta, Brookfield, Edwards, 
Field, Ball) and bibliographies who primarily study workplace learning (e.g. Schön, 
Ellström, Eraut, Watkins, Marsick, Unwin). Another perhaps less obvious result 

Fig. 4.2 Structural interpretation of the space of citations in research on adult learning, 
2006–2014
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discernible from the global map of citations is that bibliographies with more critical 
perspectives can be found to the west, while more descriptive scholars can be found 
to the east. The critical impetus on adult learning thus unites otherwise rather diverse 
scholars such as those working on transformative learning, and those drawing on 
sociological theory or poststructuralist thought, whereas the more descriptive 
research tradition seems stronger in workplace learning and among scholars related 
to human resource development (HRD).

Looking instead at the vertical dimension from south to north, we see how 
authors well-cited in the south tend to focus on issues pertaining to social structures, 
policy or transitions from education to work (e.g. Ball, Brown, Evans, Field, 
Rubenson, Hodkinson), while dominating scholars to the north tend to deal more 
closely with processes of human cognition and the prospect of transformative learn-
ing processes (e.g. Taylor, Kolb, Merriam, Schön, Mezirow). Although these schol-
ars themselves are likely to object, it is tempting to interpret this cleavage as one 
separating more macro-oriented research in the south from researchers who deal 
with learning as a micro-process in the north.

In the middle of the figure we find bibliographies related to the most dominating 
tradition within adult learning over the last few decades – sociocultural perspectives 
on learning (e.g. Lave, Wenger, Billett, Engeström, Boud) as well as what seems to 
have emerged as a popular research tradition more recently, namely that of practice 
theory (e.g. Hager, Gherardi, Fenwick). The bibliographies in the middle seem to be 
citable by authors from both west and east, as well as south and north, thus illustrat-
ing the possible generic traits of sociocultural as well as practice theory.

4.7  Concluding Remarks: A Bibliographic Field Analysis 
of Research on Adult Learning

In the following we will conclude by considering our results in relation to previous 
studies on the field of adult learning, as well as in relation to our bibliometrical 
method. Some of our findings relate quite specifically to adult learning as a research 
field, whereas we also believe that it could be read as a case of how research prac-
tices can be studied based on bibliographical and citation data.

In relation to adult learning as a research field our analysis has provided more 
detailed insights into how “standard references” emerge through citation practices 
and how individual scholars obtain cogent collegial positions in relation to one 
another. Although our analysis confirms previous studies as regards to the domi-
nance of anglophone scholars (e.g. Fejes and Nylander 2014, 2017; Larsson 2010) 
and sociocultural theories (e.g. Fejes and Nylander 2015), we have been able to 
provide further insight into the relation between dominating players and as well as 
outlined a structural interpretation of the different epistemic camps active within the 
field. Broadly conceived one such structural opposition cuts between those research-
ers primarily studying education or educational systems (e.g. Jarvis, Biesta, 
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Brookfield, Edwards, Field, Ball) and those who primarily study workplace learn-
ing (e.g. Ellström, Eraut, Watkins, Marsick, Unwin). The second opposition sepa-
rates those scholars that are more sociologically oriented and that tend to focus on 
social structures, policy or transitions from education to work (e.g. Ball, Field, 
Brown, Evans, Rubensson, Hodkinson) and those that deal more closely with pro-
cesses of human cognition and the prospect of transformative learning (e.g. Taylor, 
Kolb, Merriam, Schön, Mezirow). We also found that most dominating tradition 
within adult learning in the last few decades – sociocultural perspectives on learning 
(Lave & Wenger, Billett, Engeström, Boud) and, more recently, practice theory (e.g. 
Fenwick, Hager, Gherardi, Edwards) – occupy a central mediating position in the 
space of citations, balancing between the opposing poles of education and work, 
policy and cognition. We can summarize these findings to five points.

Firstly, by analysing citation patterns in the field between 2006 and 2014, we can 
see how those bibliographies representing sociocultural theoretical traditions seem 
to maintain a strong position due to their ability to be rendered citable by scholars 
from a range of different theoretical domains, scholars interested in analysing edu-
cational practices as well as those focusing on learning in the workplace. This might 
be taken to illustrate the generic qualities of the perspective, i.e. sociocultural theory 
speaks to a wide audience regardless of what research object is being studied or 
what objective the particular scholar ultimately has in mind. More crudely put, our 
results can also be seen as illustrating how sociocultural theory has become the 
mainstream perspective adopted in the research on adult learning.

Secondly, the centrality of the position occupied by sociocultural theories on 
learning also seems to build on the perspectives ability to transgress institutional 
and geographical boundaries, as these scholars have successfully mediated research 
between scholars located in the US, Europe and Australia. As previous studies have 
illustrated (e.g. Fejes and Nylander 2014; Larsson 2010), and what our study also 
seems to confirm, is that there is surprisingly little interaction between scholars 
located in different continents. With the mediating role of sociocultural theory – 
simultaneously the most mainstream and generic position within the field – scholars 
have potentially reached a readership that spans continents and scholastic divides.

Thirdly, the centrality of the bibliographies occupied by scholars from four 
Anglophone countries  – the UK, USA, Canada and Australia and the striking 
absence of bibliographies of scholars from other countries – illustrate a geopolitical 
bias in the field in terms of what is picked up and construed as citable. There are 
many factors that could be raised to help explain such an outcome; not least how 
English speaking journals have increasingly become those deemed as “interna-
tional” across the globe (Archambault et al. 2006; Gingras 2016, 54–57). However, 
and perhaps more surprisingly, biographies of Australian authors are those who 
become positioned as among the most central ones in our cartography on adult 
learning (e.g. Billett, Boud, Solomon, Hager). These authors, representing sociocul-
tural as well as practice theoretical traditions, has thus managed to establish them-
selves as mediators between intellectual traditions and scholars located in different 
countries. Such position might be explained by their need to be intellectually mobile. 
That is, by living in a rather sparsely populated country (Australia), there is a need 
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to engage with a wider literature and academic debates than that available in one’s 
own country. Or rather, the academic community of adult learning researchers in 
Australia could be seen as rather small in comparison to other dominant countries 
(US, UK), which pushes these scholars to engage with scholars more broadly. In 
doing so they are, consciously or unconsciously, assigned the role as citable media-
tors in this diverse and rather pluralistic research field.12

Fourthly, by focusing on the full citation bibliographies, we have been able to 
identify the positions taken by scholars who are editing journals in the field under 
scrutiny. Although we cannot say anything about the causality between being a 
gatekeeping editor and attracting citations, we can conclude that editors of journals 
in the field, to a large extent, are representing key citation bibliographies that are 
symbolically recognized by other colleagues. Thus one might argue that our results 
have confirmed that editors are selected as editors due to being centrally positioned 
in the field or that editors of leading journals tend to gather more citations based on 
their gatekeeping position.

Fifthly, it is important to note how the selection of these specific journals influ-
ence the way the field is shaped. Even though the journals have been selected as 
representative of the wider field of adult learning research, they do themselves have 
specific profiles through what is published and cited within the journals. Although 
analysis of each specific journal is outside of the scope of this chapter, we could 
note, for example, that the reason for human resource development research emerg-
ing as a central cluster in our results is due to us having included the Journal of 
Workplace learning in our sample. The journal is published in the US, it is domi-
nated by bibliographies of US scholars, and HRD is one key theoretical terrain in 
workplace learning research in the US.  Another example is our selection of the 
Adult Education Quarterly, which help generate another North American cluster, 
here around bibliographies of researchers on transformative learning research, and 
those more influenced by the reception of the Marxist tradition in the US. Without 
Adult Education Quarterly in our sample, transformative learning theory would not 
have emerged in our presentation of the results.

12 However, please bear in mind that the way we chose to fractionalize citations (see section 
“Method, Data and Analysis”) favours the most productive and collaborative scholars that are 
being cited in the field. In so far that Australian scholars are producing more collaborative articles 
that is being picked-up and cited among colleagues, our research method is thus helping translating 
that graphically into the central area of the space of citations. Another reservation for interpreting 
the centrality of Australian scholars in the field in terms of scholastic excellence or research qual-
ity, has to do with the political steering mechanisms for academic production in which Australia 
have had a rather extreme policy based on journal publication alone. Butler (2003) has shown how 
this has resulted in increased publication activity paired with a decline in general impact.

4 Exploring the Adult Learning Research Field by Analysing Who Cites Whom



70

4.7.1  Some Notes on Bibliometrics and Suggestions for Future 
Research

Our research might also be deemed relevant to scholars outside of the research field 
of adult learning, in particular bibliometricians and scholars interested in ways to 
study the fabrication and recognition of knowledge through publications (Gingras 
2016; Hicks 2013). By drawing on all citations in the reference list of all chaps 
published in the journals, we have been able to identify the citation bibliographies 
that are positioned as the most central ones in a specific research field. Usually, such 
analyses are conducted with a focus only on those publications cited that are indexed 
in one of the indexing databases. Thus, only journal articles tend to be included. The 
merit of including more material than the journal articles when measuring and ana-
lysing the impact of research within the social sciences is far from a new discovery. 
For instance, Boyack and Klavans (2014) showed the importance, especially for the 
social sciences, of including non-source items in science maps. Similar arguments 
have been made by bibliometricians when comparing different branches of research 
by means of citation and publication practices (cf. Lariviére et al. 2006; Hicks 2004, 
2013; Gingras 2016).

However, we have not come across a similar method as our own operationalized 
for dissecting the positionality of scholars in a specific scientific subfield. In our 
study, we have methodically included all kinds of academic publications possible, 
i.e. everything deemed relevant and cited from a specific author. Thus, we provide 
knowledge about those citation bibliographies that are most centrally positioned, 
but which are not necessarily bibliographies shaped through journal publications as 
such. Such knowledge is important to the field of adult learning (as well as other 
social sciences fields) where many of the conventional citations are related to pub-
lications in other forms than journal articles and external authorities for social sci-
ence more widely (cf. Budd 1990; Budd and Magnuson 2010; Lariviére et al. 2006).

For future research it would be of interest to include references from other pub-
lication types than journal articles in the construction of an author citation network 
and dig deeper in the kind of symbolic assets the dominating players in the field 
have at their disposal. One difficulty with extending the analysis to include the cita-
tion practices in books and book series is the lack of digitalized data of these publi-
cations as compared to Scopus or WoS. It would also be relevant to further trace the 
transformations of adult learning as a research field over time. For instance, why is 
the corner of the map that orients towards bibliographies engaged in policy analysis 
and workplace learning so empty? How did sociocultural perspectives come to ren-
der such a dominant position within this field? How come most North American 
scholars’ uptake such a distant and relatively peripheral position in the space of 
citations in relation to European and other English-speaking collages? However, all 
this is quite a difficult endeavor due to the time it would take to aggregate historical 
data on the emergence of these citation practices, construct a relational database and 
perform a rigorous scientific analysis.
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Chapter 5
Invisible Colleges in Research on Adult 
Learning: A Bibliometric Study 
on International Scholarly Recognition

Staffan Larsson, Andreas Fejes, Lovisa Österlund, and Erik Nylander

5.1  Introduction

Researchers are often personally dedicated to their work and normally very keen to 
understand the issues they are exploring.1 They struggle with their research ques-
tions and to produce scholarly content in the form of books, reports and peer- 
reviewed articles. However, the joy and despair of writing is only the beginning of 
a longer process (Larsson 2004). Researchers also aim for their work to be recog-
nised and read by colleagues. In this process, researchers also strive toward recogni-
tion within specific communities, particularly other colleagues. What is valued by 
researchers has been found to vary greatly across the various fields and disciplines 
(Lamont 2009).

Another side of researchers’ work is that they strive to be recognised in the 
“economy of publications and citations”, i.e. recognition in specific measurement 
devices such as the acknowledged databases of Web of Science (WoS) or Scopus 
(Larsson 2009). Such recognition is increasingly expected of us by the rulers within 
the current university system. The allocation of resources to research groups as well 
as individual researchers can, in the worst cases, depend directly on these stan-

1 This chapter draws on arguments first presented by Larsson (2010) “Invisible colleges in the adult 
education research world”, and uses the same method and material as the article “Exploring the 
adult learning research field by analysing who cites whom” (Nylander et al. 2018).
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dardised valuation tools (Espeland and Sauder 2016; Gingras 2016; Larsson 2009).2 
The calculative form that publications and citations get within these measurement 
devices is akin to a “currency”, i.e. they have similar properties to money, by which 
each researcher’s “capital” can be defined and compared to that of others. It can also 
be an example of what Giddens (1990, pp. 21–22) calls “disembedded symbolic 
tokens”, i.e. units disembedded from context, which can then be calculated – typi-
cally for modernity. Examples include not only money, but also school grades 
(Andersson 2000).

When citations become “symbolic tokens”, these can be used to measure and 
compare individual scholars or research groups, but also entire universities. They 
will then work as an objective for university management to assimilate the view that 
quality is measured in units of citations, since their universities’ reputations are at 
stake and external research resources are sometimes allocated based on such calcu-
lations.3 The economy of citations forms an integral part of contemporary society’s 
digital surveillance, and is therefore crucial for the ruling of academia. Thus, these 
“engines of anxiety” also seem capable of affecting the very modus operandi of 
contemporary universities, including the possibility to recruit new talent and the 
status of research areas within university system itself (cf. Espeland and Sauder 
2016; Gingras 2016).

The pretence, as emerging in the current economy of publications and citations, 
of WoS and Scopus as indicators of quality is that they would be unbiased in relation 
to geography, language, research areas, etc. However, they actually only include a 
limited number of sources  – primarily articles in a selection of journals. They 
exclude most journals and almost all books, and seem to have a heavy language bias 
towards Anglophone journals, judging from previous research (cf. Archambault 
et al. 2006; Heilbron and Gingras 2018, Chap. 4). Consequently, the geopolitical 
aspects of this economy appear to be worth exploring further: What is meant by 
“international” scholarly recognition in these databases? Which scholars are recog-
nised as being worth citing, and how does this differ across the indexed journals? 
Which regions and countries can make their way into the dominant few?

In this chapter, we analyse citations in five of the leading journals within the field 
of adult education and learning. The journals were selected by us based on what was 
available in Scopus for the full period 2006–2014. The study can therefore be read 
as a bibliometric case study on the consequences of adopting Scopus-indexed jour-
nals as a measurement device within the economy of publications and citations in 
social sciences. Our examination deals with the consequences of utilising Scopus as 
measurement device as a quality indicator. Is the pretence that Scopus measures 

2 The political backdrop to these developments was the new way of governing the public sector 
with “quality indicators” – often referred to in the literature as an integral part of “New Public 
Management” – where, simply put, a business perspective is expanded to all sectors of society, 
including higher education (Elzinga 2010).
3 See, for instance, the so-called “Shanghai list” that in part builds on performance indicators of 
WoS.  If the list has global ambitions, WoS, in many scientific areas, has very limited reach 
(Liedman http://www.confero.ep.liu.se/issues/2013/v1/i1/121015/confero13v1i1a1.pdf; Gingras 
2016).
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quality in an unbiased way substantiated? Our presentation focuses on (i) the 
 geographical position of the most cited authors, (ii) the gender of these authors (iii) 
and the effects of editorial power positions.

The journals chosen for further scrutiny were Adult Education Quarterly (AEQ), 
International Journal of Lifelong Education (IJLE), Journal of Education and Work 
(JEW), Journal of Workplace Learning (JWL), and Studies in Continuing Education 
(SICE). First, we outline the 100 dominant scholars in terms of the number of cita-
tions received in all five journals combined. Second, we perform a network analysis 
of the citations in each of these journals separately. Throughout the text, we engage 
in a critical discussion on what characterises the group of scholars that are assigned 
collegial recognition and draw attention to the factors and functions that help to 
establish such a dominant position.

5.2  Invisible Colleges

The notion of communication and collaboration between colleagues as creating 
“invisible colleges” was launched by de Solla Price (1986, pp. 56 ff), whom many 
consider the founder of scientometrics. He pointed to the early correspondence 
between scientists in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They wrote letters, 
since it was not easy to meet, but through these letters they were like colleagues at 
the same college, albeit an invisible one. These invisible colleges were often inter-
national. For example, botanists in the eighteenth century kept in close contact 
across borders through letters (Wallenquist 2007). Academic journals later became 
a supplement to these “private” links that built communication networks.

Nowadays, researchers keep in touch with each other in various ways, through 
e-mail, at conferences and by reading each other’s articles in journals. Such links 
can be used within the invisible colleges of our time, whereby ideas grow and results 
are communicated within networks. We might view these networks of citations as 
“invisible colleges” in the sense that they include and exclude; they create demarca-
tions between the texts which will be recognised, and the texts which do not deserve 
to be mentioned. Invisible colleges, in this respect, are not about direct contacts 
between researchers as in the early letters and correspondences, but rather a digi-
tally distributed contact network between texts.

Since the birth of modern scientometric methods and the notion of invisible col-
leges was introduced by de Solla Price (1986), various research traditions have 
emerged to explore invisible colleges and these have been made “more visible” by 
the development of bibliometric methods (Gingras 2016, 2017). One influential tra-
dition within contemporary literature on the sociology of science is actor network 
theory (ANT) or science and technology studies (STS). This is a tradition that 
emphasises how relationships between actors  – human or non-human  – produce 
effects. Research networks are, in this perspective, not only bridges between 
researchers who appreciate each other’s contributions to collective knowledge; 
these “citations” are also capable of producing certain effects, for instance executing 
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and symbolising academic power (Larsson 2006, 2010). The citations and the con-
nections they represent – the invisible colleges – thus simultaneously affect strug-
gles in the academic world and are part of this very struggle.

The perspective of actor networks also highlights the importance of scholarly 
locations: the place where something is done or the space where something is mov-
ing. Geography and space thus become a key category in analysing invisible col-
leges in this tradition (cf. Latour and Woolgar 1986; Edwards and Usher 2000; 
Edwards 2003). For instance, in the case of academic journals, editors select texts 
written in specific places, which refer to other texts, written in other places. When 
published, these texts are referred to in other texts. Consequently, networks are cre-
ated that connect texts, references, and researchers across a particular space. Such 
networks include and exclude researchers, who are involved in struggles for posi-
tions of power and recognition. This facet of invisible colleges is part and parcel of 
academic work, whatever the intention of researchers may be.

Another influential tradition in the sociology of science during the last few 
decades is field theory (Bourdieu 1996, 1997, 2004; Gingras 2017; Heilbron and 
Gingras 2018). Here, too, the research focus lies on the relations between scholars 
and their quest for recognition. Bourdieu (1997) famously distinguished between 
two distinctive types of assets that build scientific power over time: institutionalised 
capital and scientific capital. Institutionalised capital consists of positions and titles 
within the academic community (such as the title of a professor, laboratory leader, 
editor, and member of an important institute or committee) as well as having power 
over the means of reproduction (by the distribution of money, positions, contracts, 
career prospects, etc.). Scientific capital, on the other hand, relies on the personal 
reputation and the assigned value that a scholar is given by his or her colleagues and 
peers. These two forms of capital are typically intertwined in social sciences and 
humanities, but could also be seen as relatively independent from one another. In 
fact, according to Bourdieu (2004), the more mature and autonomous a scientific 
field is, the more independent these forms of academic assets are from one another.

Within this tradition, Heilbron and Gingras (2018) more recently shed light on 
how the struggle for international scholarly recognition has played out in the social 
sciences and humanities over the last few decades. They show, amongst other things, 
that there has been a strong wave of transnational collaboration in the last three 
decades (1980–2014), but that few structural changes have occurred in terms of geo-
political power relations. From their study, the global power relations in social sci-
ences can be characterised as a duopolistic system with a Euro-American core and 
some semi-central and semi-peripheral countries (smaller European and larger Asian 
countries), followed by a much larger pool of peripheral countries with very weak 
connections to the Euro-American core. Among the dominating group of countries, 
the US is found to be by far the most powerful nation with some (but surprisingly 
little) alteration, depending on the research field. In terms of language use, no lan-
guage is found to be able to compete with English, which holds a near monopolistic 
position in the current “marketplace” of ideas. With the emergence of an economy 
of publications and citations, language domination creates various advantages for 
researchers in places where English is the local lingua (Larsson 2009, Chap. 3).
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The theme of academic power and research being unevenly distributed over the 
world is far from new (Altbach 1995; Sinha-Kerkhoff and Alatas 2010; Mosbah- 
Natanson and Gingras 2014). There are a few obvious reasons for the skewed pat-
tern that tends to emerge when looking at social scientific production from the 
perspective of the north-south divide. One such explanation is the inequalities in 
material resources between regions of the world (Altbach 1995). Poor universities 
simply cannot afford good libraries. Related to this are the concrete conditions 
within the distribution systems of books, journals and reports, which make existing 
research available to researchers.4 Aside from the material resources being very 
unevenly distributed, there are also more symbolic assets and resources that help 
reproduce the current playing field and that seem to affect the current struggles for 
international scholarly recognition.

Pivotal to the current production system in Western academia is the oligopolistic 
status that two databases – WoS and Scopus – hold in validating and indexing cer-
tain knowledge as valuable. However, the content of these databases has itself been 
criticised for being heavily biased towards Anglo-American research. For instance, 
an empirical investigation into several scientific disciplines, using data from WoS, 
concluded that, “the vast majority of the highly cited papers in a specialty is in fact 
domestic” (Persson 2010, p. 398). Most of these highly-cited papers were from the 
US and were cited by others both within and outside the American research com-
munity. Persson’s (2010) findings suggest that while smaller countries have to be 
more truly “international”, Anglo-American scholars can continue to be domesti-
cally oriented while still passing as “international” in the current publication regime. 
Similarly, Basu (2010) shows that the number of journals included in Scopus5 from 
a particular country explains 80% of the variance of citations from that same coun-
try. If the four dominant countries are excluded, it explains 87% of the variance. 
This finding demonstrates the importance of geography. In order to be cited, one has 
to have one’s own country’s journals in the databases. An investigation of Spanish 
universities showed that the research of a large proportion of scholars, who were 
considered prestigious in Spain, did not appear in WoS or Scopus at all (Extebarria 
and Gomez-Uranga 2010). Thus, by focusing on the notion of invisible colleges, the 
geographical aspect of research production and citations seems to be of particular 
importance.

Even though there are studies emerging on the specific bibliometric networks 
that carry out research in the field of adult education and learning (see Chaps. 4 and 

4 One might assume that the growing phenomenon of open access that is now gaining momentum 
will lessen the exclusion of universities and researchers in poor countries from accessing and con-
tributing to the knowledge production in the global north. However, we are yet to see if this is 
materialising or merely a wishful hypothesis.
5 Elsevier’s bibliometric database Scopus is arguably the second most influential database after 
WoS (Archambault et al. 2006, 2009). Since articles in adult education, on the whole, will end up 
in journals classified as education or educational research, empirical data on WoS-indexed journals 
and how citations are distributed by country are of significance for this issue (see Larsson 2010; 
Fejes and Nylander 2014; Chaps. 4 and 6 of this book). Almost all journals in the field of education 
and educational research, which is indexed in WoS, are British or North American.
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6 in this book), this universe is still relatively unexplored. How do the leading jour-
nals in the field indexed in the dominant databases relate to previous research on the 
transnational relationships between scholars in different countries? Are the citation 
practices in international journals on adult education and learning similar to each 
other? And what social structures are of relevance in the reproduction of dominant 
bibliographies within this field?

5.3  The Study: Invisible Colleges in Research on Adult 
Learning

We have selected five journals in the broader adult education and learning field for 
further analysis. These were selected, primarily, based on these journals having 
acquired an indexation status in Scopus during the period 2006–2014.6 Such selec-
tion facilitates the analysis of the knowledge content because the data has been sorted 
out and organised, while at the same time journals indexed in Scopus during the 
period 2006–2014 can be seen as tools in the economy of publications and citations 
as indicated above. The five journals are edited from different geographical locations, 
although most of them stem from Anglo-Saxon countries. All in all, the five selected 
journals provide a wide empirical basis for comparison and analysis. They include:7

 – Adult Education Quarterly (USA)
 – International Journal of Lifelong Education (UK)
 – Journal of Education and Work8 (UK)
 – Journal of Workplace Learning (Europe)
 – Studies in Continuing Education (Australia)

The empirical sample from these journals includes all articles and reviews pub-
lished between 2006 and 2014, totalling 151 261 direct citation links between more 
than 33 000 different authors in 1 219 distinct publications. In gathering references, 
we included all these 1 219 articles and reviews from Scopus and downloaded them 
as a .csv file. Even though references were gathered exclusively from journals, we 
did not discriminate between citations from books, didactical material and other 
enlightenment literature and those written in the form of peer-reviewed articles.9 
Including citations to books is particularly important in the social sciences and 

6 The reason for not selecting journals indexed in WoS is that only a very few journals in the adult 
learning field were indexed there at the time of our enquiry.
7 Other journals such as Vocations and Learning, or the European Journal for Research on the 
Education and Learning of Adults (RELA), were not part of our sample because they had not been 
indexed in Scopus for long enough to make a full-scale bibliometric analysis meaningful.
8 This journal publishes articles which concern adults’ learning as well as the learning of young 
people in the regular school system. Since the journal is an important publication outlet for adult 
learning scholars interested in relationships between education and work, it was included in our 
sample even though it has a slightly wider scope.
9 Document types other than articles or reviews often do not include reference lists in Scopus and 
were therefore excluded.
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humanities, which to a large extent build on knowledge that is not included in 
Scopus or WoS in the form of peer-reviewed journal articles (Hicks 2012; Larivière 
et al. 2006).

In the first step of the analysis, we analysed the top 100 cited scholars in the field 
based on all five journals combined. Aside from the geographical position of the 
institution where each scholar works, one can also imagine that the invisible col-
leges are affected by the professional function and social characteristics of the 
scholar. Of special relevance here is information about who has been the editor of 
these journals over time, as that might represent administrative power.10 We have 
also looked at gender, which in this case we constructed as a dichotomous variable 
(man or woman) and attributed to each top-cited scholar based on internet searches.

As the second step in the analysis, we looked at each journal in greater detail. 
Here, we sought a more concrete representation of the invisible colleges in adult 
education and learning. A Visual Basic script (a bibliometric algorithm) was used to 
deal with the complexity of the many citation links (151 261) that make up this large 
database and to strip it down to individual names. This was done based on last name 
and initials, under which we assembled each author’s full cited bibliography.11 As a 
final step we fractionalised the weight of each author so that multiple authorship 
should not be disproportionately rewarded. For example, if the author received a 
citation based on a study with multiple authors, he or she received a slightly lower 
score than if the article had been written alone. For more information about the 
method and fractionalisation approach used, see Chap. 4.12

5.4  The Top 100 Cited Authors

Let us now turn to the results from the first part of the analysis, where all the 100 
top-cited names are listed based on the 5 journals combined. (Table 5.1)

10 Editorial membership was gathered by contacting the editorial boards of each journal. All editors 
up until 2014 were registered. However, editors of journals outside the sample period were not 
taken into consideration.
11 While the author column was quite easily isolated, the reference column often contained both 
author and editor names which required further identification procedures. After running the script, 
a manual extraction of author names from the reference column was carried out. Also, note that 
Scopus includes a maximum of eight authors per reference – the seven first ones and the last. In the 
field of adult education and learning this is not a serious limitation as very few publications contain 
more than eight authors.
12 The names of organisations and government authorities were ignored since the focus of this 
study is on individual authors, traditions and field positions. Furthermore, all variants of citing and 
cited author names were gathered for a manual cleaning process. Of the 33 932 names, 862 name 
variants were identified and corrected among the most frequently occurring names. These correc-
tions were replaced in the direct citation links. All author subjects with more than ten citations and 
the 100 most cited authors were double checked by two researchers independently.
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Table 5.1 Hierarchical list of the top 100 cited names in adult education and learning based on 
accumulated citation in five learning journals combined, 2006–2014

Name
Sum of citations: 
fractionalised

Number of 
articles in sample 
(n) Editor

Country of 
institutional 
affiliation Gender

Wenger E. 355 0 No USA Man
Billett S. 343 8 No Australia Man
Lave J. 243 0 No USA Woman
Engeström Y. 242 0 No Finland Man
Mezirow J. 241 0 No USA Man
Merriam S.B. 229 4 Yes USA Woman
Boud D. 198 7 Yes Australia Man
Hodkinson P. 185 0 Yes Great Britain Man
Unwin L. 182 3 No Great Britain Woman
Bourdieu P. 179 0 No France Man
Fuller A. 178 2 No Great Britain Woman
Freire P. 174 0 No Brazil Man
Eraut M. 163 0 No Great Britain Man
Schön D. 151 0 No USA Man
Fenwick T. 142 7 No Great Britain Woman
Edwards R. 141 2 No Great Britain Man
Brookfield S. 134 2 No USA Man
Marsick V. 133 2 No USA Woman
Jarvis P. 133 0 Yes Great Britain Man
Foucault M. 122 0 No France Man
Taylor E.W. 112 5 Yes USA Man
Brown P. 112 0 Yes Great Britain Man
Strauss A. 111 0 No USA Man
Watkins K.E. 104 1 No USA Woman
Giddens A. 102 0 No Great Britain Man
Dewey J. 96 0 No USA Man
Field J. 96 1 No Great Britain Man
Ball S.J. 94 0 No Great Britain Man
Biesta G. 92 2 No Great Britain Man
Knowles M.S. 91 0 No USA Man
Gherardi S. 86 1 No Italy Woman
Hager P. 85 3 No Australia Man
Tisdell E.J. 83 4 Yes USA Woman
Kolb D.A. 83 0 No USA Man
Argyris C. 82 0 No USA Man
Ellström P-E. 78 4 No Sweden Man
Wilson A.L. 77 1 Yes USA Man
Young M. 75 3 Yes Great Britain Man
Usher R. 74 0 No Australia Man

(continued)

S. Larsson et al.



81

Table 5.1 (continued)

Name
Sum of citations: 
fractionalised

Number of 
articles in sample 
(n) Editor

Country of 
institutional 
affiliation Gender

Beck U. 71 0 No Germany Man
Cranton P. 70 2 Yes USA Woman
Cervero R.M. 69 2 Yes USA Man
Keep E. 67 1 No Great Britain Man
Lincoln Y.S. 67 0 No USA Woman
Evans K. 67 1 No Great Britain Woman
Solomon N. 66 3 Yes Australia Woman
Bandura A. 66 0 No USA Man
Dirkx J.M. 60 2 Yes USA Man
Brown J.S. 59 0 No USA Man
Duguid P. 59 0 No USA Man
Tynjälä, P. 58 1 No Finland Woman
Glaser B.G. 57 0 No USA Man
Colley H. 56 1 No Great Britain Woman
Hodkinson H. 56 1 No Great Britain Woman
Illeris K. 56 3 No Denmark Man
Ashton D.N 56 0 No Great Britain Man
Senge P.M. 56 0 No USA Man
Salas E. 56 0 No USA Man
Green A. 55 1 No Great Britain Man
Reay D. 55 0 No Great Britain Woman
Rubenson K. 55 2 No Canada Man
Hodgson A. 54 3 No Great Britain Woman
Coffield F. 54 0 No Great Britain Man
Corbin J. 54 0 No USA Woman
Bynner J. 54 0 No Great Britain Man
Livingstone 
D.W.

54 3 No Canada Man

Fejes A. 54 6 No Sweden Man
Vygotsky L.S. 53 0 No Soviet Union Man
Lee A. 53 3 No Australia Woman
Patton M.Q. 52 0 No USA Man
Habermas J. 52 0 No Germany Man
Gorard S. 51 3 No Great Britain Man
Wolf A. 51 0 No USA Woman
Caffarella R.S. 51 0 No USA Woman
Baumgartner 
L.M.

51 0 Yes USA Woman

Nonaka I. 51 0 No Japan Man
Schuller T. 50 1 No Great Britain Man

(continued)
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Table 5.1 (continued)

Name
Sum of citations: 
fractionalised

Number of 
articles in sample 
(n) Editor

Country of 
institutional 
affiliation Gender

Rainbird H. 49 0 No Great Britain Woman
Andersson P. 49 4 No Sweden Man
Spours K. 48 3 No Great Britain Man
Sandlin J.A. 47 5 No USA Woman
Schatzki T. 47 0 No USA Man
Bauman Z. 47 0 No Great Britain Man
Tett L. 47 4 No Great Britain Woman
Felstead A. 47 1 No Great Britain Man
Sawchuk P. 47 2 No Canada Man
Furlong A. 46 0 No Great Britain Man
Law J. 46 0 No Great Britain Man
Hesketh A. 46 0 No Great Britain Man
Marton F. 46 0 No Sweden Man
Denzin N.K. 46 0 No USA Man
Boshier R. 45 6 No Canada Man
Guba E.G. 45 0 No USA Man
Hammond C. 45 1 No Great Britain Woman
Lauder H. 44 1 Yes Great Britain Man
Becker G.S. 44 0 No USA Man
Barnett R. 44 0 No Great Britain Man
Welton M.R. 44 1 No Canada Man
English L.M. 43 5 No USA Woman
Yin R.K. 42 0 No USA Man

5.4.1  The Dominant Duo: UK and US

Let us first focus on the countries where the scholars that receive most citations 
work. Out the 100 most cited researchers in the five journals, 38 were working at 
universities in the USA whereas 36 are from institutions in the UK. If we add other 
primarily English-speaking countries, such as Canada and Australia, 85 of the 100 
most cited researchers are from these four Anglophone core countries. Of the 15 
remaining scholars, seven are from three small Northern European countries  – 
Finland, Sweden and Denmark  – all of them oriented towards the Anglophone 
research world. The remaining eight scholars are from other European countries (6), 
and only two from South America (1) and Asia (1). Only one of these latter eight 
individuals have published an article in any of the five journals included in the 
sample. Instead, they constitute a group of social scientific “gurus” (Bourdieu, 
Habermas, Foucault, etc.).

The pattern of dominance here is quite clear. However, it is worth reminding 
ourselves that the journals offering the data material here are limited to the biblio-
metric resources provided by Scopus. As such, four out of five of these journals are 

S. Larsson et al.



83

published and edited in the US, the UK and Australia. As seen from the empirical 
data, there seems to be little interest from those journals in research published from 
scholars outside the dominant countries.

The domestic focus in the indexed journals seems to suggest that the pretence, as 
emerging within the current publication economy, of Scopus measuring international 
academic research in an unbiased way is false. It is international in the sense that 
researchers in some of the dominant regions sometimes cite each other accross borders, 
but that is a very limited understanding of what the word “international” could entail as 
the rest of the world’s research is on the whole excluded. Language is certainly a very 
heavy reason. For instance, it is easy to check on Google Scholar (which does not dis-
criminate by language as much) that key adult education researchers writing in German 
are totally absent from Anglo-American discussion while being frequently cited in 
German texts. More generally, scholars from regions and countries where the language 
is spoken by many and that sustain research systems that are big enough to support a 
domestic academic market seem to have little reason to publish in these Anglophone 
journals, and if even if they did their chances of becoming recognised seem pretty slim 
as the most cited content has such a strong national character and impetus.

This may not necessarily constitute a problem, since these journals might see 
themselves as serving academia in their own countries. Educational and work-life 
research are heavily contextualised and embedded within political, historical and 
administrative frames. Adult education is therefore not the same regardless of where 
it is played out, nor is work-life and its conditions for learning. However, one might 
argue that research should be international. One of the potential problems with a 
narrow domestic focus on what researchers read and cite is that they miss opportuni-
ties to encounter valuable knowledge, conceptual tools and solutions to problems 
that others have already tackled, etc. Furthermore, comparing one’s domestic study 
object with similar objects in systems located elsewhere might further one’s under-
standing of domestic practices and systems.

However, it is not easy to accomplish a truly international discourse within a 
research field, especially since the disciplinary openness of adult learning makes the 
conceptual toolbox and theoretical underpinning rather varied (cf. Chap. 7). 
Presently there are few alternatives to English as a language to be used when schol-
ars want to reach a global audience, particularly as English is adopted as the first or 
second language by scholars in emerging economies such as China and India. The 
problems for researchers outside the Anglophone world are partly about workload, 
having to publish the same things for a domestic audience as well as for the 
 international scene. Another side of this is the role of collegial networks and ties, 
which in themselves are nationally and regionally embedded.

5.4.2  The Male Domination

One of the great changes in academia during the last half century is increased gen-
der equality in terms of share of academic staff. This development has been a con-
sistent and gradual change. How is this mirrored in the citation database we are 
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investigating? It turns out that 72 of the 100 most cited researchers in this sample 
are men. This means that less than one third of the top-cited names in the field of 
adult learning are women. Such a lack of balance between genders is certainly pro-
vocative. It shows that gender equality has not reached the academic elite as con-
strued within our sample. During at least the last decade, women have had a higher 
share of participation in higher education in general than men in a growing number 
of countries. This has been particularly pronounced in the realm of education and 
adult education. The consequences of this pattern are not mirrored in our findings 
which, at first glance, are heavily male dominated.

Looking more closely at these results reveals more details about these patriarchal 
tendencies. Among the 100 most cited names, 46 of the men and only seven of the 
women had not contributed to these journals themselves (during the studied time 
period). In more relative terms, this amounts to roughly 25% of the women com-
pared to some 64% of the men. This indicates that, to a large extent, the patriarchal 
pattern among the top-cited names is built up of “standard references” to scholars 
outside the field. Hence, it seems to be the abundance of references to major social 
scientific figures serving the field with methodological and theoretical inspiration 
that lies behind these findings. Another way to put it is that in order to qualify for 
the list of the top 100 cited scholars in adult education and learning research, women 
have to contribute to the field themselves to a much higher degree than men do, with 
men sometimes “becoming a name” even though they do not participate in the spe-
cialised knowledge production.13

5.5  The Journal-Specific Citation Networks

Let us now turn to each of the journals dominating citation networks and provide 
some impressions on their scholarly profile based on the names of the scholars who 
appear most prominently in each publication outlet. Each image of these networks 
is structured by two factors: firstly, the volume of citations directed to the work from 
other authors. This factor determines the size of each name. Secondly, the relative 
centrality that each of the authors has in relation to the other scholars publishing in 
that journal. This factor is determined by the citation links that each of the authors 
obtain within the network of individuals which lies behind their location. To facili-
tate the interpretation of relationships, lines are drawn to symbolise direct citation 
links and the colour green has been used to illustrate the positions of current and 
former editors in each journal. The citation networks were visualised using Gephi 
with the ForceAtlas2 algorithm (Bastian et al. 2009).

In Fig. 5.1 (below), we see the citation practices from AEQ between 2006 and 
2014. There is a near total dominance of authors located in North America, especially 

13 However, male scholars who identify with the field (i.e. not the “gurus” from outside the field) 
might also need to publish a lot within the field in order to attract scholarly recognition. This is 
especially the case for scholars from non-Anglophone countries.
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Fejes A.
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Fig. 5.1 The space of citations in AEQ 2006–2014, fractionalised and accumulated as a direct 
citation network

the US. Centrally located are people working with transformative learning theories 
(Taylor, Mezirow, Cranton), those who work with critical theories (Brookfield, 
Wilson) and those who have authored some of the key American textbooks in the 
field (Merriam, Baumgartner). Canadian scholars are also fairly well represented in 
AEQ citations (English, Grace, Butterwick, Gouthro). However, these scholars are 
not very centrally localised in the network, nor are they as well cited as the bibliog-
raphies from the US.

Focusing on the location of the bibliographies of those 17 people who have acted 
as editors for the journal anywhere between 1989 and 2014, 11 of them can be 
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located in the figure. Some of these are key nodes building up the core of the citation 
network (Merriam, Wilson, Baumgartner, Dirkx, Tisdell, Taylor, Cranton). Hence, 
citations here correspond to a fairly large extent to academic power in the form of 
editorial functions. Women are present among the larger citation clusters and do not 
take a subservient role. However, among the external references that are given 
weight within this citation network, most standard references are directed to men 
(Freire, Foucault, Knowles, Schön, Habermas, etc.).

In Fig. 5.2 we can see how the International Journal of Lifelong Learning cita-
tions play out in the period 2006–2014. At the centre of this space of citations there 
are, on the one hand, male social scientists with very wide impact across a range of 
different disciplines (Bourdieu, Foucault, Giddens, Habermas, Fairclough, Bauman) 
and, on the other hand, researchers in the field of adult education and learning work-
ing with such sociological and critical theories (Edwards, Jarvis, Usher, Welton). 
One influential group is positioned in the top left corner, where most scholars tend 
to work with sociological theories related to policy (Field, Schuller, Preston, 
Brynner, Ball, Rubenson). These scholars are on the opposite end of another influ-
ential group oriented towards sociocultural perspectives (Wenger, Lave, Billett, 
Engeström) located at the bottom of the figure. Intertwined with this we find a few 
bibliographies originating from the US (Mezirow, Knowles, Merriam, Tisdell). 
Close to this north-American camp we find a node built up by references to Paulo 
Freire who has not contributed to any of these journals himself, but who still has an 
important role as standard reference in both Adult Education Quarterly and 
International Journal of Lifelong Education. The women that appear to be influen-
tial within these journals are all located in the US (Merriam, Tisdell, Lave).

Of the eight individuals who been editors of International Journal of Lifelong 
Learning from its start up until 2014, two of them are visible in the figure. Most 
centrally located and well-cited among them is the founding editor, Peter Jarvis. 
Less centrally located as of the period 2006–2014 is one of its current editors, John 
Holford.

In Journal of Education and Work (Fig. 5.3) we find a dominance of scholars 
situated in the UK. Centrally located are authors who work with sociological theo-
ries with a focus on the relationship between education and work (Brown, Lauder, 
Hodgson, Spours, Hesketh, Keep, Ashton). South of this centre we find scholars 
who have studied vocational education and training (Fuller, Unwin), and another 
group who all work with sociocultural perspectives on learning (Wenger, Lave, 
Engeström).

It is worth noting how several of the key bibliographies in this network are 
located at the Institute of Education in London (Young, Hodgson, Spours, Fuller, 
Unwin, Green, Evans, Ball).

In terms of editorial and administrative power impacting on this citation net-
work, we see the current editor in chief, Hugh Lauder, occupying a fairly central 
location in the network as well as a few of the current and former associate editors 
(Young, Hokinson). While the editorial board of Journal of Education and Work has 
constituted a group of men (exclusively), some of the top-cited names in the journal 
are women from the Institute of Education (Fuller, Unwin, Evans). External 
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Fig. 5.2 The space of citations in International Journal of Lifelong Learning 2006–2014, frac-
tionalised and accumulated as a direct citation network

 referencing includes some women (Lave, Reay, Knorr-Cetina), but is clearly domi-
nated by men.

In Fig. 5.4, we can see what Journal of Workplace Learning looks like when tak-
ing into consideration the key citation clusters during the period 2006–2014. 
Contrary to the previous journals presented, Journal of Workplace Learning is char-
acterised by extremely dispersed citation practices. In geographic terms, it is some-
what more international in its referencing culture despite a certain dominance of US 
and UK scholars. So, on the one hand Journal of Workplace Learning seems to lack 
a strong centrifugal force in terms of standard references, while on the other hand it 
is more open in terms of which international scholars have received recognition for 
their work.
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Fig. 5.3 The space of citations in Journal of Education and Work 2006–2014, fractionalised and 
accumulated as a direct citation network

At the centre of this journal we find scholars who work with sociocultural per-
spectives on learning, whether it be an Anglo-American interpretation of such per-
spectives (Wenger, Lave, Billett), or a European-continental interpretation 
(Engeström). In close proximity to the centre we also find scholars connected to 
vocational education and training research (Fuller, Unwin) as well as another group 
working within human resource development more broadly (Watkins, Marsick, 
Ellinger). Quite a number of the key bibliographies in this citation network are from 
women (Fenwick, Lave, Fuller and Unwin, Marsick, Watkins) and oriented towards 
a qualitative research tradition.
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Fig. 5.4 The space of citations in Journal of Workplace Learning 2006–2014, fractionalised and 
accumulated as a direct citation network

When focusing on the location of the editors, this is the only journal where none 
of them can be located in the figure at all. This result is probably partly related to 
Journal of Workplace Learning being more flexible on the editorial side, where they 
often launch “special issues” in proximity to the Researching Work and Learning 
(RWL) conferences edited by guest editors from that particular country.14

In Fig. 5.5 (below), we can see how research published in Studies in Continuing 
Education share an interest in sociocultural perspectives on learning with many of 
the other publication outlets above, here represented both by an Anglo-American 
interpretation of such perspectives (Wenger, Lave, Billett) and a European interpre-
tation (Engeström). Again, vocational education and training research emerge as 
central topics (Fuller, Unwin) as well as practice-oriented research approaches 
(Hager, Schatzki, Gherardi, Latour). Aside from being centred on socio-cultural 
theory, there is very strong representation of authors from Australia at the centre of 
this network (e.g. Billett, Boud, Hager, Solomon, Lee, Sommerville). Within the 
Anglophone community of scholars interested in socio-cultural theory, some of the 
more prominent names in this journal are women (Lave, Fuller, Unwin, Evans, Lee, 
Solomon), while most of the standard references here are still male authors (Boud, 
Billett, Engström, Hodkinson, Schon, Wenger).

On the editorial side, we can see how David Boud, who has been a co-editor 
throughout the entirety of the journal’s publication, is one of the most centrally 
located citation nodes in this network. We can also see how two of the three other 
acting editors, up until 2014, are centrally located in the network, namely Nicky 
Solomon and Mark Tennant.

14 For example, see special issue RWL9, “Work, learning and globalisation: challenges for the 
twenty-first century”. Guest editors: Helen Bound, Yew-Jin Lee and Wei-Ying Lim (Volume 29, 
Issue 7/8).
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Fig. 5.5 The space of citations in Studies in Continuing Education 2006–2014, fractionalised and 
accumulated as a direct citation network

5.6  Discussion

The overarching research problem of this chapter concerns the emergence of an 
economy of publication and citations and the role assigned to databases like WoS 
and Scopus to measure the quality and impact of academic labour in an unbiased 
and fair way. In our case, we have looked at a selection of journals within adult 
learning included in Scopus and extracted all the referencing that has occurred in 
these journals during a period of 9 years (2006–2014). First, we outlined the hun-
dred most cited scholars based on their full bibliographic impact in these journals. 
After that we performed a network analysis on the journal-specific citations and 
dissected distinct invisible colleges.

The analyses indicate that there are reasons to question the presumption of lack 
of biases in the valuation of scholarly work in the journals under scrutiny. The 
dominance of authors from a few countries is so extreme that there is reason to 
believe that it does not represent the quality of research on a more global scale. 
When 85 of the top 100 cited authors are from four English-speaking countries, it 
seems more plausible to suggest that the referencing here mirrors the assigned value 
of research within these four dominating countries. The quality of research in the 
rest of the world seems not to be taken into consideration in any serious way.15 One 

15 From our own contacts, we know that a lot of research is published in e.g. Japanese, Korean, 
Spanish, Portuguese and German. One can thus suspect that there is much to be missed when 
research does not pay attention to international research to the extent we have shown to be the case 
in the field of adult education and learning. For this to change, however, it is not simply sufficient 
to get publishers, editors and reviewers interested in this work; one would also have to train 
researchers to read and acknowledge work across current borders.
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reason for this may be that several journals which are included in Scopus have a 
domestic bias and consider themselves to be journals which primarily serve 
researchers and readers in a more local context. In this case, AEQ was founded by 
the American Association of Adult and Continuing Education, the JEW was for-
merly known as British Journal of Education and Work, the SICE has Australian 
editors, and IJLE has editors foremost from the UK. In this way, the international 
scope of these journal is not wholehearted. This might not be a problem, if Scopus 
and other indexing databases were not used in quality measurements internation-
ally; the misrepresentation of quality is generated by the measurement tools, which 
exclude citations made to other journals, most books, etc., which are published in 
other contexts and are only available in other languages.

Relating these results to previous bibliometric research concerned with interna-
tional power relations, we see that they are in line with the general duopolistic sys-
tem presented by Heilbron and Gingras (2018), with a Euro-American core and 
some semi-central and semi-peripheral countries. However, the label Europe is in 
reality, almost exclusively, British scholars in this case. In previous bibliometric 
studies on social scientific disciplines, the US has also tended to hold a hegemonic 
position which does not seem entirely warranted looking at our results from the field 
of adult education and learning (cf. Heilbron and Gingras 2018). Instead of a single 
country having a clear-cut leadership position, our findings single out the UK and 
the US as a dominant duo. The results are also in line with the conclusions presented 
by Persson (2010) and Basu (2010) that most citations in the leading databases are, 
in fact, directed to domestic entries even if the pretence is that they are international 
in scope.16

The combination of a domestic focus and language policies have severe conse-
quences. The five Scopus-selected journals are all monolinguistic and Anglophone. 
This means that citations in texts written in other languages are excluded, tout court. 
Furthermore, this language discrimination at the highest echelons of contemporary 
academia affects not only the small languages across the globe, but also languages 
spoken by hundreds of millions of individuals. Extebarria and Gomez-Uranga 
(2010) have shown that the dominant scholars within Spanish research are not pres-
ent in WoS or Scopus at all. Writing in a language read by 500 million users, they 
also have little reason to try to do so. This is consistent with other bibliometric stud-
ies that have shown that larger countries and languages, such as Spain or Germany, 
tend to have more limited collaborations internationally since their own domestic 
market is much larger (Heilbron and Gingras 2018). However, scholars from smaller 
countries and language regimes are, on the one hand, more dependent on interna-
tional scholarly recognition while, on the other, also being less likely to receive it.

In the current era, these measurement tools are increasingly influencing univer-
sity politics on a more global level, i.e. outside Anglophone countries, and an ever 

16 Anderson-Levitt (2011) points out in a review of ethnographic education research on a global 
scale how different discourses are elaborated outside Anglophone academia. These excluded 
books and journals may elaborate other discourses and other problems, and focus on other study 
objects.
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increasing number of researchers seem more or less forced to consider publishing in 
the journals that have been hallmarked as “international” by the leading databases, 
in spite of their domestic Anglo-American focus. However, as our analysis shows, 
such efforts for researchers outside the Anglo-American core countries seem to 
offer very limited possibilities of being rewarded within the larger community of 
scholars that contribute to Scopus journals, as very few “outsiders” are recognised 
and rewarded for their work. One might even draw the conclusion from all of this 
that taking part in instrumentally motivated activities in order to promote the posi-
tion within the current quality-measurement-tools simply does not “pay”. Is it a 
game for useful idiots?

In our analysis, we also scrutinised how the most cited scholars in the field relate 
to the representation of gender. The result was striking: male researchers are much 
more cited than female authors. Looking more closely at these results revealed that 
this patriarchal tendency was not primarily due to citations to others active in the 
field, but was instead built up by a rather extreme gender difference in the citations 
directed to scholars outside the field, i.e. authors on methodology and general the-
ory. One might speculate that this partly constitutes a lingering effect of the previ-
ous state of academia, as most of the “standard references” are to the old canon from 
a time when academia was even more male dominated than it is today. Within the 
bibliometric research tradition, this can be related to the Matthew effect of academic 
work: that citations lead to more citations (de Solla Price 1986, p 226). The “old” 
male dominance is thus reproduced by both men and women active in the various 
subfields in the social sciences when they are rendered a status as “standard refer-
ences” across a range of different disciplines.

The results are not entirely surprising because men also tend to be overwhelm-
ingly overrepresented compared to women in other respects, like the proportion of 
full professorships. An analysis of the Swedish academic system concluded that 
men are more and more concentrated in the academic community higher up in the 
current hierarchies (Chrapowska and Wold 2004). In their study of the cohorts of 
graduates with a bachelor’s degree in traditional faculties, men ended up being four 
times more likely than women to end up with a full professorship (chair). Of those 
who graduated with a PhD, men became professors two times more often than 
women did. And this is within a university system where most students, since the 
1970s, have been women and in a country that prides itself on being relatively pro-
gressive in terms of gender equality.17

If it is true that gender discrimination forms an integral part of the citation prac-
tices in current academia, one might point to numerous underlying factors that 
could help sustain such a social structure. One part of this might be the gendered 

17 Another study of peer reviewing in the Swedish Medical Research Council concluded that peer 
reviewing was discriminating against women applicants in a study, which could rule out a number 
of alternative hypothesis: for a female applicant to receive a grant they had to produce three extra 
papers in Nature or Science and be 2.5 times more productive than the average male applicant 
(Wennerås and Wold 1997, p.  342). The conclusion was that discrimination lay behind the 
outcomes.
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division of work, where academic teaching is carried out to a large extent by women 
whereas research tends to be dominated by men. Gender biases in the citation prac-
tices should, in any case, not be studied in isolation as they relate back to a lack of 
research resources and a lack of research opportunities, as well as academic titles 
and key positions.

5.6.1  The Academic Power of Editors

Another attribute that is visible in the list of top cited scholars, as well as in the 
journal-specific networks, is the administrative power exercised by the editors of 
these journals. In a Borudieusian sense, this is an example of institutionalised capi-
tal, i.e. key positions in the academic field as well as power over the means of repro-
duction of knowledge (Bourdieu 1997). Of the 39 historical editors of the journals 
that appear in the sample, some 15 are among the top-cited names. This corresponds 
to roughly 40% of the full list of editors, or 15% of the full list of top-cited names. 
Some of the other top-cited scholars and centrally located names are also, or have 
recently been, editors of journals not included in the sample, such as Billett who is 
the editor of Vocations and Learning, Alison Fuller and Lorna Unwin for Journal of 
Vocational Education and Training, or Stephen Ball, a long-standing editor of 
Journal of Educational Policy.

It is indeed difficult to disentangle whether the value assigned to the work of edi-
tors has something to do with their gatekeeping function for a particular journal or 
whether it is on the basis of their scientific capital (see Bourdieu 1997), i.e. the 
recognition their scientific work has received from peers. However, when looking at 
the journal-specific network analysis, we can see how rare it is for an editor of one 
journal to be assigned a key role in the citations in other journals. If the editorial 
assignments were heavily intertwined with scientific capital in the field as a whole, 
then we would expect many of the editors to be centrally placed in more journals 
besides their “own”18. This issue connects to issues of the field being segmented and 
loose.

18 However, we can see how two Australian scholars who are editors of journals in the field, David 
Boud and Stephen Billett, are relatively central figures in several of the journals under scrutiny. 
Such a position most likely connects to Australian scholars having a “brokering function” in the 
field of adult education and learning research, mediating between scholars in different countries as 
well as between different camps within the field (see Nylander et al. 2018, and Chap. 4 in this 
book).
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5.6.2  The Research Field(s)

The research practices which are scrutinised here have many labels: Research on 
adult education, adult learning, lifelong learning, workplace learning, popular edu-
cation and several other labels. As can be seen from our findings, it is definitely not 
a tight, international, invisible college. Instead there are multiple colleges, often 
with a domestic focus. However, there is also a tendency for certain approaches and 
perspectives to prefer specific journals. Furthermore, there are connections in terms 
of geography and perspectives between journals. Wittgenstein’s (2009) expression 
“family resemblances” could be useful to denote the relationships between the jour-
nals. They are not the same, but they are not altogether different to each other. In the 
economy of publications and citations, such a lack of coherence is a flaw. Citations 
are spread out to other areas, like sociology or education, which is legitimate, but 
this also supports the conclusion of weak connections between researchers active in 
these research communities. The very pronounced domestic focus contributes to the 
same conclusion. The adult education and learning research is, in this sense, unclear 
as a sub-discipline, i.e. it is not an international actor-network which includes and 
excludes in a clear way. Nespor (1996), writing from an actor-network theory per-
spective, compared physics and management and found that they were very differ-
ent, with physics being a tight actor network and management a loose actor network. 
The research practices we investigated seem to operate like the field of manage-
ment; a loose actor-network, with few, strong connections, which is a similar con-
clusion to that drawn by Rubenson and Elfert in their chapter in this book (Chap. 2).

With these loose networks comes short-sightedness. One can always forge new 
connections and forsake old ones, not caring much about the research field and its 
development, since there are several actor networks, weakly connected, akin to 
amoebas. One consequence is that research with labels such as adult education or 
lifelong learning does not belong to an invisible college related to adult education. 
Rather, these researchers only exploit the positions and culture and some other 
invisible colleges in the academic journals they publish in. These invisible colleges 
might also become weak when there are not many journals to publish in. Researchers 
also have to publish elsewhere. In that sense, it would be good if there were more 
academic journals, since that would mean more “conversations”, i.e. more research 
was exposed through articles and more researchers would recognise texts of rele-
vance for their own research.

The research practices we are discussing here may not be defined and delimited 
in a very clear way. There may be many reasons for this, but we want to highlight 
two. The first has to do with the lack of a common knowledge base, i.e. what could 
be common knowledge among those who are doing the research. This is not very 
conspicuous, as is also the case with educational research in general and also areas 
like management, or gender studies – research areas which are defined more by their 
study object than by a perspective. What is more troublesome is the lack of common 
delimitations on what constitutes this study object: Is it adults who are taught, or is 
it also adults who are learning without being taught, or is the educational system 
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provided for adults, etc. Does higher education belong here or human resource 
development? The answers are provisional and shift according to the region where 
the research activity takes place. In relation to academic journals, this is a difficulty 
since various invisible colleges operate at least partly independently from each 
other, e.g. in higher education, human resource development and learning at 
workplaces.

The second problem concerns the tendency for researchers to belong to several 
sub-disciplines. Many of the research practices are sociological and some are devel-
oping themes which could become part of educational philosophy. Some research-
ers are using learning theories, which leads them to participate in conferences, 
where all participants are connected by such theories as a node. One might say that 
many belong to several invisible colleges or are at least faced with such choices. The 
challenge for journals trying to be more comprehensive is great, since rival sub- 
disciplines offer better rewards, e.g. have journals which are indexed in Scopus and 
WoS. The fact that educational research is not highly regarded by other disciplines 
(van Zanten 2009) might also be an influence, i.e. papers on adult education or 
learning will be sent to journals in subdisciplines like educational sociology. 
Research on higher education, for example, has more journals indexed in the WoS 
compared to adult education or workplace learning. This lack of concentration, i.e. 
the fact that researchers are often connected to several invisible colleges, has an 
undermining effect on the strength of adult education and learning research as a col-
lective – it becomes a loose network, which cannot act with power.

The invisible colleges can be viewed as less volatile, slowly transforming enti-
ties. Our analysis is therefore not delimited to the indexes and their selection of 
journals but concerns the more general question about the invisible colleges or net-
works of references to texts and their location in journals. On the other hand, invis-
ible colleges and their power also change and are to some extent dialectically related 
to the technology of the economy of publications, citations and similar managerial 
tools.
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Chapter 6
The Politics of Publications and Citations: 
A Cross Country Comparison

Andreas Fejes and Erik Nylander

6.1  Introduction

Since the heyday of scientrometrics, when de Solla Price’s (1965, 1975) and 
Merton’s (1973) wrote their seminal accounts of the reward systems of scientific 
communities, bibliometric measurement has been dragged into the highly contro-
versial and political debate of how the modern day reward system of the university 
should be set up and function. What will be the basis of ‘quality’ assessments of 
universities? How will money and merit be distributed fairly across the different 
disciplines? Lacking other comparative measurements, and in the wake of the inten-
sification of “new public management” within universities, governments and man-
agement boards across a large part of the world have begun to turn towards the 
standardized outputs of publications and citations. For example, the new research 
excellence framework (REF) in the UK drew on citation analyses (impact of 
research) as part of the evaluation of research quality. Such analyses influence deci-
sions on the distribution of research funding to higher education institutions (see 
www.ref.ac.uk). A similar system has already been enacted in Sweden, where the 
government divides a share of its research funding to higher education institutions 
directly based on citation analyses (Ministry of Education 2007). At the time of de 
Solla Price’s (1965) and Merton’s (1973) analysis, citation and publications were 
seen as signs of internal recognition and scientific production among colleagues, 
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whereas citations and publications have now increasingly emerge as an external 
tools to manage and hierarchically order scientific production.

The emergence of a publication regime in which the measuring of scientific qual-
ity is conducted in terms of publications and citations, also contains a series of 
questionable assumptions. One of its core assumptions is that the value of research 
can be estimated fairly by ranking the place in which it is published, as well as how 
often a publication is cited there (Karpik 2011). Because research funding is distrib-
uted partly based on how much you publish in what are construed as top-ranked 
journals and on how often other articles in those journals cite your articles, the 
publication regime is also likely to produce a new behaviour among researchers. 
Publishing in these journals may become more important than publishing in jour-
nals that are a better fit for the specific research area. Or, rather than choosing a 
publication format based on the research question and content or based on the tradi-
tion of the scientific field, the rationality behind scientific publications can be 
skewed towards the publication and citation game (cf. Hicks 2012; Hasselberg 
2013; Liedman 2013). Due to considerable national, regional, and scholarly differ-
ences in the history of science, this potential reactivation among scholars is obvi-
ously going to look different depending on what they make of this ‘publication 
regime’, what kind of field they are in, and how much autonomy the field has against 
value criteria enforced by external actors.

This chapter aims to provide an empirical account of the current ‘publication 
regime’ in research on adult education. More specifically, we look at three formative 
dimensions of the research field: (i) indexation, (ii) publications and (iii) citations. 
By outlining how the field is constituted by practices related to these dimensions we 
hope to stimulate discussion on who is given recognition as a scholar and get a bet-
ter understanding of the tacit rules within the current publication regime. This is not 
least important for international researchers that has a more peripheral position to 
the leading journals and institutions in the field, for whom the playing field might 
appear rather opaque and unclear.1

We do so by studying bibliographic data related to publications and citations and 
how these dimensions have changed over time, particularly with regards to the 
geography of authorship. We base this study on data from publications and citations 
in three core journals: Adult Education Quarterly (AEQ), International Journal of 
Lifelong Education (IJLE), and Studies in Continuing Education (SICE). By gather-
ing and comparing aggregated statistics based on publications in these journals dur-
ing two periods of time, 2005–2012, and 2012–2018, we scrutinize what extent 
indexing, authorship and citations are geographically bounded. This is done in four 
ways. First, we identify the output of all educational journal that has been indexed 
in the dominating database Web of science (WoS). This is done by mapping out 
publication location of these journals as well as the language policies for publica-
tion. Secondly, we identify the geographical location of editorial board members by 

1 Researchers in semi-peripheral and peripheral countries has been found to be more dependent on 
international scholarly recognition, then researchers working in central and more dominant coun-
tries (Heilbron and Gingras 2018)
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institutional affiliation. Thirdly, we compare the total share of articles published 
from a specific country to the share of top-cited articles originating from that spe-
cific country. Finally, we scrutinize those countries with the highest share of publi-
cations, particularly with regard to their relationship between country and a specific 
publication outlet (journal), thus making visible the (trans)national flow of publica-
tions across the dominating countries.

In sum our analysis provide results on three formative dimensions of the research 
field: (i) indexation, (ii) publications and (iii) citations. We address the politics of 
indexing as well as who contributes and is given recognition within the research 
field on adult education and lifelong learning. The results will also help characterize 
the national characteristic of the few top publishing countries. In doing so, we aim 
to provide basis for critical discussion on who are the winners and losers in the cur-
rent publication regime.

6.2  Methodology, Data, and Analysis

We have conducted a bibliometric analysis focused on three critical aspects in struc-
turing the relationship between adult education scholars: indexation, publication 
and citation. Our data consists firstly of the indexing lists of all education journals 
indexed in the main indexing database for science at the time of writing, the Web of 
science (WoS). Drawing on such data we map out the geographical location and 
language policies of all educational journals. Secondly, we draw on all articles pub-
lished in: AEQ, IJLE, and SICE between 2005–2018. The bibliometric overview 
provides a comparison between the full body of publications appearing in these 
journals between the years 2005 and 2012, as well as between 2012 and 2018, and 
those publications that have gathered most citations within each journal.

Our focus on academic journals in this chapter is centred on the premise that 
academic publishing provides one important knowledge base for any discipline or 
field of research. A research journal represents a publication output where papers 
that have been refereed and deemed to have reached a certain level of rigour and 
quality are published (cf. Buboltz et al. 1999; Tseng and Tsay 2013). This is in con-
trast to book chapters and books that are less likely to have to go through such a 
rigorous collegial peer-review process (although they sometimes are). In other 
words, publishers play a major role in the dissemination of knowledge and aca-
demic communities tend to regard refereed journals as important publication chan-
nels, a propensity that is further emphasized through a series of current political 
reforms.

A second important reason for our choice of using journal publications as our 
unit of analysis is that many journals are indexed in databases that provide a basis 
for generating bibliometric data. Our main data has been generated through the 
database Scopus. Besides being one of the main indexing databases in the academic 
community – partly because it uses certain quality procedures when including jour-
nals – the reason for choosing this database is foremost pragmatic. First, the three 
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journals selected to represent the field—AEQ (United States), IJLE (United 
Kingdom), and SICE (Australia)—are all listed in Scopus, whereas only two of 
them, AEQ and SICE, are listed in the Web of Science. Second, these three journals 
represent three different geographical locations, in terms of both country and conti-
nent and could provide some differences in terms of geographical affiliations of 
authors as well as present the opportunity to identify the academic flow of publica-
tions across national borders.

We use the notion of “Anglophone countries” throughout this paper acknowledg-
ing that it is a complex category as there are decisive cultural, economic and ethnic 
diversity within English speaking countries. However, our findings illustrate the 
need for such broad and admittingly heterogeneous linguistic category to illustrate 
how countries with English as their first language have certain dominating charac-
teristics within the current publication regime in terms of publication and citations 
as compared to countries where primarily other languages are spoken.

6.2.1  Limitations of the Study

There are, as always, some important limitations to the study and research design. 
Our description excludes a range of publications which could be of interest and 
which could be deemed to be of high importance in shaping the field of research 
(other journals, non-indexed books and book chapters). Hicks (2013) argues that 
within social science, what is included in indexed journals often does not concur 
with similar analyses of national publication patterns or analyses of citations in rela-
tion to books. Another limitation is that other journals active in the field might 
obtain a position and profile within the field that should be taken into consideration 
when dissecting the empirical findings of our analysis. For example, excluding the 
new journal European Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of 
Adults, which aims to include a broad geographical range of peer-reviewed articles, 
might provide mean that the geographical distribution of authors might look more 
shewed geographically then would otherwise be the case.2 Further, by focusing only 
on English-language journals, we obviously exclude much of what is happening in 
parts of Europe and other parts of the world that is not published in English.3 
Another potential limitation is that because of the delay effect between when a 
paper is published and when it is cited, the sample of the most highly cited articles 
is biased towards publications in the earlier period of the study. Yet another limita-
tion is that when identifying the location of journals indexed in the Web of Science 
within education and educational research, we focused on where the publisher is 

2 As previously stated, the reason for not including other journals was simply that they were not 
indexed in Scopus at the moment of our inquiry.
3 In Chap. 9 in this book, Bernd Käpplinger, who draw on conference proceedings from European 
conferences, have partly different results as compared to what we have in this analysis of journal 
articles. For a full historical account on adult education in Germany see Chap. 3.
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located rather than where the editorial work is conducted. The latter would probably 
provide a more nuanced picture.

Bearing this in mind, we are not claiming that our analysis is fully generalizable 
in its findings in relation to the field as a whole, especially because other modes of 
publications and publication languages are completely left out. Furthermore, the 
study is not to be read as a full-fledged ‘field-analysis’ in Bourdieu’s very ambitious 
sense (Bourdieu 1988). Our analysis centers on the question of who is attributed 
international scholarly value, but is limited to saying something about the research 
community on the education and learning of adults as shaped through these three 
key journals, and the articles within these.

6.3  Result

In the following, we present the result from our analysis. Firstly, we focus on the 
publication location and language policies of indexed education journals. Secondly, 
we focus on the geographical distribution of editorial board members in the three 
adult education journals. And thirdly, we introduce the comparative analysis of bib-
liographic data based on the locus of enunciation.

6.3.1  The Politics of Indexation

The database that, in the current publication regime, is positioned as the most 
important one is arguably Web of Science (WoS). WoS was until recently by the 
private company Thomson Reuters and then sold to Clarivate analytics which in 
itself is owned by private equity firms. Bibliometric studies have confirmed that the 
content of Web of Science and the second most important database in the current 
system, Scopus, is very similar (Archambault et al. 2009). Here, rather than focus-
ing on these databases on a general level, we focus on the educational field more 
specifically.

Turning to WoS, we can begin to look at the geographical location of the jour-
nals, their publication language(s) and how its changed in recent time. We specifi-
cally focus on journals indexed in the category “education and educational research” 
as per the listing for the year 2016. We then compare the outcome of this bench-
marking procedures to the listing of educational journals for the year 2012, i order 
to identify any changes in recent time. In total there are 235 articles indexed in the 
category of education and educational research for the year 2016, whereas a total 
216 journals was included for 2012. Geographical distribution of journals for 2016 
and 2012 is illustrated in Table 6.1.

The outcome illustrate that there is a clear dominance of two countries in terms 
of publication location, the US and the UK. Altogether, 75–76% of all journals in 
the category education and educational research is published in any of these two 
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Table 6.1 Publishers indexed in the categories Education and Educational research included in 
Web of Science 2012 and 2016 by Country, Frequency and Percentages

Country of publisher Freq. 2016 Percentage 2016 Freq. 2012 Percentage 2012

UK: 92  39% 81  38%
USA: 87  37% 80  37%
Netherlands: 18  8% 15  7%
Australia: 8  3% 7  3%
Spain: 6  3% 8  4%
Germany: 5  2% 4  2%
New Zealand: 4  2% 4  2%
Turkey: 3  1% 3  1%
South Africa: 2  1% 2  1%
South Korea: 2  1% 2  1%
Mexico: 1  0% 1  0%
Philippines: 1  0% 1  0%
Lithuania: 1  0% 1  0%
Belgium: 1  0% 1  0%
Brazil: 1  0% 1  0%
Croatia: 1  0% 2  1%
Italy: 1  0% 1  0%
Canada: 1  0% 1  0%
Poland: 0  0% 1  0%
Total 235 100% 216 100%

countries. Adding all journals published in a location where english is the first lan-
guage (New Zealand, Australia, Canada and South Africa), we end up with a total 
percentage of 81–82% of all journals. We can also see how there has been a slight 
increase of indexed journals in this category, from 216 journals in 2012 to 235 jour-
nals in 2016. In more relative terms the anglophone dominance seems rather steady. 
Thus, the WoS benchmark of leading journals in education and educational research 
has not become more “international” over time. However, we also need to take into 
account that the editorial work is not necessarily be conducted in the same country 
as where the publisher is located. Thus, there might be a wider regional distribution 
of the journals as indicated above, at least in terms of editorship.

A journal can also be shaped as international based on its language policies. 
Educational journals could potentially include multiple languages and have a more 
cosmopolitan characteristic then the publication location illustrated. But neither in 
such sense is the WoS indexing of journals in the category education and educa-
tional research, international. It even seems to have become less international over 
time (Table 6.2).

As these results indicate, English is, not surprisingly, the hegemonic language of 
publication in the education research field as represented through journals indexed 
in the WoS. This position as the modern day latin or lingua franca of research has 
been strengthened over the course of recent years, as the share of multi-lingual and 
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Table 6.2 Indexed journals in the categories Education and Educational research included in Web 
of Science 2012 and 2016 by language in frequency and percentage

Language of journal Freq. 2016 Percent 2016 Freq. 2012 Percent 2012

English: 219  93% 194  90%
Spanish: 5  2% 7  3%
German: 3  1% 3  1%
Multi-lingual: 3  1% 3  1%
Turkish: 1  0% 4  2%
Portuguese: 1  0% 1  0%
Dutch: 1  0% 1  0%
Croatian: 1  0% 2  1%
Italian: 1  0% 1  0%
Total 235 100% 216 100%

non-english journals have decreased further. Interesting to note, as well, is how 
several of the journals published in locations where english is not the first language, 
also publish their journals in english. This is partly due to big publishers, such as 
Springer, is located in a specific country even though most of their journals are pre-
dominantly english speaking.

6.3.2  Politics of Scholarly Gatekeeping

Because the three journals under scrutiny have emerged in different geographical 
locations and are shaped in relation to different historical and social practices, it is 
necessary to provide some descriptions of them. In common for all investigated 
journals is that they have a relatively long history of publishing within the field of 
adult education, and thus make up a strong group of agents controlling the scientific 
influx of scholarly knowledge.

Adult Education Quarterly was launched in 1950, is published in association with 
the American Association for Adult and Continuing Education (AAACE). Four 
issues are published each year. The editorial work of the journal circulates at certain 
intervals between different universities within the United States, and in 2018 there 
where four editors, 3 from the US and 1 from Canada.

In 2018 there were 85 persons listed as consulting editors with the following 
geographical distribution. In parenthesis are the numbers from 2013 (see Fejes and 
Nylander 2014): United States 61 (81); Canada 9 (11); United Kingdom 2 (8); 
Australia 2 (1), Belgium 2 (0), Austria 1 (0), Botswana 1 (1), China 1 (1) Ireland 1 
(0), Malta 1 (0), New Zealand 1 (0), Nigeria 1 (1), Portugal 1 (0), Sweden 1 (0). In 
2013 one consulting editor was also located in South Korea. Including the editors, 
the AEQ have a representation of universities located in 14 countries. In sum, the 
distribution of editors and consulting editors, together with the connection to the 
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AAACE, gives the impression of a journal strongly focused on the North American 
continent. However, since 2013, more countries have become represented among 
the consulting editors.

Studies in Continuing Education is located in Australia and was originally created 
in 1978 by researchers at the University of Adelaide as an Australian journal. 
However, after a few years, they no longer published the journal. In 1988, research-
ers at the University of Technology in Sydney (UTS) took over the name and re- 
launched the journal as an international one.4 The journal was in 2018 still edited by 
the original editor-in-chief together with another colleague at UTS. SICE does not 
have any formal connection to any research association. SICE publishes three issues 
each year and is indexed in Scopus as well as the Web of Science.5 The editorial 
board comprised 21 persons in 2018  distributed geographically in the following 
way. In parenthesis are the numbers from 2013 (see Fejes and Nylander 2014): 
United States 6 (6); United Kingdom 5 (6); Canada 3 (3); Australia 1 (4); Belgium 
1 (1); Finland 1 (1); Norway 1 (0); Singapore 1 (1); South Africa 1 (1); Sweden 1 
(0). Including the editors, SICE currently have a representation of universities 
located in 10 countries. In sum, the editorial board include a vast majority of 
researchers located at a university in an Anglophone country. The only significant 
change since 2013 is the decrease of board members from Australia.

The International Journal of Lifelong Education is located in the United Kingdom 
and was initiated by scholars at the University of Nottingham, where the editorial 
work is currently located. There is no formal relation to any research association. 
The first issue was published in 1982. IJLE publishes six issues each year and is 
indexed in Scopus. In 2018 there were four editors, two from the United Kingdom 
and one each from Australia and Italy. The editorial board comprised 36 persons in 
2018 distributed geographically in the following way. In parenthesis are the num-
bers from 2013 (see Fejes and Nylander 2014): United Kingdom 9 (6); Canada 4 
(3); United States 4 (7); Australia 3 (2); China 2 (0); Hong Kong 2 (1); South Africa 
2 (2); Belgium 1 (1), Botswana 1 (1); Brazil 1 (0); Bulgaria 1 (1); Denmark 1 (1); 
Japan 1 (1) New Zealand 1 (0); Malta 1 (1); South Korea 1 (2); Sweden 1 (1). 
Including the editors, IJLE have a representation of universities located in 18 differ-
ent countries. In 2013 there was also one board member from France. IJLE is cur-
rently, as are the two other journals, Anglophone dominated in terms of editors and 
editorial board members. However, compared to AEQ and SICE, IJLE is in terms of 
geography of editors the most balanced journal.

4 Personal correspondence between one of the authors and the editor-in-chief, UTS professor 
David Boud.
5 SICE was included in the Web of Science in 2011.
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6.3.3  Politics of Publication and Citations

We will now turn to the results of our analysis concerning the question of who is 
publishing in these three journals, and who is picked up and cited the most? We will 
here compare the period 2005–2012 to the period 2012–2018 in order to identify 
potential changes to the pattern. Figure 6.1 below illustrates the geographical distri-
bution of first authorship among all articles published in the three journals 2005–
2012, as well as the share of the most cited articles, while Fig. 6.2 does the same for 
the period 2012–2018.

Let us first look at Fig. 6.1. Here, the blue bar represents the share (in percent-
ages) of the total number of published articles across all three journals. The red bar 
represents the share of first authorship among the most cited articles in the 
journals.

Turning to Fig. 6.2, the blue bar represents the share (in percentages) of the 
total number of published articles across all three journals. The red and brown bar 

Fig. 6.1 Geographical distribution of affiliated first authorship among all articles published and 
most cited in three adult educational journals, 2005–2012
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Fig. 6.2 Geographical distribution of affiliated first authorship among all articles published and 
most cited in three adult educational journals, 2012-February 2018

represents the share of first authorship among the most cited articles in the 
journals.6

The results illustrate how the vast majority of all articles have a first author from 
one of the four Anglophone countries: the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Canada, and Australia. However, not all Anglophone countries are part of the pat-
tern of dominance, e.g. New Zealand, South Africa and Botswana. We can also see 
how, despite the dominance of first authorship, there has been a slight decrease in 
such dominance during the last few years. 2005–2012 the aforementioned anglo-
phone countries represented a total share of 66%, while during the latter period, the 
total for these countries were 56%.

When focusing on the share of most cited articles, we can see how authors from 
the four mentioned countries together have an astonishing dominance, although this 
has decreased slightly between periods. In the first period, authors from these coun-
tries represented 87.8% of the top-cited articles while during the latter period repre-
senting 66–67% of the top cited articles.

Comparing the share of published articles with the share of those with highest 
citations, we can see how UK and Australian authors had the highest revenues in the 
field during the first period—that is, they had the highest share of highly cited arti-
cles compared to their share of the total number of publications. However, in the 
latter period, it is rather the Australian and the US authors who hold the most domi-

6 Please note that we have improved the selection process between the two periods. In the first 
period, the share of the most cited articles are based on a total of 57 articles (the 19 most cited 
article in each journal). For the second period, the most cited articles were calculated based on the 
highest cited ones across the three journals. Importantly, the citation numbers for the articles are 
only calculated based on citations from sources that are also indexed in Scopus. Another limitation 
concern the sample size across the journals. For example, IJLE publish twice the number of papers 
per year as compared to SICE. This probably influence the citation patterns.
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Table 6.3 Publication patterns of four major Anglophone countries in relation to three adult 
educational journals, 2005–2012. Majority stated in bold

% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
First Authors’ Geographical Affiliation SICE (AUS) AEQ (US) IJLE (UK) TOT.

United Kingdom 25% (32) 6% (8) 69% (90) 100% (130)
United States 7% (8) 62% (69) 31%(35) 100% (112)
Canada 17% (16) 39% (36) 44% (41) 100% (93)
Australia 54% (49) 7% (6) 39% (35) 100% (90)

N = 425

Table 6.4 Publication patterns of four major Anglophone countries in relation to three adult 
educational journals, 2012–2018. Majority stated in bold

% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)
First Authors’ Geographical Affiliation SICE (AUS) AEQ (US) IJLE (UK) TOT.

United Kingdom 29% (27) 10% (9) 61% (56) 100% (92)
United States 7% (6) 66% (55) 27% (23) 100% (84)
Canada 22% (13) 25% (15) 53% (31) 100% (59)
Australia 40% (27) 10% (7) 50% (34) 100% (68)

N = 303

nating position in terms of revenue. We can also see how the Canadian scholars have 
lost some ground in terms of ratio between published and most cited articles.

In order to further elaborate the dominance of these countries, we also directed 
interest towards identifying how common it was for authors in these countries to 
publish their articles in their “own” journal geographically wise, as compared to the 
other two journals. Or rather, in what ways are these researchers mobile in terms of 
where they publish? The result for 2005–2012 is illustrated in Table 6.3, and for the 
period 2012–2018 in Table 6.4. 

The results presented in Tables 6.3 and 6.4 illustrate how authors from the four 
Anglophone countries to a large extent, publish their articles in the journal that 
originates from the same geographical location. UK authors publish 69% of their 
articles in the UK-based journal IJLE in the first period and 61% in the second 
period, US authors publish 62% of their articles in the US-based journal AEQ in the 
first period and 66% in the second period, and the Australian authors publish 54% 
of their articles in the Australian-based journal SICE in the first period and 40% in 
the second period. Canadians somewhat diverge from this pattern, however, by pub-
lishing 44% of their articles in IJLE during the first period and 53% during the 
second period, and ‘only’ 39% in AEQ in the first period and 25% in the second 
period, the journal with the closest geographical proximity.

The tables illustrate how the transnational flow of publications across continents 
is surprisingly low. For example, the AEQ is a common outlet for US authors (62–
70%) and partly for Canadian authors (25–39%), while Australian authors publish 
only a small share (7–10%) of their articles in AEQ. Further, US authors publish 
their work to a very small extent (6–7%) in the Australian-based SICE, while the 

6 The Politics of Publications and Citations: A Cross Country Comparison



110

Canadians publish to a little higher extent (17–22%). The results thus seem to sug-
gest that North American and Australian scholars within adult education do not tend 
to disseminate their scientific findings across the two continents.

The flow of publications between North America and Europe is also relatively 
low. UK authors publish only some 6–10% of their articles in AEQ. However the 
flow of publications seem slightly higher in the other direction where US authors 
publish 27–31% of their articles in IJLE, and for the Canadians, as much as 44–53%. 
Finally, the flow of publications between Australia and the United Kingdom is more 
pronounced. This goes in both directions: UK authors publish 25–29% of their arti-
cles in SICE, and Australian authors publish 39–50% of their articles in IJLE.

The most striking results, comparing the two periods, is how AEQ seem to have 
become more US oriented, where Canadians publish there to a lesser extent than 
previously. Canadians rather seem to have become more oriented towards the British 
journal IJLE. Similar patterns can be identified regarding the Australians, who to a 
lesser extent publish their work in their own journal.

6.4  Discussion

Within the present publication regime, scholars in many countries are forced to 
publish their work in journals that ‘count’ in their evaluation systems. As we have 
argued, indexing databases are used increasingly as devices to rank knowledge and 
distribute resources. Against this backdrop, we have sought to unravel how publica-
tions and citations of three key journals in the field of adult education relate to the 
geographical location of the article’s first author.

The findings presented above are relatively consistent with prior research find-
ings in one aspect: there is “Anglophone dominance” in the field of adult education. 
In our analysis, authors from four countries dominate the field: the United Kingdom, 
the United States, Canada, and Australia (see Fejes and Nylander 2014; Larsson 
2010; Taylor 2001; St. Clair 2011; Harris and Morrison 2011).

Our analysis also allows us to compare the revenues of these publications in 
terms of citation output. These results clearly illustrate that Anglophone authors are 
those who have the highest revenue in terms of citations (67% of the top-cited arti-
cle in the later period and 88% in the former period as compared to 56% of all 
articles published during the later period and 66% in the former period). Why do 
these three journals publish articles primarily from authors from four countries that 
have English as their first language? This question is not the least important as 
resources become tied to publications and citations, based on the indexicality of 
English-oriented databases such as that of Scopus. Governments and university 
administrations across Europe are increasingly calling for their researchers to pub-
lish their work in what is commonly held as “international journals”, and in several 
countries research excellence is defined along these highly standardized, and argu-
ably reductionistic measurements (Hicks 2012; Larsson 2009; Tseng and Tsay 
2013). Against this backdrop, one can expect an increase of submissions from 
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researchers who do not have English as a native tongue, which to some degree has 
been the case over the two time periods under scrutiny in this chapter. Despite, this, 
the question becomes even more urgent: why are there such low numbers of pub-
lished articles from non-Anglophone authors in these three journals, and why is 
there an even lower number of highly cited non-Anglophone articles at a time when 
politicians assess scientific quality based on publications and citations?

One possible answer to such a question can be found in our analysis of how 
authors from the four dominating countries publish across these different journals. 
What becomes obvious is how authors in these countries most often publish their 
work in the journal that has its location in the same country or region (see Tables 6.3 
and 6.4), even though Canadian and Australian scholars have become more Europe 
oriented over the time periods. Thus, publication patterns in the field of adult educa-
tion are largely to be understood not as international but rather as national ones. 
Authors in these countries participate in provincial and regional discussions and the 
system of symbolic recognition assured through journal publishing has not expanded 
beyond these realms.

When investigating the extent to which authors from these countries publish in 
any of the other journals, we see how the flow of papers across geographical space 
is surprisingly low. Very few Australians and UK authors publish in the US-based 
journal, and likewise, very few US authors publish in the Australian-based journal. 
However, there seems to be some flow of papers from North America (Canada and 
the United States) to the UK-based journal. This picture is reflected in both the aim 
and scope of these journals as well as in the geographical distribution of members 
of the editorial boards. As has been illustrated, there is a clear dominance of 
Anglophone scholars on the editorial boards of the journals. Further, the AEQ, with 
its connection to the AAACE, has a clear national concentration, one that might 
become the means of reinforcing its provincial and regional publication basis.

A second answer to the question might be that practices of adult education vary 
greatly between countries; there are great differences in the intellectual traditions as 
well (Fejes and Salling Olesen 2010). For example, adult education in Sweden has 
a long history with formal adult-education institutions dating back to the mid-1800s, 
while in some other countries, institutional adult education practices are either a 
recent phenomenon or non-existent. Additionally, the language of adult education in 
Sweden is framed within a continental intellectual tradition, with keywords such as 
bildning (from the German bildung), pedagogik (with no English equivalent), and 
so forth. Translating such concepts and such intellectual heritage into the English 
language, to an English-speaking audience, might be problematic. Thus, the prac-
tices of adult education as well as the language of adult education might encourage 
national publication outputs. That is, it might be more inviting and easy to connect 
to a nation’s own adult education and their research practices, as researchers there 
share the implicit knowledge of institutional arrangements, academic jargon and 
previous work published in the field. A question worth pursuing would be to see 
how well authors from different countries, publishing in the three journals, frame 
and contextualize their research: who is asked to contextualize what?

6 The Politics of Publications and Citations: A Cross Country Comparison



112

In providing a summary of our research findings in relation to the current publi-
cation regime, the following can be said: first, we venture the suggestion that authors 
in the four dominating countries do not need to publish elsewhere as the journals 
they have available in their own countries are categorized as ‘international’ and 
because they are published in English (or at least categorized as those you should 
publish in to be acknowledged by your employer and colleagues). AEQ and SICE 
are both included in the Web of Science, and thus classified as ‘worthy’ within those 
administrative systems of assessing research quality and excellence that have gained 
prominence.

Second, if a journal is shaped through its publication pattern as a national output 
for research—as our results on authorship and membership on editorial boards indi-
cate—certain contextual rules for what can be included and excluded can be 
expected to emerge. Thus, a journal that has emerged in a certain geographical loca-
tion and that includes a bulk of articles from that same location, articulated in the 
first language of that specific location, are likely to gain advantages to publications 
produced elsewhere. Papers originating from elsewhere might use research prac-
tices that are deemed too different, draw on literature that is not from the same 
geographical location as the journal, connect with discussions that are taking place 
faraway, and so forth. As scholars from the host country of the journal often review 
the manuscripts, the monolingualism of adult educational research is, as a conse-
quence, often tacitly encouraged. This is a particularly relevant point to make in 
relation to the field of the education and learning of adults, which differs both in 
terms of practice and intellectual traditions across countries and regions (cf. Fejes 
and Salling Olesen 2010).

6.5  Conclusions

By designing a comparison between the bulk of publications and the top-cited strata 
within a specific research field, we have been able to problematize how scientific 
quality is fabricated. This chapter contributes new and somewhat surprising results 
compared to previous research interested in characterizing the field of research on 
the education and learning of adults. Our results indicate that:

• Authors from Anglophone countries, especially the Australia and the US during 
the period 2012–2018, have the highest revenue regarding their share of highly 
cited articles as compared to their share of published articles.

• Authors from the Anglophone countries publish a high share of their articles in 
journals from their own geographical location, which can be interpreted as a 
national rather that international publication output.

• Our results also, to some extent, confirm trends identified in prior studies, that is, 
a dominance of Anglophone authors and a marginalization of non-Anglophone 
authors.
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• However, by comparing the changes over time periods, we have also identified 
some changes. First, the dominance of the four Anglophone countries are to 
some extent weakened. Secondly, UK authors have been replaced by US and 
Australian authors as those having the highest revenues in citations compared to 
the total publication output. Thirdly, the Canadians and Australians have to a 
greater extent turned their interest towards Europe in terms of publication. Thus, 
the AE Q has become even more US oriented.

If one is a scholar in a non-Anglophone country or at a university where the 
publication regime have become dominating, chances are that the logic of rewards 
shifts in favour of a bilingual publication strategy where English unfolds as the 
second language. Such development has been going on in some academic disci-
plines for a long time, and it is not a very controversial issue in some scientific 
fields, particularly within more cumulative oriented natural science (Altbach 2006; 
Sörlin 1994; Salö 2010). In the field of the education and learning of adults, how-
ever, foreign-language publication might be more contestable. For example, when 
non-Anglophone adult education researchers publish in English, will practitioners 
or people in those countries who might not be fluent in English be able to take part 
in the ongoing research in the field? Will the hegemony of English language allow 
research on adult education in non-Anglophone countries to be conceptualized in 
the best possible way? Or will non-Anglophone adult education researchers have to 
conduct research that is interesting foremost to the Anglophone world, rather than 
producing research of value to policymakers, practitioners, and the research debate 
that is taking place in the home country of the researcher?

For researchers, the publication strategy aimed at monolingual English journals 
such as AEQ and SICE might become a necessity if they wish to ‘stay’ in the field 
and accumulate measurable academic rewards. However, it seems to be a problem 
for non-Anglophone authors to be cited and published in the investigated journals. 
We have illustrated the problem of being cited, and we know that in order to empiri-
cally illustrate if non-Anglophone authors have a problem publishing in these jour-
nals we would have to look at both submission as well as publication patterns (see 
e.g. Taylor 2001). However, within the framing of the current publication and cita-
tion regime, we argue that the problem publishing in these journals is a plausible 
conclusion. So why is this the case? Might this be because the research from other 
countries lacks relevance for those assessing the quality of the papers? Or does it 
relate to national citation cultures? Or might non-Anglophone-language articles—
based on the ‘strangeness’ of the context, the level of English, or the challenge of 
transferring intellectual traditions into English—be confused with bad research? 
The irony of the developments and patterns illustrated in this chapter is that non- 
English native speakers actively engage in a game that underscores their own sub-
ordination. As non-Anglophone authors do not cite each other when entering an 
English-speaking regime of publications, but rather import the standard references 
for the Anglophone academic worlds where they now seek recognition, they are 
ultimately contributing to the further marginalization of their own peripheral 
positions.
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When the vast majority of indexed journals are published in the Anglophone 
world, the issue of language becomes a challenge. Almost all journals within educa-
tion indexed in the Web of Science are published in English (96%). Hence this dis-
tribution of indexed journals force researchers in countries, where the current 
publication regime is prevalent, to publish their research in English, a language 
which is often not their native tongue. On the one hand, such a trend may be consid-
ered positive if it allows researchers in linguistic and geographic peripheries to be 
plugged into strong academic communities of the Anglophone world and render 
their research available to a much broader audience. On the other hand, it is also 
problematic in that it creates research that is neither fully understandable nor easily 
accessible in some of the countries that contribute. As Hicks (2013) and Hasselberg 
(2012) argue, social scientists in smaller countries might, in order to be “interna-
tionally recognized”, choose topics for research that interest foreign academics. 
Arguably, such tendency towards marketable scholarly work is reinforced when 
university evaluation systems are based on international publications indexed in the 
Web of Science. The conditions for contributing to scientific debates and discover-
ies have also been shown to be stratified (cf. Alatas 2003; Arunachalam and 
Manorama 1989): those who have English as a native tongue possess a great advan-
tage in being able to formulate their arguments in their own language as well as 
publishing in journals that originate from their own country, with collegial connec-
tions to editors and advisors in the editorial boards and so on. This is rarely the case 
for researchers situated elsewhere.
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Chapter 7
Adult Education and Learning: 
A Pluralistic Research Field?

Andreas Fejes and Erik Nylander

7.1  Introduction

What the “field” of adult education research is and how it can be described has, as 
illustrated in the introductory chapter of this book, been a debated issue over the 
decades. In the 1970s and 1980s the debates were to a large extent of a philosophical 
character, focusing on issues of epistemology, i.e. the status of adult education as a 
discipline or as a unique field of knowledge (cf. Hirst 1974; Bright 1989). Such 
debates seem to have declined in the 1990s and, entering the 2000s, these debates 
had almost disappeared (Rubenson 2000). Today, there seems to be a consensus 
concerning the epistemological status of adult education, since scholars construe 
this “field” as inherently interdisciplinary, borrowing theories and methodologies 
from a range of disciplines (cf. Fejes and Salling Olesen 2010; Hake 1992; Larsson 
2010; Rubenson 2000, see also Chap. 3). Openness to the inclusion of scholars from 
diverse disciplines with different methodological and theoretical inclinations is thus 
arguably an important part of the self-image of scholars active in the field. However, 
whether or not adult education research is characterized by methodological and 
theoretical pluralism, could also be treated as a research question, open to inquiry 
and contestation. In what ways is the field characterized by scientific practices that 
are heterogeneous and pluralistic? Is this interdisciplinary and institutionalized plu-
ralism reflected in the most cited contributions in some of the main adult education 
journals in the field?
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In this chapter we use bibliometric data to give a synthetic image of the research 
field where knowledge about adult education and learning is produced. We believe 
that bibliometric measurement and content analysis might prove helpful in identify-
ing what is promoted and valued within the field and, as such, may provide a perti-
nent basis for scientific reflexivity as the modus operandi of the field is outlined 
(Bourdieu 1988, p. xii). Similar approaches have previously provided fruitful 
knowledge in terms of the who, what and how questions in this particular field. By 
aggregating bibliographic data on what is being produced in adult educational jour-
nals, one could, for instance, specify the demographic backdrop such as the relative 
numbers of women and men among authors (Hayes 1992; Taylor 2001; Harris and 
Morrison 2011) or the institutional affiliation of authors in terms of geography 
(Taylor 2001; Harris and Morrison 2011; St. Clair 2011). Both Taylor’s (2001) and 
Harris and Morrison’s (2011) analyses indicate that the research field has gone 
through a change from a dominance of male authors to female authors. They have 
also confirmed that there is a clear dominance of anglophone authors in the Adult 
Education Quarterly and the Australian Journal for Adult Learning. On the same 
topic, Larsson (2010) has stressed that publication patterns in the research field of 
adult education and learning are clearly related to specific geographic sites of enun-
ciation and different language regimes. Building on Larsson’s (2010) arguments, 
Fejes and Nylander (2014) have shown how anglophone authors are not only more 
prone to contribute to the English-speaking journals in the field, they have also a 
much better conversion on their publications than non-anglophone scholars in terms 
of who is considered worth citing.

Apart from identifying who it is that contributes to the scientific journals in the 
field, this line of research has also provided some answers as to what kind of research 
is being published, i.e. it answers the what and how questions. For instance, Taylor 
(2001) and St. Clair (2011) have noted an increasing trend for qualitative studies in 
the field and a simultaneous decrease in the number of quantitative studies. Taylor 
(2001) found that the most common subject treated in the articles of AEQ between 
1989 and 1999 was ‘adults learning’, a finding supported by Harris and Morrison 
(2011) who, from the analysis of the Australian Journal for Adult Learning, added 
‘teachers/educators/teaching’ as common themes. Some of these results might 
appear self-evident in the eyes of someone whom has worked in the field for a long 
time, yet given the historical changes discussed on in the introductory chapter of the 
book, it should not be taken for granted that these circumstances will not change 
further as time goes by.

One of the limitations of previous bibliometric studies and content analyses of 
journal publications in the field is that they tend to map out one journal at the time. 
As the different journals might uphold positions that are, hypothetically at least, 
complementary to one another, it seems more reasonable to study the research field 
with a sample that includes multiple journals published in different geographical 
locations.1 Therefore for our analysis we have chosen three different journals to 
represent the field published in three different geographical locations: Adult 

1 See also the contribution from Boren, Chap. 8
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Education Quarterly (AEQ) (USA), International Journal of Lifelong Education 
(IJLE) (UK) and Studies in Continuing Education (SICE) (Australia). Analysing 
these journals will, based on those articles recognized by scholars in the field 
through the highest rates of citations, provide the basis for answering our questions 
about how this research field is structured in relation to bibliographies and content.

7.2  Categories and Principle of Classification

We have conducted an analysis of the content and authorship based on a sample of 
the most cited articles published in three leading journals in the field between 2005 
and 2012. Our analysis aims to provide a broad description of how the field has been 
shaped in terms of authorship and content in recent years. We have therefore focused 
our exercise on ten different categories that are of particular interest to us. These 
categories correspond to a set of how and what questions – in terms of research 
method, theory, context and object. A second set of questions deal with the question 
of who – in terms of authorship. Under this heading we have included variables on 
department affiliation, geographic site of enunciation, academic title, gender, num-
ber of authors, as well as number of citations (Table 7.1).

In order to identify how the most cited articles relate to the questions above, we 
have used data available in the Scopus database as related to the three journals men-
tioned above. In selecting and classifying the data for our analysis, we have adopted 
the principle of dominance. First, we narrow down the sample of our analysis to the 
top cited articles published in each of the three journals. The reason for focusing on 
the most highly cited articles is the collegial recognition ascribed to them by either 
relating, opposing or building on their arguments. Altogether, this means that we 
have carried out a detailed analysis of 57 articles, all of which appeared in the jour-
nals throughout the period of 2005 to 2012, which amounts to the 19 most cited 
articles in each journal until the year of 2012. As our focus here is on recognition 
among peers, all self-citations have been excluded from the statistics. The Scopus 
data is also limited to citations registered in Scopus itself which means that, for this 
particular analysis, references to books and enlightenment literature is to a large 
extent excluded.

Table 7.1 The bibliometric 
analysis divided up by 
content and authorship

Content (How and What) Authorship (Who)

Method used Department
Theory used Academic title
Context of research object Country of institutional affiliation
Main object of research Citation numbers

Gender
Number of authors
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To reach a more reliable result of the content and themes in each article that 
received considerable attention during the time-period each of the contributing 
authors separately read the articles and categorised them in relation to the above- 
mentioned questions. Throughout these readings we sought to construct broader 
thematic categories that could allow for quantifiable descriptions, for example the 
object of study being either students, teachers, workers, or research. Since the quan-
titative approach requires a reduction of the number of possible themes or subcate-
gories than it is possible to account for, we grouped the articles based on the 
dominance criteria. When these recurring themes had been classified individually, 
we compared our categorisations. Those subcategories that were sizeable enough to 
form their own category were listed as such, whereas smaller unconventional units 
were lumped together as broader categories or placed among the leftovers classified 
as ‘Other’. In those instances that the two researchers categorized articles differ-
ently from each other – which amounted to approximately 20% of the total sample – 
we read the articles again and came to a joint conclusion about the most appropriate 
way to label them (cf. Taylor 2001). This method can be seen as a strategy to 
increase the reliability of the categorisation process, as the nomenclature effects are 
controlled for by collegial means.

There are some obvious limitations to this study, in terms of our selection of only 
journal articles, journals published in English, as well as in certain geographical 
locations. However, we do not claim that our analysis is fully generalizable in its 
findings in relation to the field as a whole, especially since other modes of publica-
tion (that are not journals) and other publication languages (that are not English) are 
left out. This limitation is, for example, visible in comparing our results with that of 
Käpplinger (see Chap. 9), who focuses instead on conference proceedings which 
renders other images of the field than this content analysis does. However, by select-
ing journals positioned as key ones within the field from three different continents 
and picking out those articles that have been most cited between 2005 and 2012, we 
hope that our analysis will provide a description that, to some extent, could be gen-
eralizable to the field.

7.3  Findings: Content Analysis and Bibliographics Based 
on Citations

In the following section, we present the results from our analysis of the 57 most 
cited articles by drawing from the questions raised under the two overarching areas 
of interest sketched above. Firstly, we will address the issues pertaining to the con-
tent of these articles. Secondly, we will direct attention to the social and institutional 
structures of the contributing authors, i.e. the bibliographics of the most cited 
authors in the field. The findings will be divided into two different tables, after 
which we will embark on a discussion of what we see as our most interesting results.
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Table 7.2 Content of the top-cited articles in three adult education journals, 2005–2012

SICE (n) AEQ (n) IJLE (n) Tot. (n) Tot. (%)

Method (how?)
Qualitative interviews 4 7 4 15 26.3
Interviews + participation 6 1 4 11 19.3
Other qualitative 5 1 3 9 15.8
Quantitative 0 3 1 4 7
Mixed methods 1 1 1 3 5.3
Total 19 19 19 57 100
Theory (how?)
Socio-cultural theory 7 1 4 12 21.1
Critical pedagogy 3 4 3 10 17.5
Post-structuralism 4 2 3 9 15.8
Other 1 4 2 7 12.3
Other learning theories 3 2 1 6 10.5
Research reviews 1 3 1 5 8.8
Transformative learning 0 3 1 4 7
Lifecourse & transition perspectives 0 0 4 4 7
Total 19 19 19 57 100
Research context (where?)
School & University 7 4 6 17 29.9
Workplace & Workplace transitions 5 0 5 10 17.5
E-learning, ICT & IT 5 3 1 9 15.8
Nonformal education (NGO’s, home, etc) 0 7 1 8 14
Educational systems 0 2 4 6 10.5
Overviews 1 2 2 5 8.8
Policy 1 1 0 2 3.5
Total 19 19 19 57 100
Research object (who?)
Student & Practitioners 9 7 7 23 40.4
Research 3 5 5 13 22.8
Teachers & educators 2 6 3 11 19.3
Workers & professionals 5 1 4 10 17.5
Total 19 19 19 57 100

Table 7.2 provides data on how the top-cited research was carried out related to 
content. As for the method deployed, qualitative research clearly dominates, repre-
senting 62% of the sample. If we also include purely conceptual papers and theo-
retically oriented research reviews the domination of the qualitative paradigm 
becomes even more pronounced (88%) (see also Chap. 8). That means that only 
12% (n = 7) of the top-cited articles used quantitative methods or mixed methods to 
reach their conclusions. Four of these studies used quantitative approaches, while 
three of them drew on mixed-method approaches. Three out of the four quantitative 
articles were published in the AEQ, perhaps indicating that this publication outlet is 
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the major one for quantitative research within the three journals studied. Looking 
closer at these three articles, we see that the first one is based on an attitudinal sur-
vey of traditional and non-traditional undergraduate students’ motivation and inter-
est (Bye et al. 2007), the second is a comparative survey of institutional barriers to 
participation in adult education in various countries (Rubenson and Desjardin 2009) 
and the third is a study of the educational effects of online instruction for police 
officers (Donavant 2009). The fourth quantitative study that made it into our sample 
was published in IJLE and focuses on older learners’ motivation for participation in 
online learning (Mulenaga and Liang 2008). Taken together, these articles represent 
a small number of quantitative contributions to the field that have been given recog-
nition based on citation measurements. Whether this is due to the relative lack of 
quantitative articles submitted, the profile of the journals, or the limited impact of 
those quantitative studies carried out, is a question beyond the scope of this study.

Looking more closely at the vast number of qualitative studies, we can see how 
interviews and interviews in combination with observations dominate, together rep-
resenting almost half (46%) of the top-cited articles. For example, English (2006) 
published an interview study in AEQ focusing on learning within feminist organiza-
tions. Another interview study published in SICE used a combination of interviews 
and observations to study recognition of prior learning practices (Breier 2005). 
Lastly, we can see how 27% of all top-cited articles are conceptual papers or review 
articles. As an example of this sub-genre we can mention an argumentative paper 
calling for a social transformation approach to lifelong learning published in IJLE 
where the author draws on a plenitude of scholars to make her point (Rogers 2006). 
The research reviews were typically qualitative in nature, but we separated these 
from the other research methods as they amounted to a rather sizeable and distin-
guishable research strategy of their own.

Continuing with the how-question of research and what theories are mobilised in 
these articles, we can see how three theoretical perspectives dominate and represent 
more than half (54%) of all the top-cited articles: critical pedagogy, post- 
structuralism and socio-cultural theory. Our working definition of socio-cultural 
theory includes authors who focus on activity theory, socio-cognitive or situated 
perspectives on learning. For example, in an article in SICE, Mason (2006), draws 
on her own experiences as a tutor in online master’s courses and on literature on 
adult learning when discussing three technologies used in online teaching (blog-
ging, learning object and e-portfolios). References to Wenger and social learning 
theories are one part of the argument pursued. In another article, published in AEQ, 
O’Donnell and Tobbell (2007) analyse adult students’ transition to higher educa-
tion. Drawing on Wenger’s community of practice concept, in combination with 
other theories, they focus on adults’ transition in terms of participation, learning and 
identity.

In mapping out the articles within the critical pedagogy paradigm, we have 
included contributions that draw from Marxism, critical theory, feminism, social 
movement learning, and post-colonial perspectives. Looking more closely at some 
of the articles, Tisdell and Thompson (2007) study adult educators’ consumption of 
media, drawing on critical media literacy to problematize educational equity with 
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the aim of creating transformative learning processes and alternative counter- 
hegemonic narratives. In another article, published in SICE, Forrester (2005) argues 
for a reshaping of learning within the trade unions in the UK, a movement he argues 
has to move from an ‘employability framework’ to one informed by virtues of 
‘democratic citizenship’.

As for the category labelled post-structuralism, we include a series of articles 
that draw on Foucault, actor-network theory, science and technology studies and 
post-structuralist feminism. Although these articles sometimes share certain fea-
tures with critical pedagogy, they also differ in important regards. Normative claims 
are here much less conspicuously outlined. Often the author avoids them altogether 
as any search for essence, and causality and foundational norms are looked upon 
with suspicion. One example is an article in AEQ where St. Pierre (2006) critically 
addresses the concept of scientific research and how it has emerged as a policy term 
as of late. The author draws from various other authors associated with post- 
structuralism such as Butler, Spivak and Foucault in order to conclude that it is 
impossible to separate methodology from epistemology, which is why, she says, 
adult education researchers need to engage with epistemologies that are not their 
own.

Focusing instead on the where question, the context of research, we find that 
schools and universities represent the most common empirical location (30%), 
while work and workplaces are the second most common (17.5%). ICT (16%) as 
well as non-formal education locations (14%) are also quite common.

To sum up our findings so far, we have found that only a small share of the top- 
cited articles in recent years have been using quantitative research methods. Instead, 
the methodological strategies adopted by leading adult education scholars seem 
heavily tilted towards qualitative research approaches in general, and interview 
studies, in particular. Theoretically, we have found that the field is dominated by 
three overarching approaches which share certain internal family-resemblances. 
These were grouped as socio-cultural theory, critical pedagogy and post- 
structuralism. Schools and universities as well as workplaces and ICT are the most 
common empirical locations.

In order to deepen our understanding of who produces this knowledge and who 
has managed to reach our sample of the most cited scholars in the three journals, we 
will turn to the bibliographic data on institutional affiliations, academic position, as 
well as demographic variables such as gender and country of origin.

7.4  Authorship

Table 7.3 provides bibliographic and institutional data on the authors that contrib-
uted to the 57 most cited articles within the rather limited time-frame of our study. 
The results show a distinctive pattern when it comes to the geographical aspects, 
which is a topic that has been dealt with in our previous publications (see also 
Chaps. 4, 5 and 6). Suffice to say here, among the top-cited scholars the anglophone 
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Table 7.3 Authorship in top-cited articles in three adult education journals, 2005–2012

SICE (n) AEQ (n) IJLE (n) Tot. (n) Tot. (%)

Authorship (Department)
Adult education & lifelong learning 5 9 10 24 42.1
Education 3 5 2 10 17.5
Other social science 2 2 5 9 15.8
Higher education 5 1 1 7 12.3
Educational technology 4 0 0 4 7.0
Sciences 0 2 1 3 5.3
Total 19 19 19 57 100
Authorship (Position)
Professor 10 5 4 19 33.3
Associate professor 0 4 7 11 19.3
Assistent professor 0 6 1 7 12.3
Senior lecturer 3 0 4 7 12.3
Lecturer 2 2 2 6 10.5
Researcher/Ph.D. 4 0 0 4 7.0
PhD-student/non-Ph.D. 0 2 1 3 5.3
Total 19 19 19 57 100
Authorship (Country)
United Kingdom 7 2 8 17 29.9
Austraila 8 1 3 12 21.1
USA 0 9 2 11 19.3
Cananda 3 6 1 10 17.5
Other country 1 1 5 7 12.2
Total 19 19 19 57 100
Authorship (Gender)
Woman 11 13 13 37 64.9
Man 8 6 6 20 35.1
Total 19 19 19 57 100
Authorship (Number)
Single 11 11 7 29 50.9
Multitple 8 8 12 28 49.1
Total 19 19 19 57 100

world dominates within the research field, representing 88% of all top-cited articles 
(authors from the USA, UK, Canada and Australia), while the rest of the world 
represents as few as 12%. Between the major anglophone countries we find that 
United Kingdom has most of the well-cited contributions, with 30% of all top- 
citations, followed by researchers with institutional affiliations with Australia, the 
USA and Canada, which each assembled around 20% of the total share. The rest of 
the world has a modest share in this ‘league-table’ of adult education citations, 
amounting to no more than 12%, largely due to some well-cited contributions in 
IJLE.
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Beyond geopolitical patterns of dominance, we find that the well-cited authors in 
this period are placed predominantly in departments and research units specializing 
in adult education and lifelong learning (42%). Apart from departments that could 
be immediately connected to adult education specialties, there were another 37% of 
researchers listed in education departments of various sorts. Among these, most had 
unspecified positions with regards to education departments, whereas others 
belonged to units focusing on research in higher education or educational technol-
ogy. This illustrates that those who publish in the field, but who are not in an adult 
education department, are affiliated with departments or units quite close to adult 
education. Some of these departments might have research groups in adult educa-
tion, but without these being described as such. Only one out of five (21%) of the 
top-cited contributions had a first author from another scientific discipline (social 
scientific fields, 12.3%, and more rarely the ‘hard sciences’, 5.3%). Thus, it seems 
that even though the adult education research field is commonly viewed as particu-
larly heterodox and pluralistic, the majority of first authors belong to an adult edu-
cation department or a department with close proximity to adult education.

Furthermore, we find that although most of the top-cited authors were estab-
lished researchers at the time of their research some of these contributions were 
made by lecturers and PhD-students. In fact, within our sample, only one third 
(33%) of the top-cited contributions were written by full professors, while a sub-
stantial number of papers were written by associate professors (19.2%), assistant 
professors (12.3%), senior lecturers (12.3%), lecturers (10.5%) and other research-
ers (7%). Five percent of the top-cited papers (n = 3) had even been written by PhD 
students and other authors without a PhD.

Yet, looking at the most cited papers in our sample, the authors are mainly more 
established researchers. The most cited paper in our sample is a review of transfor-
mative learning theory, single-authored by the US male scholar Edward Taylor 
(2007), associate professor in adult education, published in IJLE. Taylor’s contribu-
tion has an outstanding citation frequency as compared to all the other publications. 
The second most cited paper is one on the future of e-learning, single-authored by a 
male Australian scholar John Hedberg (2006), professor in educational technology, 
published in SICE.  In an article published in AEQ, female Canadian scholar 
Dorothea Bye (Bye et al. 2007), PhD student in psychology (co-authored with pro-
fessors), analyses motivation among non-traditional students in higher education. 
Male Australian scholar Stephen Billet (Billett and Pavlova 2005), professor in 
vocational and adult education, with a colleague, analyses workers’ development of 
the notion of self. In another article published in IJLE by male UK scholar Mark 
Olssen (2006), professor in political theory and education policy, the focus is on 
discourses on neoliberalism and lifelong learning.

On the overall, gender patterns of the authors contributing to all the top-cited 
articles in each journal, we see a slight dominance of female authors. Taken together, 
the female authors represent 65% of all top-cited articles as compared to 35% for 
their male counterparts. In terms of number of authors, we see a relatively equal 
distribution between single and multiple authorship, with 51% of the articles single- 
authored and 49% with multiple authors.
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7.5  Bibliometric Trends in the Field of Adult Education 
Research

The aim of this chapter has been to analyse to what extent the field of adult educa-
tion can be characterized as heterogeneous or homogeneous based on the most cited 
publications in some of the leading journals in the field. As our results show, the 
field can be seen as pluralistic or heterogeneous only in certain aspects, while being 
homogenous and rather monolithic in others. In terms of content, a clear pattern 
relating to method emerged, which was almost entirely qualitative in nature. Within 
the near total dominance of qualitative research among the top-cited articles, 
research based on interviews was the most popular method chosen. The field is 
theoretically construed as partly heterogeneous in terms of the wide array of theo-
ries and concepts used. At the same time, however, three theoretical perspectives 
dominate, representing more than half of the articles in the sample. Focusing on 
authorship, the field seems rather homogeneous on the basis of measurements of 
geographic site of enunciation, with a clear dominance of anglophone authors pre-
vail. Heterogeneity, on the other hand, is visible in relation to the academic position 
of the authors, with a mixture of early career researchers and professors represented 
in our sample. In the following, we will discuss our main findings further. We will 
consider the dominance of qualitative studies, the dominance of three theoretical 
perspectives, as well as questions about authorship.

7.5.1  A Qualitative Research Paradigm

With regards the research methods used, our results illustrate how there has been a 
near total dominance of qualitative research methods within the top-cited contribu-
tions in adult education research journals in recent years. Only four articles in our 
sample can be categorised as solely drawing on quantitative methods. Such results 
are partly in concordance with earlier research (Harris and Morrison 2011; St. Clair 
2011; Taylor 2001) insofar as these previous studies found that qualitative research 
has become more common and quantitative research less common over the years. 
However, despite the decrease in quantitative research, previous studies indicate 
that it is still quite common. Taylor (2001) for example, illustrates how quantitative 
and qualitative research were equally common at the end of the 1990s (see also 
argument by Groen and Kawalilak 2013). A focus on the top-cited articles in this 
sample, however, indicates that quantitative research methods are more endangered 
than previous review descriptions have been able to convey.

The difference in results might be due to our focus on a wider range and on 
slightly different journals compared to previous studies, or because we considered a 
later time-period than in Taylor’s (2001) study. Another possible reason for the 
decline in quantitative papers may be that our focus has been on those articles that 
have been picked up and cited by others, whereas previous reviews in the field have 
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grasped the full research output in specific journals (Taylor 2001; Harris and 
Morrison 2011). It might be that numerous quantitative studies have been published 
with low citation rates, and that it is the quality of these papers or the numerical (il)
literacy of scholars in the field that prevents them from being cited. Regardless of 
the reason, our results show how qualitative research has gained a dominant role in 
the field. In fact, our findings suggest that not only should research be framed within 
a qualitative paradigm in order to be picked up and cited extensively by peers, it 
should also preferably focus on individuals and their narrations elaborated through 
interviews (46%), sometimes in combination with observations. Having all possible 
research strategies in mind, this is quite a remarkable outcome that calls for further 
discussion.

One possible explanation regarding the dominance of qualitative research might 
be found in the historical trends as elaborated in the introductory chapter of this 
book. Firstly, those adult education scholars who currently hold positions as profes-
sors have, to a large extent, shaped their academic careers during a time when quali-
tative research was emerging and establishing itself as a dominating trend within the 
field. It can be argued that there is a risk that these leading professors, who often 
fought hard to make qualitative research legitimate, had focused on providing more 
doctoral courses and supervision within the frames of a qualitative research para-
digm. Thus, it could be hard for doctoral students interested in conducting quantita-
tive studies to find suitable supervision at their institutions or receive meaningful 
feedback at adult educational conferences.

Secondly, quantitative methods have been important, and previously dominated 
adult education research in the US. Our results seem to indicate that, even though 
the volume of quantitative research seems to have drastically declined in the last few 
decades, such research is still to be found, but predominantly so in the adult educa-
tion journal in the US. Three out of four of the quantitative articles in our sample are 
published in AEQ, and three out of four of the main authors of these articles are 
from North American institutions. The fourth of the main authors is from an institu-
tion in Zambia, but is affiliated with a North American university. Thus, one could 
argue that adult education scholars who draw on quantitative methods seem to have 
benefited from being located and published in North America.2

Another explanation of our results might be found in the question of recruitment 
to doctoral studies in the field. There is a long-standing tradition in the field of 
recruiting students who themselves have been engaged in practices of adult educa-
tion, as teachers, activists or community workers. From a life-course perspective, it 
is logical to assume that these students bring with them interests that relate to prior 
experiences of their vocational and political practices. The propensity to use quali-
tative research methods and to construct research objects that are intuitively recog-
nizable (students’ motivations, transformative learning experiences, pedagogic and 
political strategies, etc.) might therefore, at least in part, depend on the recruitment 
to the doctoral level. It could also be connected to a wish to produce the kind of 

2 See also the subsequent debate on AEQ with contributions from Boeren (2018) and Daley et al. 
(2018)

7 Adult Education and Learning: A Pluralistic Research Field?



130

knowledge demanded in educational and teaching programs which, according to 
Taylor’s (2001, p.  336) diplomatic observation, has led to ‘less debate about its 
[qualitative methods] validity as a research method’.

Another important lead in explaining the qualitative dominance might be found 
by reading about the aims and scopes of the three investigated journals. As the 
sample builds on research journals within adult education that stress the relation 
between theory and practice as especially important, ambitions to publish research 
that is deemed useful to practitioners, might also render the journals more inclined 
towards qualitative approaches, in which the connection to those working in the 
field appears more straightforward. Provided that one would like to contribute to an 
increase in quantitative studies, there would be a need to develop the competence to 
carry out such studies, either by fostering the appropriate skills within the field or 
by bringing in such competence from other departments or disciplines. This latter 
dimension seems more visible in our material, where a researcher in psychology, 
and another one from a department specializing in criminal justice, conducted two 
of the four quantitative studies in our sample.

Teamwork between scholars who are competent within different areas of con-
ducting social scientific research is not rare and almost half of the top-cited articles 
in our sample were collaborative projects that involved more than one researcher. 
Yet, in order to be able to carry out large-scale quantitative studies empirically, there 
is a need for researchers active in the field to attract larger research grants. As our 
results clearly illustrate, very few studies are quantitative, and the qualitative studies 
are, to a large extent, small-scale interview studies in terms of the empirical mate-
rial. One possible explanation for this finding is that adult education researchers are 
not very successful in attracting funding for large-scale research projects in which 
mixed method approaches and quantitative research form an integral part. However, 
the lack of quantitative studies might also indicate that adult education research is 
not highly esteemed among research funders, or that adult education, which is often 
a very minor part of the educational or public system, has been ignored during this 
particular time period, i.e. the early 2000s.

7.5.2  Three Theoretical Perspectives

Our results illustrate that, even though a wide array of theoretical perspectives are 
used among the top-cited articles, three perspectives dominate the field: socio- 
cultural perspectives, critical pedagogy and post-structural perspectives. This pat-
tern indicates that broad conceptual pathways are open for the conduct of adult 
education research. So how come these three perspectives dominate the field?

One explanation could be related to the methodological observation that almost 
all articles in the sample draw on qualitative research methods. These theories are 
often mobilized to help explain and problematize qualitative data of various sorts, 
and thus authors deem these theories appropriate in relation to the choice of method. 
Secondly, as the bibliographic variable on institutional affiliations of the authors 
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illustrates, the dominance of these three theoretical perspectives should probably be 
seen as tied to specific sites of enunciation, e.g. adult education research as it is 
practiced in the USA, UK, Canada and Australia. But what happens outside this 
anglophone world of publications, say in Korea, Germany, China, or France? Such 
a question can also be raised in relation to our own sample and its internal relation-
ship. For example, the three dominating perspectives are most clearly represented in 
IJLE (n = 10) and SICE (n = 14), while they are less represented in AEQ (n = 7). 
This could indicate that adult education research in North America, to a large extent, 
is still influenced by psychology, with a stronger focus on the individual rather than 
on sociological questions and issues of power (cf. Rubenson 2000). Such an expla-
nation is partly supported by our sample, since three of the articles in AEQ drew on 
transformative learning theory, while only one of the papers in the other two jour-
nals focused on this theory (authored by a US scholar). Transformative learning 
theory was developed in the US, and is very much focused on the individual and her/
his cognitive habits and dispositions.

Thirdly, the dominance of these perspectives could be related back to the history 
of the field. With the emergence of critical pedagogy in the 1970s, not least through 
the writing of Freire, issues of power came to the fore in much of the adult education 
research. Critical pedagogues are brought together by a ‘preoccupation…with 
social injustice and how to transform inequitable, undemocratic, or oppressive insti-
tutions and social relations’ (Burbules and Berk 1999, p. 47). The critical inclination 
typically comes from researchers identifying themselves with a social cause or 
movement, which leads them to take on the role of spokespersons or judges who 
unveil the destructive disparity between the ideal and reality, between how the world 
really ‘is’ and how it ought to be (Boltanski 2011). Critical pedagogy could thus be 
expected to appeal to adult education scholars who themselves come from the adult 
education field, bringing along a wish to conduct research that might help improve 
practice by focusing on issues of power. As already argued, previous practitioners 
and activists have been a common source of recruitment to PhD programs in adult 
education.

Socio-cultural perspectives, rather than being critical or focusing on issues of 
power, could be viewed as descriptive. Generally, their focus is on describing how 
learning occurs in relation to and within socio-cultural practices, through the appro-
priation of language, rules, tools, etc. (cf. Wenger 1998; Vygotsky 1978). Such per-
spectives were most commonly used in our sample (see also Chaps. 4 and 5). Firstly, 
the popularity of socio-cultural perspectives could be explained by wider tendencies 
within educational research, since socio-cultural perspectives on learning have 
taken an dominant position in terms of how to understand learning, at least in a 
European context (often through rather simplistic comparisons to ‘cognitive per-
spectives’ or ‘behaviouristic perspectives’ on learning) (cf. Säljö 2013). Secondly, 
by looking in a cross-sectional way at our results, the dominance of socio-cultural 
perspectives can be related to the research contexts that are most common in these 
studies. Out of thirteen articles that we grouped as belonging to the socio-cultural 
perspective, five focused on the workplace, four on e-learning and four on a specific 
educational group of people. Thus, some of the top-cited articles focused on two 
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contexts that have emerged as important in policymaking on lifelong learning dur-
ing the last decade (e-learning and workplaces).

Arguably, the continuing success of socio-cultural perspectives has benefited 
from, and contributed to, a change in emphasis from education to learning. As 
argued by Fejes (2006) and Nicoll and Fejes (2011), there seems to have been a shift 
in adult education research from lifelong education to lifelong learning – where the 
focus on lifelong learning account for other learning processes than those associated 
with educational institutions. Thus, the increasing emphasis on workplace learning 
within adult education seems to have resulted in well-cited articles that extend the 
domains in which knowledge is seen to be acquired, reflected for instance in work-
places amounting to no less than 21% of the most cited articles as compared to the 
10% that focused on the transformations of entire educational systems. With the 
spread of research on workplace learning, socio-cultural perspectives have been 
able to gain or sustain momentum during the last decade (cf. Fenwick 2010). Yet 
another explanation to the dominant pattern described might be that sociocultural 
perspectives are very generic and broad, framed within a social constructive theo-
retical terrain, thus making it attractive for being taken up in a range of different 
versions, and contexts, offering tools for many adult education researchers in the 
mainstream.

7.5.3  Authorship

In terms of authorship, the top cited contributions to the field are homogeneous with 
regard to the dominance of anglophone authors. There is also a majority of authors 
in the sample that come from an adult education department or from a department 
closely related to such expertise. Furthermore, established researchers have authored 
most of the highly cited articles. However, there is also diversity in terms of aca-
demic titles among first authors, since both early career researchers as well as well- 
established researchers are represented among the sample. How can we explain 
such results?

The first issue regarding the anglophone dominance and inherent provincialism 
in the field has been illustrated by several contributions in previous research (Larsson 
2010; Taylor 2001; Harris and Morrison 2011; see also Chaps. 4, 5 and 6), and we 
have in another publication (Fejes and Nylander 2014) ourselves extensively elabo-
rated on possible explanations. In short, the three journals included in our sample, 
especially AEQ and SICE, are edited by anglophone scholars, and also have a 
majority of anglophone scholars on the editorial boards. Furthermore, the aim and 
scope of the journals do not indicate that they are ‘international’, although one of 
them has the word ‘International’ in its title (IJLE). Thus, even though scholars in 
many locations, through the economy of publication and citations, are forced to 
publish in journals indexed in the Web of Science and Scopus, the journals in our 
sample (especially AEQ and SICE) are not clearly defined as international journals, 
i.e. they are rather national/regional journals and thus might not encourage 
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 submissions from other locations. Furthermore, as the journals publish in English, 
those with English as a first language are at a great advantage, as non-native speak-
ers have to reconceptualise their research in another language, as well as to another 
audience.

The result that most authors are located in adult education departments or depart-
ments closely related to adult education might not be considered as very surprising, 
as we have focused primarily on the contributions from three adult education jour-
nals that have been picked up and cited by peers. However, it might be important to 
stress this finding anyhow. Firstly, this result indicates that the field is rather institu-
tionalised as for its organisational embeddedness, i.e. the majority of contributions 
come from within the field, rather than from altogether other departments. This 
might cast doubt on the claim that the field is inherently transdisciplinary or plural-
istic. Secondly, the finding suggests that the most cited authors often rely on a uni-
versity infrastructure in which the topic of adult education and lifelong learning has 
become an institutionalized research speciality. To a fairly large extent the field is 
dominated by scholars who are embedded in research units and departments where 
seminars, graduate schools and teacher training programs all point towards profi-
ciency in adult education or lifelong learning.

We have illustrated how a majority of the highest cited articles have a female as 
first author. This is hardly surprising given that the overall contributions to these 
journals during these years consist of more female authors then male. However, 
comparing these results with the findings in Chap. 5, we see a difference in the cita-
tion practices once books and full bibliographies is taken into consideration. So the 
pattern of female dominance here, seems only to be valid for the rather limited time 
period we studied and looking exclusively at those citations registered in Scopus. 
Once the full range of citations is taken into consideration the pattern of male domi-
nance re-occur.

There is wide representation of authors in different stages of their career among 
the sample, thus indicating that the top cited contributions to this field are not clearly 
correlated to the researchers’ hierarchical position within academia. One could even 
speculate that the chances of attracting high number of citations are more dependent 
on the authors’ site of enunciation rather than academic title. However, turning to 
those five papers that have attracted the most citations within our sample, only one 
of them is authored by a junior faculty and then together with more established 
authors, and all of them are authored by anglophone scholars, indicating that there 
might be a rather intricate correlation between site of enunciation, title and cita-
tions. Another common denominator among these five articles is that they were all 
published in the early phase of our study (2005–2007) which is hardly surprising as 
the aggregated cition life within education more broadly, is 8.3  years (Larsson 
2009). Thus, it takes several years before a paper can have been expected to attract 
a large number of citations.

One of the five papers (Taylor 2007) stands out, with an outstanding citation 
frequency. If one takes Taylors text as an example of how one could reach high cita-
tion numbers it should probably be related to several factors. Firstly, the article is a 
literature review and discussion about the development of transformative learning 
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theory, a kind of text that could be argued to increase the chances of receiving cita-
tions. Secondly, transformative learning theory is one of the more successful theo-
ries developed within the field of adult education as such. So even if Larsson (2010) 
illustrates that there is a low citation relation between different adult education jour-
nals, in the case of transformative learning theory, a community has emerged within 
the field. The theory is especially common in articles published in AEQ, probably 
because the theory was originally developed in the US. Thirdly, the paper is pub-
lished by a US scholar in the UK journal IJLE, thus providing an opportunity to 
offer an adult education theory developed in the US to a wider international audi-
ence. Limiting the publication on transformative learning theory to AEQ would 
probably only keep the debate within North America since AEQ is construed as a 
national/regional journal rather than an international one (Fejes and Nylander 2014; 
see also Chap. 6). As citation rates between adult education journals are generally 
low (Larsson 2010), IJLE thus emerges as a strategic output for an overview of an 
adult education theory developed within the US.

7.6  Concluding Notes

In sum, our findings question all too generalized statements about the field of 
research on adult education and learning. Preferably, statements about the dynamics 
of this field need to based on empirical investigations such as the one we have just 
carried out. There is a risk that we, as adult education scholars who publish in adult 
education journals as well as read them, take our own set of assumptions of the field 
to be true. Even though such assumptions are important and inevitable, they need to 
be complemented with systematic empirical inquiries in order to further the discus-
sions on what the field is and how it might develop.

The main concern that we have raised in this paper relates to the questions of 
who and what are allowed to enter and are worth citing in three leading academic 
journals. Our result partly concurs with Rubenson’s (2000, p. 5) statement concern-
ing the field before 2000, in that it suggests a ‘preoccupation with abstract theory 
building’. One quarter of the articles in our sample was written in a form that is 
either purely conceptual or aimed at providing research reviews. Among the empiri-
cal contributions, many of them draw on a rather limited amount of data, often in the 
form of a few interviews.

Speculating further from our results, could it be that the chances of being pub-
lished and well-cited increase if one is a professor, or at least co-writes with a pro-
fessor, and/or is located at a university in either the US, UK, Canada or Australia, 
and/or conducts qualitative studies, preferably interviews, and/or uses socio-cultural 
perspectives, critical pedagogy or post-structuralism as theoretical perspectives? If 
so, it raises several questions. To what extent do the three dominating theoretical 
traditions and the qualitative paradigm in the field enable or hinder the emergence 
of new knowledge? To what extent are established networks of adult education 
research based on proximity and familiarity with these theoretical approaches? To 
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what extent do relations with certain networks and/or certain scholars in the field 
enable or hinder entrance into these publication venues and/or affect the chances of 
high citation rates? These questions are important, not only in terms of reflecting 
upon where the field ‘is’, how it might develop, what is valued as worthy of citing 
and what might be excluded, but also for doctoral students and early career research-
ers in order to help them reflect on their own position in the field and on the choices 
they may need to make to be increase their chances to enter these publication ven-
ues. Read from a more heretical point of view, our study may also help researchers 
who strive to renew this research field. Arguably there is no better way to do that 
than to know the history and dominating relations of the field to date.

In line with our findings, a series of questions for future studies might be raised. 
Firstly, are there any correlations between authorship and content as we have 
described? For example, both our own result and previous studies (e.g. Taylor 2001) 
indicate a dominance of female authors contributing to the field. Does this in any 
way correlate with the dominance of qualitative studies and approaches that take the 
views and narratives of people as their starting point? Are there ways to conduct 
adult education research critically, while still building on statistical methods? 
Secondly, what would our results be if we drew on data from other geographical 
sites and included altogether different language regimes? Would the image of the 
field perhaps look entirely different if we included other sources of data in our 
analysis, such as books and book chapters, or conference proceedings? And to what 
extent do field-specific assets that authors have accumulated in their previous track 
records of articles, books, keynotes and editorial position, affect the propensity of 
other adult educational scholars to cite and make reference to their work?
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Chapter 8
Quantitative Research in Research 
on the Education and Learning of Adults

Ellen Boeren

8.1  Introduction

This chapter starts from the observation that there is a limited presence of quantita-
tive research published in leading adult education journals such as Adult Education 
Quarterly, Studies in Continuing Education and International Journal of Lifelong 
Learning. This observation was also discussed by Fejes and Nylander (2015, see 
also Chap. 7). As an adult education scholar mainly working with large quantitative 
datasets, I aim to provide more insight on what quantitative methods have to offer 
to the field. I will do this through a brief discussion of the role of methodologies and 
methods in empirical research, but also by engaging with examples of quantitative 
research available in the scholarly literature, including a range of existing quantita-
tive scales, and how these can be taken forward in new research as tools to generate 
the construction of new knowledge. I will first explore potential reasons why the 
presence of quantitative research in the leading generic adult education journals is 
so limited.

This chapter is a revised version of a previousely published article: Boeren, E. (2018) The 
Methodological Underdog: A Review of Quantitative Research in the Key Adult Education 
Journals. Adult Education Quarterly, 68(1), 63–79.
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8.2  Hypotheses on the Limited Presence of Quantitative 
Research in the Adult Education Literature

A bibliometric analysis of top cited articles in the leading adult education journals 
by Fejes and Nylander in 2015 (see also Chap. 7) concluded that in relation to meth-
ods, ‘qualitative approaches have near total dominance’. In their analysis, they 
included the 57 most highly cited articles published in Adult Education Quarterly, 
International Journal of Lifelong Education and Studies in Continuing Education. 
Only 7 of these articles contained a quantitative component, either by being purely 
quantitative in nature, or being part of a mixed methods research design in which 
quantitative and qualitative methods were integrated. In discussing this observation, 
Fejes and Nylander (2015; see also Chap. 7) put forward some hypotheses on the 
underlying reasons of the underrepresentation of quantitative methods. One of their 
arguments is that many doctoral candidates in the field of adult education tend to 
come from practical backgrounds with an interest in capturing the experiences of 
adult learners, a topic leaning more towards the adoption of qualitative methods. 
While quantitative methods can also be used to capture experiences of adult learn-
ers, these are more likely to generate data on ‘what’ learners are experiencing 
instead of ‘why’ they are going through these experiences. This is, as will be further 
explored below, because quantitative research is better suited to capture static facts 
and figures while qualitative research goes deeper into the underlying meanings (see 
Robson 2011). Another argument put forward by Fejes and Nylander (2015; see 
also Chap. 7) relates to the skill package of doctoral supervisors, with a majority 
been trained in a period in which qualitative methods in education blossomed as a 
reaction against the strong positivistic nature of quantitative research. Not only in 
the scholarly literature, but also when visiting adult education conferences and 
events, it is clear the majority of academics in the field are engaged in research 
drawing on qualitative methods. An additional argument put forward by Fejes and 
Nylander (2015; see also Chap. 7) relates to the difficult funding climate of today. 
Generating research income is challenging and the cost of undertaking large scale 
survey research or experiments leading to high quality quantitative data is high. 
However, as I will be discussing below, there is a wide range of datasets available to 
researchers to undertake secondary data analysis and further exploitation of these 
datasets should be encouraged in the adult education scholarly community. Before 
discussing these datasets and a range of other quantitative tools available for 
researchers as found within studies published in the leading journals in the field, I 
provide a brief overview on historical discussions between the role of qualitative 
versus quantitative methods in social sciences research.
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8.3  Research Paradigms

The term paradigm, as discussed by Thomas (2009, p.72) refers to ‘the technical 
word used to describe the ways we think about and research the world’. While para-
digms can be somewhat complex in nature, traditionally, the two leading paradigms 
in social sciences have been labelled as ‘positivism’ and ‘interpretivism’. A more 
sophisticated classification of paradigms, as published by Denzin and Lincoln 
(2003) integrates a wider range of paradigms, including ‘positivism and postpositiv-
ism’, ‘interpretivism, constructivism and hermeneutics’, ‘feminism’, ‘racialised dis-
courses’, ‘critical theory and Marxist models’, ‘cultural studies’ and ‘queer theory’. 
While Thomas’s distinction between positivism and interpretivism is thus maybe 
narrow in scope, the underlying idea is that paradigms tell us something about the 
way in which researcher tend to think about the world and how these worldviews 
can influence methodological choices they make in carrying out their research agen-
das. Starting from a positivist assumption, as explained by Thomas (2009), knowl-
edge will be produced based on facts and figures which are value-free and objective. 
Methods are traditionally borrowed from exact sciences and the use of numbers and 
statistics is dominant. Positivism often resolves around the testing of hypotheses and 
therefore engages in deductive and theory-testing thinking. This way of thinking is 
in contrast with interpretivism, which starts from the assumption that researchers 
are those who actively engage in constructing and interpreting the world in which 
we live. The focus is therefore not on the achievement of an objective reality, but on 
furthering the in-depth understanding of the world. This can include work to explore 
new areas of research and to engage in theory building in areas which lack strong 
frameworks. Interpretivists therefore prefer to work with qualitative methodologies. 
The techniques they use are often hard to replicate and are strongly interrelated with 
the approaches used by the specific researcher. It is thus clear that crucial differ-
ences exist between quantitative and qualitative methods. Especially in the 1970s 
and 1980s, there has been a lively debate on which research methodologies to use, 
often referred to as the ‘paradigm war’ (see e.g. Gage 1989; Robson 2011). 
Furthermore, it is also possible to combine both quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods within mixed methods research, sometimes labelled at the ‘third methodological 
movement (see e.g. Johnson et  al. 2007; Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009) or as the 
‘pragmatic approach’ (See Robson 2011). Nowadays, methodological textbooks 
formulate advise on choosing adequate methods best suited to answer the research 
questions being posed (Ercikan and Roth 2006; Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009). It is 
thus clear that traditionally, different types of research methods tend to serve differ-
ent purposes but also draw on different sets of skills. For example, research inter-
ested in analytical accounts of facts and figures ask for well- developed quantitative 
and statistical skills. Going back to the observation made by Fejes and Nylander 
(2015; see also Chap. 7) that quantitative research in the leading adult education 
journals is underrepresented, it is also important to increase familiarity among 
scholars in the field what the potential of quantitative research is for our field. As 
such, a review of quantitative tools and datasets is being discussed below.
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8.4  Review Procedure Distinguishing Between Quantitative 
and Qualitative Approaches

In order to be able to discuss examples of quantitative research as discussed in the 
leading adult education journals, I obviously had to search for them. In distinguish-
ing articles drawing on quantitative versus qualitative methods, I focussed on the 
distinction made by Creswell (2003, p.17). Articles containing research based on 
quantitative methods therefore used ‘predetermined’ research instruments, mainly 
questionnaires, although quantitative data can also be generated through experi-
ments. Data are then being analysed using statistical techniques. Articles drawing 
on qualitative research tend to start from more ‘flexible’ research designs, for exam-
ple through working with semi-structured interview schedules. Common methods 
include interviews, focus groups and observations, leading to data which are being 
analysed based on texts from transcripts. It is of course also possible than one single 
article reports on both quantitative and qualitative research elements, drawing on a 
mixed methods research design.

The review exercise presented in this chapter is based on 1323 journal articles, 
all published between 2000 and 2017, in some of the leading generic adult educa-
tion journals. All original papers published in Adult Education Quarterly (AEQ), 
Studies in Continuing Education (SCE) and International Journal of Lifelong 
Education (IJLE) in the period 2000 till 2017 – have been included in the analysis 
(N = 1323), including more than six million words of text. The reason for selecting 
these three journals was to keep the selection similar to previous research under-
taken by Fejes and Nylander (2015; see also Chap. 7), as such, building further on 
their finding that quantitative research is underrepresented in the leading academic 
journals on adult and lifelong education. Furthermore, it is interesting to know that 
these journals are being edited from three different continents. AEQ’s editorial 
office is located in the America, IJLE’s in Europe and SCE’s in Australia. The fol-
lowing keywords were included in the review analysis, linking back to keywords 
used by Creswell (2003, p.17): qualitative, quantitative, interview, focus group, par-
ticipant observation, questionnaire, regression, correlation, ANOVA (Analysis of 
Variance) (examples of common statistical analyses) and (quasi)-experimental 
design, as well as ‘mixed methods’.

All journal articles included in the analysis were subjected to a context and text 
mining analysis undertaken with the help of software packages QDA Miner and 
WordStat, products developed by Provalis Research. QDA Miner is able to code, 
analyse and manage big data – in this case all papers from the three leading journals 
between 2000 and 2017. Further analyses can then be undertaken in WordStat, 
which can explore co-occurrences between keywords. The programme is thus based 
on a text analysis searching for sentences that use one or more of the keywords as 
mentioned above. Whenever a keyword had been found, it had been essential to 
further explore the text in order to distinguish whether it was used in relation to the 
empirical methods and findings of the reported research, or whether it belonged to 
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another section, for example in relation to previous research discussed in the litera-
ture review without dealing with the methods in itself.

8.5  Results

8.5.1  General Patterns

This results section discusses the prevalence of quantitative research in three lead-
ing adult education journals. It starts by discussing the observation that a minority 
of articles included in the review (16%) mentioned the use of quantitative research 
approaches (see Table 8.1).

The numbers reported in this table represent the number of cases (journal arti-
cles) in which one of these words has appeared, with an additional scrutinising 
exercise for the keywords reflecting on specific data collection methods. It does not 
reflect how many times these words have been mentioned in the 1323 articles. If a 
keyword appeared several times in one article, it was counted as one. Although this 
is a keyword search only, which has its limitations, it does give an impression of 
common methods used. Overall, it is unsurprising that qualitative methods seem 
more dominant, which is in fact a confirmation of review results found by Fejes and 
Nylander (2015; see also Chap. 7), based on top cited papers. It is also important to 
underline that not all papers contain one of these keywords. For readers familiar 
with these journals, it is also not entirely surprising, as a range of papers have the 
nature of non-empirical contributions such as theoretical reviews or policy-oriented 
analyses.

Looking at journals articles published between 2000 and 2017, it thus remains a 
valid claim that quantitative research is underrepresented in adult education 
research. Statistical terms like regression and ANOVA do not feature commonly in 
papers. Experimental or quasi-experimental designs generating data for statistical 
analyses are nearly non-existent in the generic adult education literature. The term 
‘mixed methods’ was also only found on a limited number of occasions, as can be 
seen from Table 8.1.

As an adult education scholar who mainly engages with large quantitative datas-
ets, I want to open up a debate on the use of quantitative methods with fellow schol-

Table 8.1 Number of journal articles featuring methodological keywords

Qualitative 584 Quantitative 216

Interview 113 Questionnaire 143
Focus group 78 Regression 47
Participant observation 49 Correlation 34
Mixed methods 21 ANOVA 30

Quasi-experimental design 3

Source: own analysis
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ars. I want to do this through engaging in discussions of what types of data and 
quantitative tools are available for inclusion in academics’ own research. In what 
follows, I will distinguish between two different ways of working with quantitative 
data. First of all, researchers can collect primary data themselves, and I will engage 
in a discussion on scales available to integrate in questionnaires. Secondly, I will criti-
cally discuss the potential role of secondary data analysis in adult education research, 
referring to some of the major datasets available for the scholarly community.

8.5.2  Primary Data in Quantitative Research

When deciding to collect your own quantitative data, it is important to understand 
you are likely going to work with a fixed research design. As Robson (2011) explain, 
research using fixed design need to have in-depth reflections on how to construct 
their questionnaires. Changing the research instrument once the data collection phase 
has started will not be possible anymore. Generally speaking, a survey methodology 
will be set up to undertake this type of quantitative research (Andres 2014; Bryman 
2012). When designing the questionnaire, as recommended by Cohen et al. (2011), 
drawing on work by Sellitz et al. (1976), it is important to decide how question will 
be worded, and whether specific answering options will be included, for example 
through Likert scales, drop down lists, checklists are ratings. The way in which the 
questions and answers will have to be formulated will also depend on whether data 
will be collected through a postal, online, telephone or face-to-face survey mode (see 
Fink 1995). As Brinkmann and Kvale (2014) argue, clear procedures for data collec-
tion need to be put in place as surveys tend to be structured and fixed.

When designing a new survey questionnaire, one of the best starting points is too 
explore existing survey instruments. Where possible, it might be useful to borrow ques-
tions and scales from these existing survey questionnaire, as this is likely to increase 
the validity and reliability of your own research project. As mentioned above, qualita-
tive studies tend to be harder to replicate, while existing scales can be used multiple 
times, e.g. in different types of contexts or with different groups of respondents.

Going back to the core aim of this chapter, it is important to provide an overview 
of existing survey questionnaires and quantitative scales available in the adult educa-
tion literature. While it will be impossible to discuss every single questionnaire and 
their questions in detail within the word limits of a book chapter, it is important to 
increase familiarity with existing scales among the adult education readership. Despite 
the limited presence of quantitative research in the leading adult education journals, 
as discussed before, a number of standardised scales have been found. Interestingly, 
most of these scales collected data using Likert items (e.g. 1 =  strongly disagree, 
2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree) (Likert 1929). In order to pres-
ent these scales in a structured way, I decided to group them into four categories based 
on their content, following my own interpretation of the papers: (1) participation 
scales, (2) experiences scales, (3) psychometric scales and (4) learning styles scales. 
The scales are being presented in Table 8.2 and discussed below using the four catego-
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ries. As can be seen from the overview, most of the articles using quantitative scales 
were published in Adult Education Quarterly. The only category in which AEQ arti-
cles are not in the majority, concerns the group on learning style scales. Deeper inves-
tigation, for example by using content analysis, might reveal whether this is the case 
more general, regardless the use of specific methodologies and methods.

8.5.2.1  Participation Scales

First of all, and probably the most well-known scales in adult education research 
related to participation in adult education. The following scales were found based 
on the analysis in QDA Miner. Boshier (1971) developed the ‘Education 
Participation Scale’ as a further empirical testing and validation of Houle’s typol-
ogy of adult learners, distinguishing between goal-oriented, activity-oriented and 
content-oriented learners (Houle 1961). In the past 15 years, the scale has been used 
to discover the motivations of African American adult learners in church-based edu-
cation (Isaac et  al. 2001). Boshier was also involved in a project measuring the 

Table 8.2 Overview of quantitative scales as found in the leading adult education journals (N = 23 
articles)

Participation scales 
(N = 5 articles)

Experiences scales 
(N = 4 articles)

Psychometric scales 
(N = 8 articles)

Learning style scales 
(N = 6 articles)

Education  
participation scale

Isaac et al. (2001) 
AEQ

Boshier et al. (2006) 
AEQ

Boeren and Holford 
(2016) AEQ

Noel-Levitz adult 
student priorities 
survey

Giancola et al. 
(2008) AEQ

Motivated strategy for 
learning questionnaire

Justice and Dornan 
(2001) AEQ

Personal responsibility 
orientation to self- 
direction in learning scale

Stockdale and Brockett 
(2011) AEQ

Reasons for 
participation scale

Mulenga and Liang 
(2008) IJLE

Power and 
influence tactics 
scale
Problem solving 
inventory

Hendricks (2001) 
AEQ

Abbreviated math 
anxiety scale
Mathematics 
self-efficacy scale
Self-description 
questionnaire III-math 
subscale

Jameson and Fusco 
(2014) AEQ

Oddi continuing learning 
inventory

Harvey et al. (2006) AEQ

Adult attitudes towards 
adult and continuing 
education scale

Blunt and Yang (2002) 
AEQ

Meanings of 
learning in later 
life

Tam (2016) IJLE

Tam and Chui 
(2016) SCE

Beck anxiety inventory

Carney-Crompton and 
Tan (2002) AEQ

Student engagement 
questionnaire

Lee (2014a, b) IJLE

(continued)
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Table 8.2 (continued)

Participation scales 
(N = 5 articles)

Experiences scales 
(N = 4 articles)

Psychometric scales 
(N = 8 articles)

Learning style scales 
(N = 6 articles)

Academic self-efficacy 
scale parental 
self-efficacy scale
Work-family balance 
Scale
Extended satisfaction 
with life scale

Van Rhijn and Lero 
(2014) IJLE

Approaches to 
supervision scale
Supervision practices 
Scale
Supervision outcome 
Scale

Lizzio et al. (2005) SCE

General self-efficacy 
Scale

Bath and Smith (2009) 
SCE

Learning to learn scale

Vainikainen et al. (2015) 
IJLE

Self-concept and 
perceived problem- 
solving skills scales

Porras-Hernandez and 
Salinas-Amescua 
(2012) AEQ

TPD@work scale

Evers et al. (2016) SCE

Borg CR-10 scale

Piirainen and Viitanen 
(2010) IJLE

Self-efficiacy scale
Adult learning 
strategies scale
Self-reported 
engagement scale

Rothes et al. (2017) 
AEQ

motivation of adult learners in Shanghai, measured through his Education 
Participation Scale (Boshier et  al. 2006). Boeren and Holford (2016) report on 
research undertaken in a large scale European project that undertook a survey with 
adult learners which included parts of the Education Participation Scale. While 
Mulenga and Liang (2008) refer to Boshier’s scale, they used the ‘Reasons for 
Participation Scale’ developed by Steele (1984) to measure participation of adults 
studying at the Open University in Taiwan. Factors discussed were ‘keeping up and 
fulfillment’, ‘intellectual stimulation’, ‘escape and social contact’ and ‘adjustment’. 
Another scale developed to specifically predict participation behaviour in adult edu-
cation is the ‘Adult Attitudes towards Adult and Continuing Education Scale’ (Blunt 
and Yang 2002). Their scale consists of nine items relating to three factors: ‘enjoy-
ment of learning’, ‘importance of adult education’ and ‘intrinsic value’. Drawing on 
attitudinal work undertaken by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) to explain planned and 
intended behaviour, Blunt and Yang (2002) expand on the importance of positive 
attitudes towards learning in relation to adult education participation.
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To conclude, five articles were found in relation to participation studies, four of 
them in Adult Education Quarterly and three of them using (parts of) Boshier’s 
Education Participation Scale.

8.5.2.2  Scales Measuring Learning Experiences

A second group of scales found in the leading journals relates to the experiences of 
adult learners, mainly in relation to their participation in a specific setting. While 
‘experiences’ are often perceived as ideally measured through qualitative research 
(e.g. Thomas 2009), quantitative scales equally attempt to capture feelings and 
experiences, although the presentation of the analysis will be more static and 
numerical, answering ‘what’ or ‘how’ people feel, instead of ‘why’ they feel a cer-
tain way. The following scales were identified.

Giancola et  al. (2008) used the ‘Noel-Levitz Adult Student Priorities Survey’ 
which consists of a scale with 50 items, divided into eight subscales on ‘academic 
advising’, ‘academic services’, ‘admissions and financial aid effectiveness’, ‘cam-
pus climate’, ‘instructor effectiveness’, ‘registration effectiveness’, ‘safety and 
security’ and ‘service excellence’ in order to study the differences between priori-
ties of adult versus first generation students. Experiences in relation to program 
planning in adult education, from the perspectives of both students and staff mem-
bers were measured through the ‘Power and Influence Tactics Scale’ (POINTS) and 
the ‘Problem Solving Inventory’ in the work of Hendricks (2001). The authors argue 
for a further testing of the POINTS instrument in order to enhance the reliability of 
the scale and to test the construct of power and influence in a wider range of settings 
with diverse samples. To date, no other research using POINTS has been published 
in one of the three leading adult education journals. Another type of research that 
investigates experiences of learners drawing on quantitative scales has been under-
taken by Tam (Tam 2016 and Tam and Chui 2016). In her research, 6-point Likert 
items are used in relation to the meaning of learning in later life, but also the barri-
ers to learning experienced by older adults.

In total, four articles were found to focus on learning experiences, a theme often 
perceived as leaning itself towards the use of qualitative methods. Two out of four 
articles where work by Tam.

8.5.2.3  Psychometric Scales

Scales are often used in psychological – psychometric – research and it is thus not 
surprising to see that, based on the analysis, a group of measurement instruments 
relate to concepts like anxiety and self-efficacy and these type of scales can be iden-
tified as a third type. The ‘Motivated Strategy for Learning Questionnaire’ was used 
by Justice and Dornan (2001) to explore metacognitive differences between tradi-
tional and non-traditional students and focuses on factors like test anxiety, self- 
efficacy and self-regulation. Anxiety in relation to mathematics courses was assessed 

8 Quantitative Research in Research on the Education and Learning of Adults



148

by Jameson and Fusco (2014) using items from the ‘Abbreviated Math Anxiety 
Scale’ as well as the ‘Mathematics Self-Efficacy Scale’ and the ‘Self-Description 
Questionnaire III-Math Subscale’. Anxiety has also been a central feature of the 
work conducted by Carney-Crompton and Tan (2002). Their work investigated the 
academic performance and psychosocial functioning of female non-traditional stu-
dents in Canada. They used the ‘Beck Anxiety Inventory’ which consists of 21 anxi-
ety items and which has, according to previous research, a strong internal consistency. 
Self-efficacy has also been the main variable in research conducted by Van Rhijn 
and Lero (2014) with Canadian student parents. They used the ‘Academic Self- 
Efficacy Scale’ as well as the ‘Parental Self-Efficacy Scale’. Also the ‘Work-Family 
Balance Scale’ was included in their measures. The project revealed that parent 
students’ self-efficacy matches their satisfaction in relation to being a student and a 
family member, with satisfaction measured through use of the ‘Extended Satisfaction 
with Life Scale’. Apart from the academic and parental scales, there is also a 
‘General Self-Efficacy Scale’ which had been used by Bath and Smith (2009) to 
analyse propensities of lifelong learners. The theme of self-efficacy returns in the 
paper by Rothes et al. (2017), who delve deeper into the motivation of adult learners 
based on the Self-Efficacy Scale, the Adult Learning Strategies Scale and the Self- 
Reported Engagement Scale. In understanding the non-participation of adults, 
Porras-Hernandez and Salinas-Amescua (2012) worked with the ‘Self-Concept and 
Perceived Problem-Solving Skills Scales’ and found that non-participation of poorly 
educated women cannot solely explained by their dispositional characteristics. A 
scale that is different from the previous ones but which probably best fits in the 
category on psychometrics is the ‘Borg CR-10 scale’ used by Piirainen and Viitanen 
(2010) in a project on community development based on individual expertise.

With eight articles, this category on psychometric scales is the largest group. 
This is not entirely surprising as quantitative research using scales is not uncommen 
in psychological research.

8.5.2.4  Scales Measuring Learning Styles

A fourth group of scales as found in the leading journals relates to learning styles, 
some of them specifically focussing on self-directed learning. The following scales 
were found. Stockdale and Brockett (2011) reviewed the literature on self-directed 
learning and developed a new ‘Personal Responsibility Orientation to Self-Direction 
in Learning Scale’ (PRO-SDLS), providing the scholarly community with an 
improved measurement instrument replacing the ‘Self-Directed Learning Readiness 
Scale’ (Guglielmino 1977). Another instrument to study self-directed learning, the 
‘Oddi Continuing Learning Inventory’ (OCLI) was used by Harvey et al. (2006), 
proposing a four factor structure based on ‘learning with others’, ‘learner motiva-
tion/self-efficacy/autonomy’, ‘ability to be self-regulating’ and ‘reading avidity’. 
The development and learning of students has also been studied using a modified 
version of the ‘Student Engagement Questionnaire’ by Lee (2014a, b) which con-
sists of a range of items related to ‘critical thinking’, ‘self-managed learning’ 
‘adaptability’, ‘problem-solving’, ‘communication skills’, ‘interpersonal skills and 
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group work’, ‘computer literacy’, ‘active learning’, ‘teaching for understanding’, 
‘feedback to assist learning’, ‘assessment’, ‘teacher-student relationship’ and 
‘student- student relationship’. Within the specific context of supervision for practis-
ing psychologists, Lizzio et al. (2005) constructed the ‘Approaches to Supervision 
Scale’ to analyse supervisees perceptions of teaching and management approaches 
used during the supervisory process, one in relation to themselves and one in rela-
tion to the approaches used by their supervisor. These scales were conducted 
together with a ‘Supervision Practices Scale’ and a ‘Supervision Outcome Scale’ to 
measure the use of supervision techniques and the effectiveness of supervision. 
Vainikainen et al. (2015) report on the Learning To Learn (TLT) Scale, an instru-
ment they have used with a longitudinal follow-up study with more than 600 pupils 
in Finland and which they correlated with scores on complex problem solving. The 
TPD@Work Scale developed by Evers et  al. (2016) concentrates on the further 
learning of teachers after graduation and contains dimensions on experimenting, 
reflecting and collaborating.

To recap, six articles were found to use scales in relation to the category of learn-
ing styles. As mentioned above, only two of them were published in Adult Education 
Quarterly, the journal which has more articles using scales compared to Studies in 
Continuing Education and International Journal of Lifelong Learning.

8.5.3  Secondary Data in Quantitative Research

Researchers who want to undertake quantitative research can also choose to work 
with existing datasets.1 While technically speaking, every existing dataset might be 
labelled as a secondary data set, researchers usually refer to major datasets collected 
by leading international organisations or by major research projects. Smith (2008, 
p.37) discussed that ‘secondary data analysis remains a relatively underused meth-
odological technique in in the social sciences’. This might, according to Smith 
(2008) have to do with scholars’ scepticism about the quality of secondary datasets, 
referring to the danger of having to deal with high levels of missing values and 
measurement errors, or because scholars feel these datasets are too much reducing 
the complexities of everyday life into a spreadsheet. However, as Smith (2008) 
argues, a range of datasets are available for free and can be used to analyse a range 
of research questions. As education policies are nowadays largely driven by bench-
marks and indicators, the exploitation of datasets by scholars is being encouraged in 
large scale projects (Holford and Mohorcic-Spolar 2012).

Currently, one of the major datasets of interest to adult education scholars is 
based on data from PIAAC’s (Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 
Skills) Survey of Adult Skills, organised by the OECD. PIAAC’s interest is in read-

1 Because of the word limit of this book chapter, it will be impossible to discuss each survey and its 
questionnaire in detail. However, both the OECD’s PIAAC and the Eurostat website contain 
detailed documentation relating to their surveys and can be consulted for free.
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ing, writing and problem-solving skills of adults, but the dataset includes relevant 
information in relation to a wider range of lifelong learning variables, including 
participation. The Survey of Adult Skills is in fact a follow-up study from The 
International Adult Literacy Survey, which was also organised by the OECD and 
was conducted in three waves between 1994 and 1998 (Desjardins et al. 2006, p.28). 
Desjardins et al. (2006, p.27) mention that IALS ‘is one of the most complete of all 
surveys undertaken’, while other OECD sources exist too, mentioned by Desjardins 
et al. (2006, p.28–29) as:

• ‘the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS)’
• ‘the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey (ALL)’,
• ‘the Thematic Review on Adult Learning (TRAL)’ and
• ‘the Programme for the International Assessment for Adult Competencies 

(PIAAC)’.

The OECD is not the only international organisation that produces relevant data-
sets for use by adult education scholars. Surveys organised at the level of the 
European Commission include:

• ‘the European Labour Force Survey (LFS)’,
• ‘the Adult Education Survey (AES)’,
• ‘the Continuing Vocational Training Survey (CVTS)’,
• ‘the European Survey on Working Conditions (ESWC)’ and
• ‘the Eurobarometer on lifelong learning’.

Going back to the data mining exercise, results indicate that International 
Journal of Lifelong Education had nine hits for the key term ‘IALS’, but has in fact 
only one research article that draws on data from the Survey in an aggregated form 
(Bathmaker 2007). Studies in Continuing Education has four hits for IALS, but 
none of the papers can be classified as an example of secondary data analysis using 
data from IALS. The term has thus been used within another section such as within 
the literature review. Adult Education Quarterly only shows two hits for IALS, none 
of them analysing data from IALS. The paper from Rubenson and Desjardins (2009) 
exploring the Bounded Agency Model refers to IALS but draws on data from the 
Eurobarometer 2003. Searching for the full key term ‘International Adult Literacy 
Survey’ instead of the acronym IALS does not increase the number of papers that 
can be classified as secondary data analysis papers.

The specific adult education dataset provided by the European Commission is 
based on the Eurostat Adult Education Survey (AES). Adult Education Quarterly 
features a paper from Boyadjieva and Ilieva-Trichkova (2017), exploring adult edu-
cation participation. In Studies in Continuing Education, I found one paper (Boeren 
2011) drawing on the Adult Education Survey. In International Journal of Lifelong 
Education, I found two papers that draw on aggregated data from AES. One by 
Broek and Hake (2012) in relation to adults’ participation in higher education and 
one by Roosmaa and Saar (2012) on non-formal education in the old EU member 
states. In recent years, papers using PIAAC data have started to appear. Lavrijsen 
and Nicaise (2017) published about systematic obstacles to lifelong learning in 
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Studies in Continuing Education, and Krupar et al. (2017) drew on PIAAC data for 
their study on nonformal education, immigration and skills, published in Adult 
Education Quarterly.

The limited availability of research drawing on secondary data analyses in our 
field might indicate the limited interest or lack of skills in working with these data 
sources.

8.6  Limitations, Discussion and Conclusions

Research in the social sciences can be carried out using a range of methods and 
methodologies, as discussed earlier in this chapter. This might enhance the quality 
of knowledge discovery in the area, for example through combining methods or 
through exploring similar topics through different methodological angles (Robson 
2011). A starting point of this chapter was the observation made by Fejes and 
Nylander (2015; see also Chap. 7) that quantitative research is underrepresented in 
the leading generic academic adult education journals. This finding has also been 
confirmed in this chapter based on my own data mining exercise.

In undertaking these types of reviews, it is important to remain critical and dis-
cuss its limitations. For example, the review only included three generic adult 
 education journals: Adult Education Quarterly, Studies in Continuing Education 
and International Journal of Lifelong Education. Although they are the leading jour-
nals in the field, more specialist journals in the wider field of adult education, for 
example on workplace learning, were not taken into account. Much of the research 
undertaken by policy-oriented organisations, like the OECD and the European 
Commission contain lots of quantitative data and results (e.g. based on PIAAC data) 
are generally present within their own or commissioned research reports. However, 
these types of research results do usually not end up in the generic adult education 
journals. It would thus be interesting to undertake a similar review exercise, but with 
another range of journals, e.g. those that deal specifically with workplace learning 
and Vocational Education and Training. At this moment, it is unclear whether it 
would generate similar findings. This might be the case, or not, which might indi-
cate that quantitative research tends to be published in more subfield specific 
journals.

A recent article in Adult Education Quarterly by Daley et al. (2018) discussed the 
situation of the lack of quantitative research in adult education and made the argu-
ment that the pendulum has swung too far to the side of qualitative studies. Their 
article, written as an AEQ Forum Discussion Paper as a reflection on an earlier ver-
sion of this chapter published in AEQ (see Boeren 2016), calls for more debate on 
the need for a methodologically more diverse research field. They also highlight the 
strengths of quantitative research as it contains ‘measurements that can be reliably 
duplicated by researchers using similar tools, methods and criteria’ (p.160). While 
in the past, the pendulum seem to have swung toward to quantitative side of the 
methodological spectrum, it is now clearly positioned at the qualitative side. I agree 
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with Daley et al. (2018) that it might be more healthy for the adult education research 
community to bring the pendulum back towards the middle, in which there is a bal-
ance between the use of quantitative and qualitative methods, or both. As seen from 
the review exercise, quantitative scales exist to measure concepts like learner expe-
riences and learning styles, and do also have the potential to give a voice to the 
learners themselves, as often centralised in qualitative research. These areas of 
interest can thus be studies using both quantitative and qualitative approaches, and 
in accordance with Daley et al. (2018) it would be good to go back to a field where 
choices for research methods flow from research questions instead of the other way 
round. Including more quantitative studies would make it possible to include larger 
samples and to validate each others’ work. It is clear from bibliographic work that 
quantitative studies do tend to cite each other more, and to offer more follow-up 
work, building on previous findings (Fejes and Nylander 2015; see also Chap. 7). 
Both in Daley et  al.’s and my own contribution, these suggestions are not being 
made to undermine qualitative research in the field of education, but as a way to call 
for a wider debate on the methodological imbalance we are currently seeing.

One of the aims of research, on top of the general knowledge generation, can also 
be to influence debates in policy and practice., It is in fact interesting that – and 
contradictory at the same time – so few scholars in the field engage with the large 
scale datasets being available to them. Big data, benchmarks and indicators and 
measurable goals are part of the core jargon used by the leading international 
 organisations like the European Commission and the OECD.  McFarland et  al. 
(2016) called the increased focus on big data ‘a watershed moment for the social 
sciences’ (p.12). The sharp expansion of big data discourses also comes with the 
need for researchers to use different types of analytical techniques. Examples 
include machine learning and other forms of Artificial Intelligence. Are researchers 
feeling uncomfortable in working with big data because of the strong neo-liberal 
and capitalist focus of current policies? And do policy-makers then not believe in 
the power of qualitative studies, which are often smaller in scale, to provide an evi-
dence-base for policy changes? Whether adult education scholars like big data or 
not, it is a clear reality these days that ‘numbers’ do no not exclusively belong to the 
field of mathematics, but have gained significant power in influencing the work of 
administrations and governments (Desrosières 1998). As a research community, we 
need to be careful that we do not loose oversight of the newest developments in 
social sciences research and that we remain able to participate in interdisciplinary 
research projects in which these big data techniques are being used. A specific 
example of a project in the field of adult education in which Artificial Intelligence is 
being used in the Horizon 2020 project ENLIVEN: Encouraging Lifelong Learning 
for an Inclusive & Vibrant Europe.2 In the call for proposals, the European 
Commission explicitly asked consortia to develop an Intelligent Decision Support 
System, underpinned by Artificial Intelligence, designed to help policy makers 
reach more effective and efficient policy decisions to help younger vulnerable adults 
to return to education or employment. While more details on this project can be 

2 See http://www.h2020enliven.org
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found at the website in footnote, the realisation of this tool is worked out as an inter-
disciplinary approach between a team of computer scientists and social scientists. 
Unsurprisingly, this work has a strong quantitative nature.

As highlighted before by Fejes and Nylander (2015; see also Chap. 7) the strong 
focus on qualitative methods in the field means that not many new doctoral students 
undertake quantitative studies as most of their supervisors will be specialised in the 
use of qualitative methods. More skills training and specific methodological 
resources on how to deal with quantitative research in adult education might be 
needed. As suggested by Daley et al. (2018), not only in relation to postgraduate 
education, but also through running workshops on quantitative data methods during 
conferences and workshops organised by the learners societies in the field, or to 
pointing scholars out to existing training initiative.3

Last but not least, as discussed above, sound research designs tend to flow from 
the specific research questions we want to answer. In my view, there is no doubt that 
the adult education field has still important knowledge gaps to fill which would 
profit from the use of quantitative methods.
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Chapter 9
Adult Education Research from Rhizome 
to Field? A Bibliometrical Analysis 
of Conference Programs of ESREA 
from 1994 to 2016

Bernd Käpplinger

9.1  Mapping Adult Education Research

There is a rich body of literature dealing with the international development of adult 
education research (e.g. Chang 2013; Fejes and Nicoll 2013; Fejes and Nylander 
2013, 2014, 2015; Larsson 2010; Long 1983; Nicoll et al. 2014; Rubenson 1982, 
2000; Rubenson and Elfert 2014; St. Clair 2011; Boeren 2017; Daley et al. 2018). It 
is important that fields of research define and reflect on their approaches. This is 
even more valid for a field like adult education research, which is nationally and 
internationally heterogeneous.

An analysis of articles published in journals was mostly the preferred approach 
by the scholars used above. The work of Taylor (2001) stands out because, in his 
analysis of the journal Adult Education Quarterly, he examined not only the papers 
published, but also those refused. The study offers the chance to learn something 
about selection regimes in adult education research. Each academic field has its 
open or hidden rules of selection, which are influenced by core people like journal 
editors and reviewers. Conference papers or proceedings have been analysed much 
less often (Long 1983). This is partly astonishing since such an analysis potentially 
offers a wider overview, especially when analysing conferences with rather liberal 
selection procedures with a low level of refusals. An analysis of peer-reviewed 
papers has instead to keep in mind the crucial influence of editors and reviewers. 
Overall, the analysis of journals or conference papers has different advantages and 
disadvantages. Both approaches can be considered complementary and they make 
different insights possible.

The status of adult education as an academic field or discipline is frequently 
debated (e.g. Hake 1992; Fejes and Nicoll 2013). The use of the notion ‘field’ 
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 demonstrates partly the quest (Rubenson 1982) to give adult education research a 
foundation. A strong academic field (like law) would be characterised by the power 
to enforce and to control standards autonomously in order to be as independent as 
possible from regulating forces from the outside (e.g. policy-makers, interest 
groups). Some researchers in adult education have focused on the term field as 
follows:

 – ‘We use the term ‘field’ of research in order to identify our object of research. A 
field is a socio-cultural practice which, through those actors, texts, and other 
kinds of material, that are part of it, makes up the field. What the field is, is a 
battle over truth in which we as researchers are all engaged in. Thus, the field 
should not be seen as fixed in any way, it rather emerges through our descriptions 
of it.’ (Fejes and Nylander 2013, p. 1)

 – ‘Bourdieu sees the social universe (the society) as an ensemble of relatively 
autonomous (power) fields which generate their own values and regulate them-
selves according to their own principles.’ (Wittpoth 2005, p. 26)1

Both quotations refer to power struggles inside and outside the field. It becomes 
obvious that authors as cartographers are not neutral, objective observers of a field. 
Instead, actors draw a map as an exercise, which also tells a story about the people 
active in the field, their own historical, cultural and socio-political position in time 
and personal goals (cf. Garfield 2013). Each scientific discipline has to draw lines in 
order to define boundaries. Educational research might sometimes be even more 
occupied with securing and reflecting on its identity because of its still often pre-
carious position. It is a volatile discipline that is engaged in ‘curing the ills of an 
undisciplined discipline’ (Plecas and Sork 1986) and it has to identify ‘centrifugal 
and centripetal forces’ within the field (Gieseke et al. 1989). The metaphor of ‘rhi-
zome’ is used in social science as well as in adult education research. It was intro-
duced as a philosophical concept mainly by Deleuze and Guattari (1987). Authors 
in adult education research have applied the metaphor in different ways. The online 
journal ‘Rizoma Freireano/Rhizome Freirean’ states in its 2008 editorial of the first 
edition2 the journal:

The aim is to emerge the invalidated academic and official knowledge as legitimate knowl-
edge, based on rules of multiplicity. This will lead into new thoughts, ideas, dreams and 
texts which allow reflecting about the world in/with people; and about what people are in/
with the world.

The journal intends to create new approaches in the knowledge production about 
adults’ learning. The multilingual approach of the journal (Catalan, English, 
Portuguese) beyond using solely the lingua franca English is one expression of this. 
Enoch and Gieseke (2011) used the term rhizome in Germany (see also Gieseke 
2010). They see a non-hierarchical, openly developing structure of educational provi-
sion, which contains elements of extension, decay and new linkages. A German Polish 
research team has used the term in analysing the regional provision of cultural educa-

1 Translation of quote by author.
2 http://www.rizoma-freireano.org/index.php/editorial/editorial-en
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tion in Germany and Poland (cf. Gieseke 2014). Usher (2010) wants the ‘tree to be 
replaced by the rhizome, the multiply connected, interpenetrating underground net-
work of growth without any centre. Rhizomes are networks that cut across borders, 
linking preexisting gaps.’ (Usher 2010, p. 71). He is focusing on the concept of ‘lines 
of flight’, which is part of the metaphor of a ‘rhizome’. In his analysis of research on 
lifelong learning, he comes to the conclusion that there are contradicting develop-
ments (‘vectors’) and ‘the research process, contrary to the model of science, can be 
better understood as rhizomatic rather than arborescent and powered by desire rather 
than objectivity.’ (Usher 2010, p. 78) St. Clair (2011, pp. 37–38) used the term rhi-
zome in analysing the Canadian adult education research association CASAE.  He 
refers to a ‘rhizomatic nature of human knowledge and human action’ (St. Clair 2011, 
p. 37). He focuses on differences in Northern America, stressing that ‘a person with a 
different background may read these rhizomes quite differently.’ (St. Clair 2011, p. 38)

The usage of the term ‘rhizome’ by these different adult education researchers in 
different national and international contexts is interesting. It challenges partly the 
notion of a field since none of the authors refers to another. Already this discourse 
is rhizomatic. No arborescent centre or root can be found. It seems to be rather the 
case that different scholars in very different contexts of adult education research 
were intrigued by this metaphor. This demonstrates a disconnectedness of national 
fields of adult education research. Parallel to each other, the authors share the desire 
to look for new structures, to discuss new perspectives and to challenge popular 
assumptions of aborescent linearity and a canon of knowledge. In contrast, less dif-
ferentiated historical writings often tend to describe the history of knowledge pro-
duction as a logical succession of phases with key thinkers, schools and followers.

Rhizomatisation is not meant as a process where everything turns into chaos, 
wilderness and becomes arbitrary. It is a heuristic concept for looking for different 
connected and unconnected traces and their connections. Overall, the term rhizome 
heightens awareness of heterogeneity more than the term field does. The following 
discussion centers on the question of which insights in relation to homogeneity and 
heterogeneity in adult education research can be found when analysing the European 
Society for the Research on the Education of Adults (ESREA) based on its triennial 
research conferences over time. The aim of the paper is to enhance the understanding 
of European research in adult education and its development in the last two decades, 
using the internationally rather less known method of a ‘program analysis’.

9.2  Data and the Method ‘Program Analysis’

9.2.1  Data: Papers of ESREA Triennial Research Conferences

The data for this program analysis are available papers of ESREA triennial research 
conferences. The paper here presented is an update of a previous analysis (Käpplinger 
2014, 2015) partly with the inclusion of the last ESREA triennial 2016 in Maynooth.
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ESREA is the European Society for Research on the Education of Adults. Nicoll 
et al. (2014) provide an overview of the history of this academic society with its 
different conferences, networks and other activities. ESREA “promotes and dis-
seminates theoretical and empirical research on the education of adults and adult 
learning in Europe through research networks, conferences and publications” as 
stated on its homepage (www.esrea.org). It compromises a wide range of activities 
(e.g. publishing the journal RELA) and organizes several conferences each year 
through its different networks. Every third year it organizes a large, central confer-
ence called triennial research conference. Only the latter conferences form the basis 
of this analysis here. An analysis of all network conferences would be an even more 
challenging approach. ESREA triennial research conferences have so far taken 
place in eight countries:

Strobl (1995) in Austria: ‘Adult learning and social participation’
Brussels (1998) in Belgium: ‘Learning to live in the learning society’
Lisbon (2001) in Portugal: ‘Wider benefits of learning: understanding and moni-

toring the consequences of adult learning’
Wroclaw (2004) in Poland: ‘Between “old” and “new” worlds of adult learning’
Seville (2007) in Spain: ‘Adult Learning and the challenges of social and cultural 

diversity: diverse lives, cultures, learnings and literacies’
Linköping (2010) in Sweden: ‘Adult learning in Europe – understanding diverse 

meanings and contexts’
Berlin (2013) in Germany: ‘Changing configurations of adult education in transi-

tional times’.
Maynooth (2016) in Ireland: ‘Imagining diverse futures for adult education: ques-

tions of power and resources of creativity’

As much as possible papers of these conferences will be analysed. One advan-
tage of this is that ESREA conferences traditionally have a low rejection rate 
(Antunes 2003). Thus, the analysis gives a broader insight into adult education 
research and goes beyond analysing solely conference titles, call for papers and 
keynotes (Nicoll et al. 2014, pp. 34–41). Journals refuse many submitted papers; 
editors and reviewers are gatekeepers. (Taylor, 2001) The collection of the papers 
constituted a major challenge, since ESREA does not keep an archive of conference 
papers like the Adult Education Research Conference (AERC) in Northern America 
does (see http://newprairiepress.org/aerc/). The papers could only be collected with 
the help of the conference hosts and other people.3 The papers of ESREA1995 were 
edited in a book (Bisovsky et al. 1998) or even a series of books. This also applies 
to ESREA2001 and ESREA2004 (Bron et al. 2005). The papers of ESREA2004, 
ESREA2007, ESREA2010, ESREA2013 and ESREA2016 were acquired as elec-
tronic data directly from the conference hosts. Unfortunately, data for ESREA1998 in 

3 I am deeply thankful for the advice and support I received from Gerhard Bisovsky, Andreas Fejes, 
Fergal Finnegan, Barry Hake, Ewa Kurantowicz, Emilio Lucio-Villegas and Henning Salling-
Olesen. Emma Fawcett was as native speaker a critical-constructive proof reader.
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Table 9.1 ESREA conferences (year, location and number of papers)

ESREA 
1995 in 
Strobl

ESREA 
2001 in 
Lisbon

ESREA 
2004 in 
Wroclaw

ESREA 
2007 in 
Seville

ESREA 
2010 in 
Linköping

ESREA 
2013 in 
Berlin

ESREA 
2016 in 
Maynooth

Number of 
available 
papers

25 27 74 48 64 126 116

Source: Own analysis

Brussels could not be found despite extended efforts. The resulting sample consists 
of 364 papers from six conferences (Table 9.1).

All data was saved or converted into Excel, Word and SPSS files for the respec-
tive analysis. Limitations of the data refer especially to the first two ESREA confer-
ences, where papers were only available via the publication. The analysis was not 
updated for all issues in relation to the last conference in Maynooth because of 
pragmatic limitations. It is likely that these and other conferences assembled more 
papers than are currently available. Overall, participant numbers at ESREA triennial 
conferences have increased significantly over time, which is a first expression of the 
liveliness of this field of research.

9.2.2  The Method Applied: Program Analysis

The data were analysed using the method of quantitative program analysis. The cod-
ing process resembles characteristics of the qualitative interpretation of documents. 
The method ‘program analysis’ refers partly to the content analysis of social sci-
ences. It is often used in order to analyse the course offers of providers (see Gieseke 
2014; Schrader 2014). Elaborate methodological discussions of this method are 
available (e.g. Gieseke 2000; Käpplinger 2008). The method was applied here to the 
analysis of conference papers. A similar approach was applied by Long (1983) for 
the Adult Education Research Conference (AERC) in Northern America. A pro-
gram analysis is a non-reactive method, which means that the material is analysed 
by a coding scientist or a coding team of scientists. Each paper was previously 
coded by a team of five people at Humboldt University4,5 based on a code plan 

4 I am deeply thankful also for the work and support foremost of my assistant Mirko Ückert and my 
former research team: Erik Haberzeth, Claudia Kulmus and Nina Lichte. They contributed in dif-
ferent ways to the coding of papers.
5 For each paper, all citations were counted. In a second step the number of cited policy docu-
ments – national and inter-/transnational ones – was counted. National documents meant all kind 
of publications which refer to national state institutions like governments, ministries, statistical 
offices on all federal or regional levels. Inter-/transnational documents were differentiated between 
various EU documents, OECD documents, UNESCO documents and a category “other docu-
ments” with miscellaneous contributions from the World Bank, International Labour Office, the 
Council of Europe or other agencies.
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which was deductively and inductively developed with the exception of Maynooth 
in 2016. The coding was discussed by the team of coders, which helped to achieve 
so-called intercoder-reliability. The code plan consisted of these variables:

 – NAME: Names of the authors. Papers with multiple authorships were multi-
coded per each name.

 – COUNTRY: The code was assigned according authors’ workplace (institutional 
affiliation) and not according the country of birth.

 – TITLE: Full title of paper.
 – METHOD: Coded according a revised coding plan developed and used by Long 

(1983)
 – RESEARCH_FIELD: Coded according to a plan originally developed by 

Arnold et al. (2000) and revised by Ludwig and Baldauff-Bergmann (2010)
 – NUMBER_CITATIONS: Quantitative amount of citations in the reference lists.
 – GENDER_AUTHOR: Gender of the authors.

The variables chosen give information about important dimensions of adult edu-
cation research. For example, it is important to know with which methods adult 
education research is carried out and which subfields of research dominate over 
time. Similar variables were chosen by the authors already cited who analysed jour-
nals. Other variables could of course be chosen. More details on how the coding was 
carried out will be given in the following chapters.

9.3  Results of the Analysis

9.3.1  The Role of Conference Sites

Triennials have taken place at seven locations so far. Which effects are connected to 
these sites and to what extent are they visible? Firstly, contributions from the host 
country clearly flourished at the ‘own’ conference (Table 9.2).

Table 9.2 ESREA conferences and the share of authors from host countries

ESREA 
1995 in 
Strobl

ESREA 
2001 in 
Lisbon

ESREA 
2004 in 
Wroclaw

ESREA 
2007 in 
Seville

ESREA 
2010 in 
Linköping

ESREA 
2013 in 
Berlin

ESREA 
2016 in 
Maynooth

Share of 
authors from 
the host 
country in 
relation to all 
authors in the 
conference

12% 15% 23% 14% 19% 30% 25%

Source: Own analysis
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Table 9.3 ESREA conferences and the share of papers from host countries before, during and 
after hosting a triennial

Before hosting
While 
hosting

After 
hosting

Share of Austrian papers in triennials No data since first 
conference

12% 1%

Share of Portuguese papers in 
triennials

6% 15% 9%

Share of Polish papers in triennials 3% 23% 2%
Share of Spanish papers in triennials 2% 14% 2%
Share of Swedish papers in triennials 11% 19% 11%
Share of German papers in triennials 6% 30% 12%

Source: Own analysis

Hosting a triennial is obviously a chance for the national research community to 
present its own work to an international conference. Pragmatically, it is also an 
opportunity to publish internationally without substantial travelling costs. But how 
does the national participation develop before and after a triennial conference? It 
might be reasonable to assume that participating in a conference also raises partici-
pation rates afterwards. However, this this hypothesis is not generally supported by 
the quantitative data (Table 9.3).

The Portuguese and German contributions were clearly higher after than before 
hosting an ESREA conference. The Spanish and Swedish figures were stable, while 
the figures of Polish participation was slightly decreasing. Thus, hosting a triennial 
seems to have rather modest or just different effects in relation to participation in the 
long run.

Nonetheless, it is interesting that the location of a conference mobilises scholars 
in neighboring countries. Regional patterns of increased participation can be 
observed in each conference. Such patterns were observed for Austria (Slovenian 
scholars were attracted to a high degree), Portugal (Spanish, partly French), Poland 
(Czech), Spain (Portuguese, partly French), Sweden (Danish, partly Norwegian) or 
Ireland (UK, Belgium). Overall, the location of a conference seems to make some 
parts of the rhizome of adult education research briefly visible.

9.3.2  The Role of Countries and Supranational/International 
Organisations

This map provides information about the average participation in Triennials accord-
ing to country. It is measured by the average participation rate of authors from dif-
ferent countries in relation to the numbers of all authors contributing (Fig. 9.1).

ESREA is quantitatively influenced by the engagement of authors from a rather 
limited number of countries. It is not as internationally diverse as one might expect. 
The size of the population of a country matters, of course, but it is not a determining 
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Average 
participation
rate less than

3%

Average 
participation 
rate between

3 and 5%

Average 
participation
rate between

6 and 9%

Average 
participation 
rate between 
10 and 14%

Average 
participation 
rate of more 

than 15%

Fig. 9.1 ESREA conferences and national participation rates

factor. For example, France has a large population but a rather low engagement 
within ESREA so far. Russia is for example a blank spot. Authors from the UK are 
overall the most active. This is certainly partly due to the lingua franca English 
within ESREA. But the relative importance of the UK has significantly decreased 
over time, which might be explainable by the vanishing importance of adult educa-
tion as an academic discipline even in the UK (Jones, 2014, pp. 148–152). While 
authors from the UK once had an impressive share of 30% (1995) or 37% (2001) in 
relation to all contributions in an ESREA triennial conference, the last three confer-
ences saw a British participation rate of only 5–9%. Thus, it seems only to be a mat-
ter of time with the UK share going even more down from the the all-time average 
of 16%. A decreasing engagement over time is also visible for Portuguese, Polish or 
Slovenian authors. Contrarily, shares of Swedish, German and Irish authors have 
increased over time. Nonetheless, developments are not taking place only into one 
direction. Belgium seemed to lose shares until 2016, but then it displayed an impres-
sive share of 10% authorship at Maynooth. Countries’ representation on the map 
might diminish if the impact of being a host becomes less influential over time. 
Finnish and Danish authors are also visible at the Triennials. The many underrepre-
sented or even blank spots in Central and Eastern Europe are challenging like the 
result of Italy or also Greece. Adult education research in Europe is far from being 
established in each country, although in academia science is in general often unevenly 
regionally distributed. The relatively active role of Slovenia or the Czech Republic 
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in the past and nowadays Poland might be an impulse to learn perhaps from these 
countries or some individually active scholars, how a higher engagement in Central 
and Eastern Europe could be supported and even more promoted. The European map 
of research in adult education has a North-South and a West-East bias, although this 
bias is shifting because of a higher engagement especially in Poland, Portugal, Spain 
or rather recently in Ireland and Italy. (cf. Nicoll et al. 2014, p. 71)

More than 60 papers have been co-authored by at least one researcher from out-
side Europe. This equals stable 11% of all papers and can be interpreted as an ‘inter-
nationalization’ of ESREA beyond Europe. Canada (24 papers), the USA (16) and 
Australia (13) are well ahead of all other non-European countries. 
‘Internationalization’ is not as plural as one might expect. It is highly interrelated 
with the English-speaking countries (cf. Fejes and Nylander 2014).

Adult education has received increasing attention by national, international or 
transnational stakeholders. The slogan of lifelong learning is applied by policy- 
makers, which many scholars have commented on critically since the interest is 
often economically driven (e.g. Martin 2000; Gieseke 1999; Popovic 2013; Olesen 
2014). Which effects can be observed at ESREA’s Triennials? (Fig. 9.2).

The share of policy-related documents rose slowly from 5% in 1995 to 6% in 2007. 
The climax was reached in ESREA 2010 in Sweden with 10%, but even 2013 saw a 
further rise of 6%. The data for ESREA2016 were here not analysed out of pragmatic 
reasons. It is also interesting that transnational documents from agencies like the EU, 
the OECD or the UNESCO have altogether almost doubled their relevance between 
1995 and 2013. 2013 was the first year where transnational policy documents were 
cited more often than national documents. Adult education research refers increasingly 
to international or transnational developments. This development strengthens the rele-
vance of a society like ESREA. When looking at the international and transnational 
actors or agencies more closely, the following developments become visible (Fig. 9.3).

The EU has gained ground since 2007. The role of the OECD is stagnating, which 
is rather surprising considering OECD’s high engagement in (vocational) education 
nowadays. This could be (partly) due to the fact that PIAAC results were not pub-

Fig. 9.2 ESREA conferences and the citation rates of different policy documents over time. 
(Source: Own program analysis)
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Fig. 9.3 ESREA conferences and the citation rates of different policy documents over time. 
(Source: Own program analysis)

lished until after the last ESREA conference in October 2013. The role of the 
UNESCO has decreased. Nowadays, UNESCO seems to play a rather marginal role 
for most European adult education researchers within ESREA. It is also important to 
bear in mind that ESREA authors often cite policy documents critically. Thus, the 
sheer increase in citations should not be equated with an affirmative and non-critical 
reception. It remains a task of in-depth and qualitative research in order to know bet-
ter how policy documents are used in adult education research. Different lines of 
flight are observable. These can reach from rhetorical and rather affirmative refer-
ence to policy documents in externally funded projects, to very critical approaches in 
publications targeted solely at fellow scholars. Scholars might even adapt their writ-
ings to each context like a chameleon. Nonetheless, European adult education 
research refers a lot to policy documents. (c. Milana 2017) High shares of 59% in 
ESREA2010 and 50% of all papers in ESREA2013 had at least one policy related 
citation, while this respective share was between 22% and 35% in the other three 
ESREA conferences in the twenty-first century. This result might be influenced by 
the conference sites Sweden and Germany, since policy-oriented research is rather 
strong in both research communities. The share of policy related citations was, for 
example, 15% for Swedish authors in 2010. But this is not much above the overall 
average of 10% for the whole conference and thus can only partly explain the climax 
in 2010. Developments in the policy-orientation of adult education research should 
be observed in future.
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9.3.3  The Most Visible Scholars

Academic societies are influenced by key persons whom are cited frequently. The 
following so-called tag clouds6 serve to demonstrate the most frequent citations per 
conference, again with the exception of Maynooth solely out of pragmatic reasons 
(Fig. 9.4).

The tag clouds visualise and support a result of the last section. National policy 
documents were very frequently cited at every conference. EU policy documents 
have gained ground and are as important as national documents. The OECD is 
prominent, while the UNESCO is almost invisible.

When focusing on the ‘big’ (i.e. most cited) writers, it becomes evident that key 
persons such as PhD tutors or chairs, convenors or secretaries of ESREA are likely 
to be cited most often. Key scholars of ESREA like Alheit, Bron, Fejes, Hake, 
Larsson, Olesen or West are just a few to mention and are visible within these tag 
clouds.

North-Western and male authors dominate citations and the tag clouds. Only a 
few women like Bron, Merrill or Formenti are visually represented. Conversely, 
when looking not at the citations, but at the authors presenting at ESREA confer-
ences, the opposite picture emerges: a female majority amongst presenters. While in 
1995 female presenters in ESREA had a share of only 38%, women had shares of 
62% both in Linköping (2010) and in Berlin (2013).

A dominance of English native speakers was a feature in 1995 and partly also in 
2001. These conferences had the biggest attendance from the UK.  Non-native 
English authors are also relatively prominent and their role has been increased over 
the years. National patterns of the host country become clear especially in 2007, 
where three Spanish authors belonged to the most cited ones.

It is somehow surprising that authors specialised in adult education research 
have a relatively strong position within ESREA. They dominate many tag clouds. 
One might have expected that authors like Argyris, Beck, Giddens, Habermas, Lave 
& Wenger or Vygotsky of related scientific disciplines would have more promi-
nence since they deliver general links. Somehow contradicting this – but only at first 
glance – might be the fact that French thinkers like Foucault and Bourdieu dominate 
so much despite the relative absence of French scholars as researchers within 
ESREA.  English is the working language in ESREA, but it does not lead to an 

6 The tag clouds were built and saved via the freeware program Tagxedo (www.tagxedo.com).
(Therefore) the data of the citations were freed from all information other than the full last 

name and the initials of the first name. Some names received special treatment, because of their 
special spelling. Popular last names like Smith, Schmitt or Andersen were controlled in relation to 
the first name. Institutions/organisations were coded in categories (NationalPolicy, EUPolicy, 
OECD, OtherTrans). Other organisations like national research institutes were quantitatively of no 
relevance. Tagxedo build the clouds based on the 50 most frequently names. Persons more often 
cited are written bigger than persons less often cited. The tag clouds were configured visually. The 
changed parameters of Tagxedo were: Emphasis: 60%, Tightness: 60%. Other parameters of the 
algorithm were not changed. The tag clouds can thus be reproduced, although Tagxedo allows 
images to be saved, but not the parameters.
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Fig. 9.4 ESREA conferences and the most cited authors. (Source: Own program analysis)

unbalanced dominance of English native speakers as academic reference points. But 
authors have to publish prominently in English like Bourdieu and Foucault in order 
to be cited frequently. While in 2004 and 2013 Bourdieu was cited more often, 
Foucault was dominant in 2007 and 2013. Giddens achieved a brief peak in 2004. 
Influences from non-European authors like Freire (especially in ESREA 2016, 
Mezirow or E. Taylor are partly also visible. Other world regions in Africa, Asia or 
South America are quantitatively ‘terra incognitas’ in the adult education research 
map of ESREA. Such results might encourage ESREA to reflect on its participation 
policy, particularly since other associations like ECER offer participants from low 
GDP countries reduced participation fees.
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Table 9.4 ESREA conferences and the methods applied in papers

1995 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013

Theoretical-philosophical 40% 30% 23% 2% 3% 12%
Literature review 16% 22% 10% 8% 5% 17%
Historical 0% 0% 1% 10% 6% 3%
Methodological 8% 0% 4% 8% 5% 2%
Technique or Practice 0% 4% 10% 21% 8% 6%
Qualitative-emperical 12% 26% 36% 29% 39% 31%
Quantitative-emperical 20% 7% 10% 13% 16% 16%
Triangulative 0% 4% 7% 8% 17% 12%
Experimental and quasi-experimental 4% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1%
Others 0% 7% 0% 0% 0% 2%

Source: Own program analysis

9.3.4  The Methods and the Fields of Research

Which methods and fields of research are used by adult education researchers? 
Based on the revised and updated typology of Long (1983)7,8 the following was 
identified (Table 9.4).

The methods and approaches used have changed considerably over time. At early 
ESREA conferences, it was popular to present theoretical-philosophical papers. 
They made up 40% in relation to all papers in 1995. In contrast, empirical papers are 
more popular nowadays. They are focused on qualitative research (39% in 2010). 
Quantitative papers and papers with triangulative approaches are frequently pre-
sented (16% and 12% respectively in 2013). Experimental and quasi-experimental 
papers are rather a peculiarity in adult education research, which constitutes a sharp 
contrast to other disciplines like psychology or economical sciences.

The category ‘Technique or practice’ includes papers which focus on educational 
procedures, projects or initiatives within the practical field (c. Long, 1983, p. 95). 
These papers are in a rigid sense not based on a clear separation between research 
and practice, but refer rather to the origin of adult education as a movement in which 
research is part of actions in practice. Such papers peaked in 2007, where the con-
nections and interrelations between adult education and community education or 
social work were of pivotal interest for many researchers. Again, the 2007 confer-
ence was in many respects different from all other ESREA triennials. Relatively 
popular are literature reviews (17% in 2013), while historical research papers and 
methodological papers were rarely presented.

Overall, one of the striking results is that the empirical focus of papers has 
increased. When adding up all empirical papers, their share of all papers increased 

7 Intensive definitions and discussions on this classification can be found in Long (1983).
8 It would be interesting to observe more closely what influence the ‘re-importing’ of Bourdieu and 
Foucault had after their success in North America
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Table 9.5 ESREA conferences and the subject of research in papers

1995 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013

System and policies 52% 48% 19% 21% 25% 32%
Learning of adults 12% 26% 40% 27% 34% 25%
Professional action 8% 0% 14% 19% 8% 19%
Knowledge and competences 20% 22% 14% 15% 9% 18%
Institutions and organizations 8% 4% 14% 19% 23% 7%

100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Own program analysis

from 36% to 60% between 1995 and 2013. In 2010, their share of 74% was two 
times higher than in 1995. The qualitative paradigm is twice more prominent than 
the quantitative paradigm in empirical research. This point will be discussed later. 
(c. Boeren 2017)

The learning of adults can be viewed from various perspectives. There is a tri-
angle between learner, teacher and content and the triangle can be contextualised by 
institutional and organizational environments, which are part of a wider context of 
systems (labour market, political systems, cultural atmospheres, etc.) and policies 
of state agencies and other interest groups or stakeholders. Arnold et al. (2000), (see 
also Ludwig and Baldauff-Bergmann 2010) refer to such a pentamerous classifica-
tion when structuring the research field /the national research field. The coding of 
each paper based on this classification enabled this overview (Table 9.5).

There is no trend observable suggesting that any field of research is clearly 
increasing or decreasing over time. The wider context of systems and policies has 
been very prominent in the past (see ESREA1995). After a sharp drop, it gained 
ground continuously after 2004. In contrast to this, educational institutions and 
organisations are not as prominent as learners as research objects. The content of 
learning (knowledge and competences) has never been an interest for the majority 
of papers. Overall, learners, systems and policies have frequently been the focus of 
papers. The conclusion could be that adult education research oscillates between the 
individual and the societal, while intermediating institutions and professions are 
less prominent.

When combining both analysis of methods and of subjects, the most frequent 
combination is a qualitative study on the learning of adults (14% of all papers). It 
means mostly doing interviews with learners (Antunes 2003, p. 72). The next fre-
quent forms (9%) are theoretical/philosophical papers on systems and policies. 
Literature reviews (7%) follow. Then qualitative studies on educational personal 
(6%) or on institutions/organizations (5%). The first quantitative combination can 
be found in 6th place with 5% and is focused on the learners.
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9.4  Discussion of Results

9.4.1  Places Matter Immediately But Briefly

The role of places as physical meeting points for academic discourses is not inten-
sively researched in adult education. An influence of the titles of the conferences on 
papers was not evidently visible despite intensive data mining. For example, the 
influence of six titles with ‘adult learning’ in the title and only two (recent) titles 
with ‘adult education’ did actually not lead to a dominance of ‘learning’ or ‘educa-
tion’ in the respective conferences. Perhaps the role of such terms is not as impor-
tant as one might assume (cf. Fejes and Nicoll 2013; Nicoll et al. 2014, pp. 34–41). 
There are a lot of analyses on the role of journals, but the sites of academic confer-
ences are rather black spots in bibliometrics. Even analysis of conferences (cf. Long 
1983; Chang 2013) do not analyse the role of the chosen locations for conferences. 
The analysis demonstrates that conference location seems to have a few long-lasting 
effects. Nonetheless, the immediate effects in terms of participation and representa-
tion are strong. Future research could focus on the role of places for the develop-
ment of academic discourses.

9.4.2  The Still Fragmented European Research Rhizome 
of ESREA

The analysis showed that the most active countries within ESREA triennials have so 
far been the UK, Sweden, Portugal, Germany, Belgium, Poland, Denmark, Finland, 
Ireland, Spain and Slovenia. Results are strongly influenced by the fact that almost 
all of these countries have hosted an ESREA conference. The hosting clearly results 
in increased participation. Many large countries like France or Italy are clearly 
underrepresented in the map so far. The whole area of South-East Europe is not very 
well represented in the map despite some interesting shifts towards the South and 
East (cf. Nicoll et al. 2014, p. 71).

Rubenson and Elfert (2014) have pointed out that different maps of adult educa-
tion research exist in Northern America, Europe and Asia. Even within Europe the 
map of research is relatively uneven or fragmented into national maps with loose 
connections to other national maps. European adult education research is reminis-
cent of a rhizome rather than a field. Parts of the rhizome are flourishing or dimin-
ishing over time. New connections and lines of flight are established over time. The 
North-South and West-East division is even within Europe an observable issue. 
Thus, it is challenging to speak of a European map of adult education research, 
since quantitatively many scholars come from rather few countries.

It still remains a challenge to involve more people from different areas in Europe 
and even outside of Europe. A situation where previously active countries in adult 
education research, like the Netherlands or the UK, ‘drop from the map’ has to be 
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prevented or even reversed in future. The Netherlands, which had such a rich tradi-
tion of adult education research (Hake 1992), are nowadays almost a blank spot for 
adult education research within ESREA conferences.

9.4.3  The International Actors and Policies Become More 
Influential in the Field

The share of citations which refer to international agencies and to policy documents 
have significantly increased over time. The peak so far was reached in 2010, where 
10% of all citations referred to policy documents or official papers. Adult education 
research is a field of research which is closely connected to policy developments on 
the national or supranational level. (Milana 2017) It was not an analytical issue here 
if the citations refer mainly to these documents in an affirmative or critical way. 
Within the variety of transnational agencies the European Union is the most promi-
nent actor, while (the) UNESCO has lost ground over time. This might raise the 
attention of ESREA as well as the UNESCO institute of lifelong learning. The role 
of the OECD is stable.

In other bibliometric analyses, the focus of the supranational/international level 
and the role of policies was no research objective. This is a shortcoming since this 
subfield of research is established by now and has become increasingly important. 
It would be interesting to observe what exactly the connection is between adult 
education research and these agencies? It might be the case that there is a field of 
adult education research constituted by ESREA and other actors, and there is a field 
of research on lifelong learning with other disciplines and actors. Do these subfields 
exist in parallel or partially overlap? Are some researchers active (as ‘chameleons’) 
in both fields? What are the influences of these transnational and policy-driven 
fields on the research of ESREA? Does ESREA perhaps constitute a sub field in 
opposition to other sub fields? Such questions seem worthy for detailed studies in 
future.

9.4.4  Citing Adult Education Researchers and Scholars 
Like Bourdieu and Foucault

The authors often cited are situated within the field. This is valid despite the popular 
remark that adult education research borrows theories and methods from other dis-
ciplines or that the whole field is an interdisciplinary by nature. The only conference 
for which this did not hold true was ESREA 1995, which might indicate a change 
or even an improvement over time. The most frequently cited names from the field 
of adult education are Alheit, Antikainen, Baert, A. Bron, Fejes, J. Field, Freire, 
Jarvis, Larsson, Mezirow, Rubenson, Salling Olesen or West. Many of these names 

B. Käpplinger



173

were also core figures in the development of ESREA. (cf. Nicoll et al. 2014, p. 60) 
Other names are less prominent than one might expect, e.g. psychologists or system 
theorists like Luhmann. But Bourdieu and Foucault (occasionally also Giddens and 
Lave and Wenger), were prominently cited scholars in many ESREA triennials. 
English is the lingua franca within ESREA, but this does not seem to result in hav-
ing the main line of thought coming predominantly from the Anglophone academic 
world. Challenging is the observation that except from Freire and Mezirow, almost 
all frequently cited scholars come from or origin in Europe. This underlines that 
ESREA is a European society. But it also tells something about the few connections 
of parts of the rhizome of adult education research between Europe and Northern 
America. Connections to other continents are quantitatively almost totally missing 
so far or are less visible. The globalization of knowledge does not lead to an equally 
balanced interconnectedness of all parts of the world, but rather to a visibility of 
some parts of the rhizome. Considering the high level of global challenges, ESREA 
might think about appropriate measures to encourage scholars from outside Europe 
and so-called “Anglo-Saxon countries” (see also Fejes and Nylander 2014) to take 
part in ESREA conferences.

Citation regimes are discussed in other papers. Some scholars refer to the role of 
some specific research institutions like St. Clair (2011). Long (1983) demonstrated 
that some American universities had been most cited in the AERC conferences until 
the 1990s. It seems worthwhile to observe the different lines of flight of adult educa-
tion research more closely in future. From a disciplinary perspective, it is encourag-
ing that adult education researchers nowadays cite authors from within the field 
most frequently.

9.4.5  Preferred Approach and Method of the Field: 
Interviewing Learners

Papers in triennials increasingly have an empirical focus. While theoretical/philo-
sophical papers were popular in the beginning, nowadays empirical papers make up 
a high share. The typical form is a qualitative research design like interviewing 
learners. Other approaches like experiments, which are popular in other social sci-
ences, are almost non-existent. Quantitative designs have a marginal position in 
relation to qualitative approaches. It might and should raise question, why this is the 
case. Existing research on the nature of adult education research has frequently 
pointed out that qualitative research dominates clearly over quantitative research. 
(Rubenson and Elfert 2014; Fejes and Nylander 2014; St. Clair 2011; Boeren 2017; 
Daley et  al. 2018). This observation was partly confirmed by the data presented 
here, although it is not as extreme within triennials as in the journals of adult educa-
tion. The share of quantitative papers at ESREA conferences was around 16% in 
recent years. This is not as low as might be expected if the person knows only the 
bibliometric analysis of journals.

9 Adult Education Research from Rhizome to Field? A Bibliometrical Analysis…



174

It is also worth looking more closely at the data. Especially Taylor’s paper (2001, 
p. 333) has also the challenging observation that when looking at the submissions of 
papers (and not only at the published papers) to a journal, the share of quantitative 
papers is very high. It is even higher than the submission volume for qualitative 
papers, but qualitative papers are accepted more often. Between 1989 and 1999, 265 
quantitative papers and 170 qualitative papers were submitted, but 42 (24.9%) of the 
qualitative papers and only 33 (12.5%) of the quantitative papers were accepted by 
editors and reviewers. Similar results/figures are likely for the ESREA journal 
RELA (e.g. when looking at CfPs). It might be the case that the quantitative papers 
are generally of lower quality or less adequate. But it is more likely that the editors 
and reviewers of the journals follow a publishing policy which is more in favor of 
qualitative than of quantitative approaches. Thus, other scholars’ analyses of only 
published papers and the conclusion that quantitative research is marginal in adult 
education research might partly be an artefact caused by powerful selection regimes. 
It is also not reasonable from my point of view that critical research, to which 
ESREA often refers to, can be done solely or predominantly in qualitative and not 
in quantitative ways.

Thus, the challenge is, which kind of mechanisms exist in the field of established 
adult education research, which might lead to an underrepresentation of quantitative 
research? Taylor’s analysis of all papers submitted to Adult Education Quarterly 
(Taylor 2001) and the analysis of ESREA conferences here indicate that some 
streams of adult education research receive more or less acceptance by the current 
leading scholars, reviewers and editors of main journals as gatekeepers to the ‘main 
field’. A lack of methodological openness and creativity for other methods like 
experiments, quasi-experiments, participant observations or video studies is even 
more challenging. Historical studies are also relatively rare. Is this justified by theo-
retical reasons, or is it a sign of a lack of methodological plurality beyond doing 
interviews? Which beneficial insights might other methods besides interviews gen-
erate like the ‘program analysis’ applied in this paper here? Other research (c. also 
Daley et  al. 2018) supports also the interpretation that more diversity and more 
discussion is needed in relation to the methods applied: ‘The interviewees give the 
impression that the research within ESREA has been methodologically on the nar-
row end of the spectrum with little explicit methodological discussion.’ (Nicoll 
et al. 2014, p. 71)

9.5  Concluding Remarks: Research in ESREA 
Between Field and Rhizome

The paper started with a discussion of the terms field and rhizome, which have been 
used in reflecting on adult education research. In general, the term field presupposes 
a constituted area, while the term rhizome is applied when looking for diversity and 
fluidity. ESREA and its research can be perceived as a field or as a rhizome when 
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looking at the results of this analysis. There is no clear labeling as a field or as a 
rhizome possible from my point of view. Some lines of flight became visible. Adult 
education research might be not ‘as pluralistic as assumed’ (Rubenson and Elfert 
2014, p.  31) since there are some established, unwritten methodological main-
streams and preferences clearly visible. Nonetheless, it has become clear that the 
development of ESREA and its triennial conferences are dynamic and diverse. The 
rhizome is flourishing. Simultaneously, some parts are decaying.

Using the metaphor and the concepts connected to rhizomes helps heuristically 
to search for the unknown, the less prominent over time. Key actors – people and 
organisations – within the field have become visible. There is no simple genealogy, 
but rather a magnitude of ups and downs. A number of developments were different 
than expected (e.g. the relatively low influence of scholars cited outside adult educa-
tion research).

There are of course methodological limitations connected to this analysis. The 
classification schemes can be debated. ESREA might engage in establishing and 
discussing international classifications schemes or handbooks for international or 
even comparative adult education research. Despite the high level of international-
ization nowadays, many shortfalls become visible and real comparative research in 
adult education research remains a challenge. The rhizome of ESREA might have 
to develop in order to support a better quality of research beyond national borders 
or transnationally. Encouraging multiple authors with bi- or even tri-national back-
grounds might be one way in order to encourage more comparative research.

The focus of this paper on quantitative analysis could be criticised as a loss of 
meaning since the process of coding involves qualitative judgements. Additional 
methodological critiques could be added. Nonetheless, I hope to have given some 
new insights in the histories and the developments of ESREA which might intensify 
the debate about the character of ESREA as a research association. (cf. Nicoll et al. 
2014) I could only present a glimpse of possible analysis of the data. Such an analy-
sis is of course also affected by the person who does it (cf. Garfield 2013). I am 
inviting readers to contact me if they would like to work with the data collected by 
me and perhaps to join into a bigger research group.
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Chapter 10
Revisiting the Debate on International 
Comparative Adult Education Research: 
Theoretical and Methodological Reflections

John Field, Klaus Künzel, and Michael Schemmann

10.1  Introduction

In 2016 and 1017 we celebrated the 200th anniversary of the beginnings of com-
parative education. Marc-Antoine Jullien, also known as Jullien de Paris, laid the 
foundation stone of comparative education as an academic discipline with the pub-
lication of a standardised questionnaire of 266 questions partly published in 1816 
and 1817  in the ‘Journal d’éducation’. Furthermore, the ideas of Marc-Antoine 
Jullien not only stimulated and influenced the development of international com-
parative education, but also had an impact on comparative adult education studies. 
In fact, Charters and Siddiqui consider the “introduction of the Jullien Plan to the 
Anglophone world through its publication” in 1917 to be the first key event in the 
development of comparative adult education studies (Charters and Siddiqui 1989, 
p. 20).

This double anniversary provides an opportunity to focus on and discuss the 
development, current state-of-the-art and future development of international com-
parative adult education. We take a historically-informed approach, though, not 
only because an anniversary provides opportunities for reflection on the past, but 
also to explore the ways in which we arrived at the present day situation of interna-
tional and comparative research in adult education. By taking a long view, we hope 
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to identify ways in which comparative research was shaped by circumstances and 
contexts which changed over time. We then use this historical perspective as a plat-
form for asking what comes next  – and indeed, putting the question of whether 
things have changed so significantly that the older and still dominant approaches to 
comparative adult education research are reaching the end of their usefulness.

When applying this historical perspective we at the same time propose a model 
of phases to explain the development of comparative adult education research. This 
model will also structure this paper. First, we address Jullien and his ideas as an 
apparent ancestor of international comparative adult education research, and con-
sider their potential as a basis for perspectives for analysis. We then consider the 
period after World War I, with the establishment of the ‘World Association for Adult 
Education (WAAE)’ and the ‘Workers Educational Association (WEA)’. We under-
stand this as the pre-foundation or bridging period of international comparative 
adult education research. We view the period after World War II, comprising 
UNESCO’s ‘World Conferences of Adult Education’ in 1949 and in 1960 as well as 
the publication of the ‘Exeter Papers’ as the key document of international com-
parative adult education, as the foundation era. The subsequent period, following 
the Exeter Papers, we understand as the phase of institutionalisation. Finally, we 
look at the growing number of international studies over the last 10–15 years, which 
we argue has made a limited contribution to comparative adult education; rather 
than seeing the recent period as a phase of expansion, we argue that it poses the 
question of what is understood as comprising international comparative adult edu-
cation research.

When analysing the different phases, we also focus on the same dimensions: 
theoretical viewpoints, epistemological interest, methods and methodology and 
selected findings. In his work Charters defines comparative adult education as 
follows:

(a) statements about theory, principles, methodology and other topics of comparative stud-
ies related to adult education, and (b) studies comparing a topic on adult education in two 
or more situations. A comparative adult education study needs to extend beyond description 
of adult education in two or more situations and/or a juxtaposition of adult education data. 
There must be analysis and comparison to identify similarities and dissimilarities. An intra-
national study is the comparison of a topic in two or more situations within one country and 
an international study is the comparison of a topic in two or more countries. (Charters 1988, 
cited in Charters and Siddiqui 1989)

As such, studies of international comparative adult education need both an inter-
national and comparative focus at the same time. In addition, following Egetenmeyer, 
we also subsume studies focussing questions of supra- and transnational character 
under the heading of international comparative adult education (Egetenmeyer 
2014a, p. 17).
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10.2  Jullien de Paris as an Ancestor of International 
Comparative Adult Education Research

The origins of comparative educational research are often traced back to the 
Enlightenment scholar Jullien de Paris. Yet it is hard to find comparative studies that 
cite him as a specific influence; rather, he is cited in rather general ways as a precur-
sor for the contemporary discipline. Nevertheless, Jullien’s work is sufficiently 
interesting, at least in respect of its design, to merit a closer look, though perhaps 
more as a point of entry into methodological debate than as a thinker who directly 
shaped the comparative study of adult education. In brief, his proposal of 1816 pro-
vides us with more than just an anniversary.

Born in 1775 into an educated middle class family, Marc-Antoine Jullien was 
brought up in an enlightened metropolitan milieu. An avowed supporter of 
Robespierre and secretary of the Jacobin comité d’instruction publique, he was for-
tunate to escape the Thermidorian Reaction with a mere prison sentence. The 
enforced leisure gave him the opportunity to read and develop his plans for public 
education, devoting himself almost entirely after 1801 to the task of developing a 
‘positive’ science of education, until he broke with Pestalozzi and in 1819 turned his 
attention to the natural sciences (Gautherin 1993).

This brief biographical sketch helps to establish the context in which Jullien 
produced his proposal for comparative education. The ‘Esquisse d’un ouvrage sur 
l’éducation comparée’, published in full in 1817, set out a plan for comparing edu-
cational institutions across Europe, with a view to using the findings to improve 
education in France. Following the model of the natural sciences, Jullien proposed 
that the science of education should identify the laws that govern the observed char-
acteristics of education. The method that he advocated was a ‘comparative table of 
the main educational establishments existing in Europe’, of the organisation of edu-
cation and teaching of the ‘course of studies as a whole’, and of ‘the methods used 
to form and instruct young people, the gradual improvements that have been 
attempted and the degree of success achieved’.

To achieve this, Jullien drafted a standardised table of 266 questions, categorised 
in turn according to the nature of the learners concerned and the institutions. He 
claimed that his work was inspired by developments in science:

Studies on comparative anatomy have advanced the science of anatomy. In the same way, 
studies on comparative education will furnish new means of perfecting the science of edu-
cation. (Jullien 1817, translation by the authors)

Thus, Jullien believed, education could be organised and delivered in ways which 
would overcome ignorance and ‘the degradation of minds and hearts’ which had 
together helped cause the upheavals in Europe.
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Whether Jullien’s grid was ever completed by anyone is unclear, and while it is 
tempting to suggest that he pushed comparative education in the direction of posi-
tivism, there is no real evidence that this is the case. His influence has been said to 
owe more to desires for a foundational legend than any real continuity of thought 
and approach (Gautherin 1993, p. 770). His approach may in some respects appear 
quite modern, largely because of his systematic approach to data collection and 
analysis, but also because of the procedure that he proposed, involving a small com-
mission to receive the responses. Moreover, his educational optimism, though based 
on an analogy with anatomical science, was unquestionably shared by the founders 
of modern comparative education. To take one example, where Jullien believed that 
‘research on comparative education will furnish new means for perfecting the sci-
ence of education’, a committee of the ‘International Council for Adult Education 
(ICAE)’ on the development of comparative adult education took it for granted that 
the aim of comparative study was to inform policy and practice (ICAE 1974, p. iv).

Although Jullien planned to include some areas of non-formal education in his 
study, he paid little attention to learning in adult life. His influence on comparative 
adult education was indirect, and came with the rediscovery of his work in the twen-
tieth century, above all with the publication of a translated version by the 
‘International Board of Education’ (Adick 2008, pp.  16–18). A report from the 
International Council of Adult Education cited Jullien with approval, qualified only 
by regret that no one had yet found “an Indian, or a Chinese, or a Persian who lived 
several centuries earlier” (ICAE 1974, pp. 4–5). In many ways, the ICAE report 
typified subsequent reception of Jullien’s work: while acknowledging his status as 
an ancestor of comparative adult education, it did not examine his contribution in 
any systematic manner (see also Keane 1985). Kidd drew briefly on Jullien’s work 
to support his call for universally accepted techniques of comparative adult educa-
tion research; but once again, we can see this more as an attempt to identify a suit-
able ancestor rather than as a critical engagement with Jullien’s ideas (Kidd 1970).

This brings us to the question of whether the type of method that Jullien pro-
posed has any continuing potential for the comparative study of adult education. His 
emphasis on the practical value of rigorous study anticipates the later concern with 
systematic comparison as a tool of governance. The clarity of his grid, with its sys-
tematic sets of questions and institutions, has an obvious appeal and might make 
some sort of sense with schools and universities, where there are at least similar 
sorts of institutions that are broadly shared across virtually all the inhabited world. 
But can the same be said of adult education, particularly since the ‘turn to learning’ 
that has steadily taken place since the 1970s? Richard Edwards argued some years 
ago that the shift towards lifelong learning was not simply linguistic, but was bound 
up with a process of change in which the bounded ‘field’ of adult education was 
giving way to a more open and diversified ‘moorland’ (Edwards 1997). The ques-
tion then is whether the meticulous methodological approach outlined by Jullien has 
any continuing relevance in Edwards’ moorland, characterised as it is by difference, 
variety, fragmentation and individualisation.

J. Field et al.



185

10.3  The Pre-foundation or ‘Bridging’ Period 1900–1930

Jullien’s ambition to direct the study of education towards the modern ideal of a 
positive science by grounding its analytical objectives on comparisons of empirical 
facts left traces in at least two areas of historical development: (1) the interest in and 
collection of cross-national/cultural data and expertise for the purpose of adminis-
trative usage and policy guidance, and (2) implicitly, the advancement of educa-
tional research and knowledge within a process of disciplinary institutionalisation 
and scientific diversification.

It is suggested here that adult education as a distinctive field of study should not 
be seen as a direct outcome of either of these developments but rather be linked to 
the growing awareness that education in its entirety was a major factor of reflecting 
as well as determining conceptions “as to the right ordering of national life”, as 
Michael Sadler, Director of ‘Special Inquiries and Reports’ (Board of Education 
1902a, p. X) once put it. Educational research in its varying forms and traditions 
eventually became part of a complex process of intellectual, social and institutional 
evolution which apart from its long-term internal effects made its data available for 
public governance and policy foundation. Looking at the period 1900–1930, then, it 
is clear that the instrumental value and legitimisation of comparative approaches 
was most obvious in educational areas closely linked to the political agendas of 
states and their administrative implementation.

There are no historiographic indications that this pragmatic agenda was sup-
ported let alone induced by an institutionalised type of educational science. In 
pointing out two seemingly opposite motives for comparative studies – preparing 
society for the onslaught of rising international competition and learning lessons 
from exactly these competing nations – Sadler’s ‘Special Reports on Educational 
Subjects’ from 1897 onwards can be partly regarded as a renaissance of Jullien’s 
conceptual blueprint without, of course, sharing its heuristic and methodological 
orientation in detail. What seemed to matter most in times when ubiquitous feelings 
of uncertainty, cultural unrest, and the rise of international conflicts pressed for 
strategies of political realignment was a committed attempt to define the aims of 
national education and to utilise systematic ‘cross-border’ studies to direct and rat-
ify the principles and course of educational improvements. It is hardly coincidental 
that a substantial part of Sadler’s work was directed towards the comparison of 
educational institutions and problems in the United States, England and Germany 
(Board of Education 1902a, b). Among those areas most closely watched were sec-
ondary education, curricular matters and the advancement of commercial and tech-
nical training. The odd reference made to adult education may indicate that this 
educational branch, in spite of some international tribute being paid to university 
extension and the need to serve mature students, was hardly regarded as being of 
‘systemic’ relevance and a tool capable of shaping things to come.

As indicated and with reference to the early twentieth century, the international 
progress made in establishing education as a recognised branch of science and 
higher learning was on the whole modest, to say the least. Although adult education 
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became a matter of intensive theoretical and programmatic deliberation after World 
War I, its ‘academic promotion’ within universities was mainly a matter of indi-
vidual commitment and paid little regard to international let alone comparative 
aspects of the field (Friedenthal-Haase 1991). As an object of academic enquiry and 
theoretical pursuit, German adult education after 1918 was deeply rooted in national 
introspection and firmly entwined with the notion of ‘Volksforschung’, i.e. the study 
of the conditions and needs of contemporary people and society (Hohenrodter Bund 
1927). Wilhelm Flitner, a prominent figure in the development of a new, post-war 
approach to the ‘problem of adult education’, told the ‘World Conference on Adult 
Education’ in 1929 that the educational credo of the time was based on a humane 
interpretation of democratic pluralism: “The intercourse of differently-minded men 
and women who must live in one and the same nation, is the chief means of adult 
education in a modern state” (Flitner in World Association for Adult Education 
(WAAE) 1930, p. 130). It can be argued that this very principle of peaceful coexis-
tence amidst diverging interests and socio-political conflicts formed a cornerstone 
of the proceedings of the World Conference. By expressing a collective devotion 
towards the ‘spirit of brotherhood’, the Conference endorsed the need to reframe the 
study and practice of adult education towards international cooperation and cosmo-
politan attitudes. However, neither did this programmatic initiative reflect academic 
ambitions of systematic enquiry nor did it reveal an explicit interest in the pursuit of 
comparative research.

To address this ambivalent situation – i.e. growing interest in the ‘other’ (nation, 
culture, tradition) without showing a corporate inclination to support this inquisitive 
habit with sustainable methodological effort – it might be worth taking a closer look 
at the objectives of the WAAE and its documented work: 93 ‘Quarterly Bulletins’ 
(up to 1946), a short-lived ‘International Journal of Adult Education’ and a volumi-
nous report on the World Conference on Adult Education in Cambridge 1929 which 
was preceded by an ‘International Handbook on Adult Education’ designed to 
inform conference members of basis structures and developments in various parts of 
the world (UNESCO 1949, p. 2). The WAAE’s aims were twofold:

 1. to assist the establishment (…) in all parts of the world, of movements and institutions for 
promoting adult education and to promote co-operation between them, (and)

 2. to co-operate for the purpose of adult education with other movements which have for their 
primary object the establishment of friendly relationships throughout the world. (UNESCO 
1949, p. 1)

Whereas these humane and rather unconditional terms bore the imprints of 
immediate post-war vigour and sentiment, the predominant spirit and intentions of 
most of the later ‘Bulletins’ and of the Conference Report can be described as being 
more specific and aware of the cultural and political complexities of education 
while still adhering to an idealistic program of good-will and mutual learning. 
Maybe no one could have expressed this cordial mood more adequately than the 
Bishop of Plymouth, J. H. B. Masterman (one of several clergymen), who reminded 
the conference (that)

the quest of material things inevitably tends (…) to competition that easily develops into 
contest. For of material things there is a limited supply, and what one man or nation gains 
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is (…) to be the loss of all the rest. But the things of the mind and the spirit obey a different 
law and are achieved not through competition but through co-operation. No nation has yet 
proposed a tariff on learning, and any nation that attempts to close its frontiers against ideas 
is essaying a hopeless task. So I see in the spread of adult education one of the greatest 
safeguards for international goodwill. A world at school would be a world at peace… 
(WAAE 1929, p. 52)

In his opening address however, Albert Mansbridge, founder of the Workers’ 
Educational Association and the WAAE, warned against any unrestrained ambition 
to limit the exercise of learning to a mere copying of foreign models:

As one nation contemplates the achievements of another, it must resist the temptation to 
imitate, but search out its own way, driving its mind, in the power of its spirit, deep into the 
area of the sources of its being, and then proceed through its own tradition, determined by 
its own environment, to the point of its own expression. (WAAE 1929, p. 26)

Analysing the proceedings of the conference with its mixture of cordiality, ideal-
istic posture and discursive commitment to explore the principles and limits of 
international exchange and ‘learning’, one feels tempted to critically review some 
characteristic features and findings of the WAAE (including selected ‘Bulletins’) 
and to explore, in no more than a sketchy manner, its position in the genesis of com-
parative research in adult education. To assume, however, that there is sufficient 
historical evidence to support the construct of a definite ‘role’ in this development, 
would be most problematic as the WAAE has so far not inspired researchers to study 
its work and contribution in any great detail.

We therefore find it both plausible and adequate to speak of the period from 1900 
to 1930 as having a ‘bridging’ function, i.e. overarching single episodes of intensi-
fied effort to explore the scientific and pragmatic potential of international studies in 
education. Sadler’s work from 1896 onwards was such an ‘episode’, but its bridging 
effect reaches definitely beyond a mere chronological order of exploratory endeav-
ours. Taking up Schriewer’s functional formula of ‘Überbrückung’, comparative 
research provides a link between the description of complex, heterogeneous educa-
tional phenomena (institutions, teaching practice, norms and goals etc.) on the one 
hand and the inductive abstraction of regularities, guiding principles and interde-
pendencies on the other (Schriewer 2013, p.  21). Although Sadler’s approach to 
designing and interpreting educational surveys – of systems, institutions or ques-
tions like ‘Unrest in Secondary Education in Germany and elsewhere’ (Board of 
Education 1902a) – was neither positivistic nor did it attempt to formulate general 
principles of comparative methodology, it marked a significant contribution to an 
ideographic engagement with cultural determinants of education and intangible 
concepts like ‘national character’ and ‘tradition’. In adopting a qualified idealistic 
standpoint, Sadler not only influenced some of comparative education’s classic 
authors like Kandel, Hans and Schneider, but also carried his convictions and argu-
ments into the field of adult education where they fell on fertile ground, most visibly 
in the WAAE Conference of 1929, where Sadler was invited to give a key address 
but was prohibited by poor health.

By stressing the complex nature of national education as a ‘living thing’ sub-
jected to historical and philosophical forces and reflecting ‘forgotten struggles and 
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difficulties’ (Lauwerys 1971, p. 34), Sadler deserves some credit for turning our 
attention not only to the need for grounding comparative studies in education on 
interdisciplinary grounds and interpretative modes of research. Furthermore, at this 
early stage of disciplinary development, he can rightly claim to have drawn our 
attention to the concept of cultural diversity and the restrictions it imposes on any 
attempt to disregard the singularity or individuality of national sets of traditions, 
values and aspirations. Whilst this cautious attitude may limit the feasibility of theo-
retical abstractions, it does not disqualify resolute messages like Sadler’s verdict on 
Germany’s insistence on avoiding specialisation ‘too early in life’. In this point of 
“fundamental importance Germany is teaching the world lessons which cannot be 
too often repeated” (Board of Education 1902a, p. 525).

What ‘features and findings’ of the WAAE should be mentioned in this brief 
review of its work? Do they resemble or, perhaps, anticipate some of the conceptual 
characteristics of later ‘episodes’ of comparative interest and commitment in adult 
education? First, let us look at the spectrum of documented work up to 1931. It 
contained material of different nature and functional purpose:

• Internal communication and accountability: Annual reports of the WAAE to its 
private members and affiliated institutions; information on adult education ‘the 
world over’;

• Country portraits: Between 1919 and 1931 some 23 national profiles were pub-
lished, covering most western European countries, Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
Russia, and the larger states overseas: China, Japan, India, Australia and the 
United States. Typically, these surveys were compiled by national experts from 
‘within’ their own system. They contained statistical data as well as descriptive 
overviews and theoretical expositions of the aims and dynamics of what was 
frequently called ‘movements’ of or inside adult education. Perhaps it is worth 
noting that after 1930 the WAAE occasionally used the term ‘further education’ 
as an inclusive category of post-compulsory learning (other than higher 
education);

• Cross-national reflections on specific subjects and‚ problems’ of adult education: 
This type of document was invariably the outcome of international meetings, 
particularly the World Conference on Adult Education, and aimed at deliberating 
widely shared contemporary views such as those on ‘Adult Education and the 
Industrial Worker’, ‘Methods of Extensive and Intensive Adult Education’, ‘The 
Place of Radio in Adult Education’ or ‘The Relation of Humanistic to Technical 
Instruction;

• Reports and ‘itinerant’ communiqués: If the object of the enquiry was more spe-
cific and geared towards a problem or element of topical interest, the WAAE 
would at times send ‘Travelling Tutors’ abroad to accumulate descriptive figures, 
personal impressions and judgements coloured, of course, by the experience and 
cultural convictions of the observer. A most revealing example of this type of 
‘para-comparative’ effort is Virginia Coit’s report on ‘Some Recent Developments 
in German Adult Education’, published in 1932 and – apart from its paradig-
matic value – one of the few contemporary insights into the  teaching−/learning 
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reality of contemporary adult education institutions. This report is interesting 
from yet another angle: referring to the personal encounters she had in these 
institutions and the apparent tendency of their leading personnel “(to be driven) 
to champion his work before the public, to point out its significance, to elucidate 
his methods and aims and defend his work from every possible attack (…) strikes 
a visitor from England alternately as astonishingly stimulating and slightly ridic-
ulous”. And, closing her preliminary remarks, she confirms the impression one 
cannot fail to develop, i.e. that comparing foreign motives and habits of thought 
and behaviour presents an opportunity to express judgments far beyond the 
immediate ‘comparative’ terms of reference: “This hyperconsciousness (…) 
cannot be ignored; it pervades all German activity, giving it a peculiar tang” 
(Coit 1932, p. 5).

It might be appropriate to end this section with a brief reference to comparative 
methodology. As for adult education and the period in question, the development 
and application of rules and criteria guiding scientific discovery and discursive pat-
terns of thought failed to be recognised as a collective aim of engagement. However, 
the evidence drawn from the WAAE documents suggests that in the course of this 
‘bridging’ period a number of motives and conceptual ideas came to light which not 
only characterise the spirit and educational aspirations of a certain point in time but 
allows us to extract, as it were, heuristic agents that might be useful for method-
ological advancement in comparative research.

So, are there lessons to be learnt from the (unfinished) study of the WAAE and 
Michael Sadler’s comparative explorations? Our focus here is on the motives which 
brought adult education to look across national borders and explore common 
grounds for furthering its pragmatic and, above all, spiritual and ethical cause. Such 
intentions were hardly steered by academic ambition. In reaction to the social and 
mental conditions of the early twentieth century, especially the effects of war, and 
in the firm if at times naive belief in the ‘reconstructive’ and reconciliatory power of 
‘Volksbildung’, adult educationists saw in their international exchanges a humane 
task, not a project of scientific venture. Reflections on methodological aspects were 
scarce, and if authors did refer to the ‘technical’ dimension of their ‘comparative’ 
narratives, the use of categories such as ‘similarities’ and ‘contrasts’ was most com-
mon. Typically, they would be employed in cross-national treatments of specific 
topics rather than in country portraits. Now and then questions would be raised as to 
the causes of national differences or the historical conditions under which they 
made their socio-cultural or political influence felt.

In all, the period 1900–1930 witnessed fundamental changes within the social 
and mental fabric of adult education. More than perhaps in any other branch of 
education the impacts of war, political conflicts and the omnipresent effects of cul-
tural uncertainties had far-reaching consequences. While its official role and impor-
tance as part of the educational system remained modest, its rising 
communicative – and ideological – potential could not be overlooked. Stretching its 
aspirations and appeal beyond national frontiers, the mental dynamics of adult edu-
cation seemed to be a timely and, hopefully, a potent instrument of international 
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recovery and  cooperation. Under the auspices of such ideals, the genesis of an edu-
cational discipline resting on concerted actions of research and discursive cultures 
was not an option of immediate concern. On the other hand, it supported the discov-
ery and establishment of comparative modes of thought in the years to come.

10.4  The Foundation Period After World War II

The foundation period of international and comparative adult education research 
lasts from the end of World War II to the publication of the Exeter Papers in 1968. 
Next to the Exeter Conference, which was held in 1966 in Exeter, New Hampshire, 
the World Conferences on Adult Education in 1949  in Elsinore and in 1960  in 
Montreal under the auspices of UNESCO can be considered as key events of this 
period.

The first World Conference on Adult Education in 1949 brought together 106 
delegates from 27 different countries (de Maeyer 1997, p. 10). The documentation 
of the conference was rather incomplete, next to a working paper, a report of resolu-
tions was prepared (Kidd 1970, p. 5). The main work of the 1949 conference was 
undertaken in four commissions. The first worked on the content of adult education 
and focussed mainly on the understanding and function of adult education:

The function of adult education is to bring to individuals essential knowledge which will 
enable them to carry out their economic, social and political roles and, above all, which will 
allow them to participate in the life of their community and to achieve a more complete and 
harmonious way of living. (de Maeyer 1997, p. 12)

The second commission focussed on institutions and organisational problems. It 
was made clear that the state had to play a significant role, but also the cooperation 
with private institutions was recommended. A third commission, focussing on 
methods and techniques, emphasised that both depended on content, but were nec-
essary to support learning for adults. The fourth concentrated on permanent coop-
eration and outlined the role that adult education as a movement could play to 
ensure international understanding and peace. To achieve this, the commission 
developed four principles:

Adult education should try and develop a spirit of tolerance, it should work towards recon-
ciling east and west, it should bring the people closer together and not just governments, it 
should recognize the need to improve the living conditions of the masses and to create situ-
ations of peace and understanding. (de Maeyer 1997, p. 14)

All in all it becomes clear that the adult education movement was seen in the 
context of the experiences of World War II as a means of contributing to a peaceful 
international community.

Similarly, the second World Conference on Adult Education in Montreal in 1960 
was very much preoccupied with world peace and international understanding since 
it took place during the Cold War. However, next to representatives of the East and 
the West a third group of countries became apparent. As one participant put it: “At 
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Montreal we were able to get an impression of the influence that the Third World 
would soon exert” (de Maeyer 1997, 34). Even though the documentation of the 
conference was again rather fragmentary, a report of recommendations was pub-
lished (Kidd 1970, p. 5). What is more, also national reports were prepared which 
reflect the variety of interests connected with adult education, ranging from educa-
tion in civics to the education of women. These reports can be seen as the basis for 
first efforts in international comparisons. However, it was stressed at the conference 
that a more effective research in adult education and a more effective approach to 
the comparison of adult education in different national settings needed to be devel-
oped. In sum, “…the Montreal Conference had taken the first step towards a renewal 
of the functionality of adult education” (de Maeyer 1997, p. 34).

As was called for during both World Conferences, the ‘International Congress of 
University Adult Education’ (founded after the Montreal Conference) arranged the 
first ‘International Conference on Comparative Adult Education’ in 1966. In the 
following, a report of this Conference was published by Liveright and Haygood 
under the title ‘The Exeter Papers’ (Liveright and Haygood 1968). The Exeter 
Papers are generally considered to be the foundation document of comparative adult 
education.

The call for papers identified the purposes of the conference. As such, a concep-
tual framework for comparisons in adult education was to be developed as well as 
special areas for study. The call also proposed that the conference would make sug-
gestions for national and international agencies and bodies to provide support and 
assistance in research (Liveright and Haygood 1968, 2). The conceptual framework 
was developed and tested in the course of the conference. Both the proceedings and 
the final modified approach are outlined in chapter one of the Exeter Papers. As such 
the following approach to a comparative study of adult education is suggested:

 1. Overview: Cultural and National Background.
Including relevant material about: history, geography, economy, demography, politics, reli-
gion, and international relations (presented in narrative form).

 2. The Total Educational Enterprise.

 a. Purpose, philosophy, and goals of education
 b. Requirements and limitations of elementary education
 c. The different levels of education
 d. Economic data about education
 e. Education required for different occupations
 f. The overall education system (charts and diagrams)
 g. Major problems confronting the educational enterprise

 3. The Field of Adult Education and the Institutions Involved.

 a. Official role and attitudes of various institutions concerned (series of continua about govern-
ment, universities, schools).

 b. Philosophy and goals for adult education (the kind of objectives to be implemented)
 c. Scope and nature of adult education (kinds of programs, sponsorship, participation, and leader-

ship of programs in the five categories of adult education).
 d. Professionalization and organization of the field (professional training, professional organiza-

tions and associations, and nature and locus of research).
 e. Evolving and developing patterns (major successes and problems; important recent develop-

ments and trend; projections for the future.
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 4. Annotated Bibliography.

 a. History, demography, economy, etc.
 b. Total educational scene
 c. Adult education in the particular country
 d. Adult Education in other countries
 e. Regular journals, magazines, newsletters about adult education. (Liveright and Haygood 1968, 

p. 13).

The approach proposed to analyse adult education strictly in its cultural and 
national context as well as in the context of the whole educational system. As 
regards adult education itself, the organisations, philosophy and goals, programmes 
and participation, professionalisation and future challenges are addressed. Thus, the 
comparative approach presented in the Exeter Papers picks up the tradition of coun-
try portraits started in the bridging period and continued at the World Conference in 
1960 by so-called country reports. But whereas both the bridging period as well as 
the World Conferences after World War II were preoccupied with issues of world 
peace, international understanding and the adult education movement, the Exeter 
Papers focus on the cross-cultural comparison in order to

…undertake needed research, to suggest important hypotheses about the development, use-
fulness, and administration of adult education, and also to increase the effectiveness of 
plans and programs of action to be developed in different countries. (Liveright and Haygood 
1968, p. 11)

This rationale for comparing certainly echoes Jullien’s ideas, as does the approach 
to classification and categorisation.

10.5  The Phase of Institutionalisation

The phase following the publication of the Exeter Papers can be classified as the 
institutionalisation phase of international comparative adult education research. The 
phase is paralleled by a general trend of institutionalisation in adult education 
research in so far as several chairs for adult education research were established 
from the early 1970s. Especially in Germany the newly appointed chairs also 
focussed on comparative research questions, e.g. Klaus Künzel on Great Britain, 
Joachim Knoll and Klaus Künzel on Canada, Franz Pöggeler, Johannes Weinberg 
and Martha Friedenthal-Haase on Israel (Knoll 1996, p. 223).

The institutionalisation phase can also be characterised by the establishment of 
expert societies for international comparative adult education research. First of all, 
the ‘International Congress of University Adult Education (ICUAE)’ needs to be 
pointed out here. Founded already in 1960, it was constituted as a worldwide net-
work of university professors of adult education and it played an important role in 
carrying out the first ‘International Conference on Comparative Adult Education’ in 
1966. In addition, the Congress also published a journal titled ‘International Journal 
of University Adult Education’. Knoll sees the conferences of the Congress in 
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1970 in Montreal and in 1975 in Ghana as the most remarkable contributions of the 
society to international adult and comparative adult education (Knoll 1996, p. 232).

Second, the ‘International Society for Comparative Adult Education (ISCAE)’ 
has to be mentioned. ISCAE describes itself as a network of about 200 researchers 
in 35 countries. Previously operating under the name ‘Committee for the Study and 
Research in Comparative Adult Education (CSRCAE)’, ISCAE was founded in 
1992 at a Conference of the ‘American Association of Adult and Continuing 
Education (AAACE)’. The society gave itself a statute only in 2013 (www.iscae.
org). So far the society has held five conferences, the results were published in two 
volumes (Reischmann et al. 1999; Reischmann and Bron 2008).

Third, the ‘European Society for Research on the Education of Adults (ESREA)’, 
established in 1991, developed into a network of European researchers, who meet in 
12 networks as well as in a triennial conference of the whole society (www.esrea.
org). Further, ESREA also publishes a peer reviewed open access journal titled 
‘European Journal for Research on Education and Learning of Adults (RELA)’. 
While international and comparative research is far from the raison d’etre of ESREA 
and its activities, it has nonetheless provided a framework for fostering international 
and comparative perspectives.

Next to these structural and formal developments, the phase is characterised by 
the multitude of studies carried out and presented. Both the evidence as well as the 
methodological developments in this phase are remarkable. It is not our intention to 
systematically explore the development and state-of-the art of research. This has 
been done in other publications in a comprehensive manner (Zeuner 2009; 
Egetenmeyer 2014a, b). However, we want to highlight three comparative studies 
which tend to be marginalised in overview articles. We refer to them since they also 
shed a light on the research carried out during this phase and thus characterise the 
phase of institutionalisation of international and comparative adult education 
research in a more detailed way.

First, the so-called ‘ECLE’ materials are to be focussed. The ‘European Centre 
for Leisure and Education’ in Prague published as of 1978 23 country reports as 
well as about 100 other items, though not solely in a comparative way. The country 
reports are descriptive and to be understood as a juxtaposition. What becomes clear 
at this point is that research during this phase is not per se limited by the Cold War 
but is focussed by the research interest of comparison.

Secondly, the so-called ‘Euro-Delphi’ is to be referred to. In the early 1990s 18 
researchers from 13 countries carried out a ‘Delphi-type comparative study’. The 
idea of a prognostic Delphi-type study is to explore future orientations and topics in 
adult education. According to Leirman the goal of the projects was as follows:

In terms of contents, our approach was to move from the question ‘What are, according to 
you, the major problems and challenges confronting adult persons in the society of the 
1990s?’ to ensuing questions about goals, educational offerings and general and specific 
policies of the authorities and of the major organizations, now and in the future. (Leirman 
1996, p. 126)
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This study offers an example of the way in which during this phase researchers 
developed methodologically innovative and complex designs for the comparative 
research of adult education.

Third, the studies presented during the phase of institutionalisation also cover all 
levels of the multi-level system of adult education. As such, we find studies on the 
level of society or system, there are studies on the organisational level as well as on 
the individual level and here in particular focussing on the adult educators. Field 
et al. (2000) presented a study which analysed the “…perceptions, aspirations and 
competencies of adult education professionals in respect of the ongoing process of 
Europeanisation” (Field et al. 2000, p. 64). The authors compared adult education 
professionals in Poland, Britain and Sweden. Amongst other evidence the study 
found that even though adult education professionals were in favour of the European 
dimension, they felt that their potential to contribute was limited (Field et al. 2000, 
p. 79). What is more, the study found that Swedish adult educators saw themselves 
as more skilled in European languages and thus were more likely to report that they 
read professionally relevant materials in other European languages (Field et  al. 
2000, p. 81).

Of course, the bridging period did not come to a sudden end; certain features of 
this period continued to shape the institutionalised forms of comparative adult edu-
cation. Robert Peers, professor of adult education at the University of Nottingham 
and well known as Britain’s first holder of a chair in the subject, produced a book on 
comparative adult education in 1958. However, as a contemporary reviewer put it, 
the book fell into two “uneasily related” parts: a historical analysis of liberal adult 
education in Britain on the one hand, and on the other “a rather hasty comparison 
and analysis of the adult education patterns in other modern states” (Powell 1959, 
p. 36). Equally, the period of institutionalisation did not vanish after 1990s, though 
it is noticeable that some developments came to a full stop; the ICUAE, for exam-
ple, appears to have gone into abeyance in the early 1990s. However, the institution-
alised forms of cooperation and publication for European comparative and 
international research seem to be well-established, and are likely to prove enduring 
features of the scholarly landscape.

10.6  Comparison as an Instrument of Governance

The context for adult education research changed significantly during the 1990s. As 
well as the discursive and substantive shift represented by the concept of lifelong 
learning, it is also striking that this was a period when international governmental 
bodies came to the fore (Field 2006; Schemmann 2007). Very briefly, the origins of 
this process seem to have been largely European, and can be situated in the period 
between the completion of the single internal market in 1992 and the ‘European Year 
of Lifelong Learning’ in 1996. The general adoption of lifelong learning, which now 
replaced the term ‘lifelong education’ in global policy discourse, also involved a 
turn towards the learner and his or her competences as the centre of attention.
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Although many adult education researchers were rather critical of this turn, while 
others pursued it in ways that had limited potential for cross-national comparison 
(as in the more ethnographic variants of life narrative research), it was bound to 
have consequences for what is, after all, an applied discipline. It produced a new 
burst of institutionalisation; the European Society for Research in the Education of 
Adults, founded as a rather small organisation in 1991, grew rapidly in size from the 
mid-1990s, initially in northern Europe; its publications profile also developed, 
including a number of attempts to start a journal, which finally succeeded in 2010 
(Nicoll et al. 2014). Studies of the EU’s policies for lifelong learning have prolifer-
ated (e.g. Ioannidou 2007; Milana and Holford 2014), as have studies of adult learn-
ing in the member states of the EU (e.g. Holford et al. 2008; Saar et al. 2014). The 
EU’s own agencies, notably CEDEFOP, regularly publish comparative studies of 
specific policies or practices. Adult education research has been stimulated by 
European sources of funding, most of which required cross-national partnerships. 
And while adult education has always been a marginal element within the European 
Commission’s research programmes, researchers have found it possible to under-
take studies in the context of other European funding streams, particularly the vari-
ous programmes for educational partnerships.

Yet, if we see the continuing development of institutionalisation at the European 
level, the shift towards the learner had a decisive impact on the way in which policy 
bodies started to collect and publish their own data on adult learning. The effects 
have been particularly pronounced in the field of comparative adult education, 
where two of the international government bodies in particular  – the European 
Commission (EC) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD)  – designed comparative instruments for measuring adult 
learning that, while clearly subordinate to the collection of information about initial 
schooling, could then be used to help drive policy.

There is a basic distinction between the two main types of survey undertaken by 
the OECD and the EC. The EC surveys include the quinquennial ‘European Adult 
Education Survey (AES)’, which it uses to help inform progress towards its 2020 
goals for education and training (Rosenbladt 2010). For benchmarking purposes, 
the Commission treats the core indicator for international comparison as the propor-
tion of the adult population (25–64) who participate in education. The EC also 
undertakes the ‘Continuing Vocational Training Survey’, also carried out on a five- 
yearly basis, which particularly focusses on participation in training in enterprises.

The OECD surveys, on the other hand, collect data on participation in learning 
and also seek to measure adults’ levels of competency. The design of the initial 
‘International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS)’, conducted in 1994, represented the 
first attempt to assess literacy skills across entire national populations in ways that 
were comparable across cultures and languages; it was underpinned partly by a 
behavioural model of proficiency that defined skills in terms of their functionality in 
context (Boudard and Jones 2003) and partly by a critique of the limitations of 
human capital theories (Desjardins 2003). This marked a significant break from 
earlier OECD measurements based on human capital economics, which measured 
years of schooling and assessed levels of qualifications gained in order to provide 
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comparative data. In designing and undertaking IALS and its successor surveys, 
including the ‘Programme of International Assessment of Adult Competences 
(PIAAC)’, OECD was seeking to move beyond these somewhat rough proxy mea-
sures, which it no longer viewed as sufficient in the context of lifelong learning and 
the knowledge economy, towards direct measures of a bundle of competences 
(OECD 2013b; Schleicher 2008).

A number of writers argue that the production of comparative data for bench-
marking purposes corresponds to new models of public governance, where the state 
is less concerned than previously with directly managing and delivering provision 
of public services, and more concerned with securing provision from a variety of 
actors, and seeking to steer it through the use of data on performance (Grek 2009; 
Meyer and Benavot 2013; Morgan and Volante 2016). This is particularly important 
in the European Union, where responsibility for education policy lies with the mem-
ber states, and common policy goals are therefore pursued through the ‘open method 
of co-ordination’ (Ioannidou 2007). In this view, international government agen-
cies, and the OECD and European Commission in particular, have exploited this 
development by collecting and publishing international data, giving them a ‘grow-
ing cognitive and normative governance role in the global governance of education’ 
(Morgan and Volante 2016, p. 1). As an OECD author expressed it,

The growing focus on educational outcomes has resulted in both an explosion of evidence 
of different kinds and a policy thirst for the results of educational research. There is mount-
ing preoccupation with what happens as a result of educational investments and participa-
tion, rather than the primary focus being on these inputs. (OECD 2013a, p. 117)

Explicitly, then, both the OECD and EC approaches to comparative data are 
intended to inform policy. This in itself does not necessarily reduce their scientific 
value; moreover the application of comparative adult education research to policy is 
hardly new. In 1975, the ‘International Council for Adult Education’ began a discus-
sion paper on the subject with the bold claim that.

The development of Comparative Studies in Adult Education will contribute significantly:

• to international development and the advancement of education in the developing 
countries;

• to a constructive transformation of the learning system in most countries;
• to improved understanding of themselves and their own culture, as well as of ‘for-

eign’ cultures, by millions of individual learners. (ICAE 1974, p. 4)

We can, of course, understand such a statement as partly – or perhaps princi-
pally – motivated by a search for legitimation, as well as being an element of the 
institutionalisation process described above. However, although it shared a policy 
justification with the surveys undertaken by the OECD and EC, the approach and 
focus of these earlier studies was very different, and the new policy instruments for 
data collection and analysis showed a number of new and distinctive features.

First, the new large scale surveys are produced by the staff of international gov-
ernment bodies, who also undertake the design process (involving researchers both 
as managers and as consultants). Second, their focus is on learners rather than sys-
tems; while they can be and are used to pass judgements on adult education systems, 

J. Field et al.



197

they do so on the basis of information about learners. Third, they involve the mea-
surement and analysis of participation and outcomes rather than inputs. Fourth, they 
cover only those who are of the normal working ages, and exclude adults who are 
above and below those limits (usually 20–65). Fifth, although methodological and 
theoretical considerations are certainly involved in their design, these do not feature 
in the published accounts, where they are either latent or are reduced to technical 
issues. Finally, and most obviously, these studies are primarily quantitative, and 
lend themselves to ‘league table’ types of comparison that inevitably garner public 
attention and help to stimulate a wider debate about what factors promote or hinder 
high achievement. It is also noteworthy that they only address a limited number of 
countries, are characterised by a lack of methodological innovation, and in disci-
plinary terms they draw on psychology (both cognitive and behavioural) rather than 
adult education, though that is hardly new.

The collection and publication of information about adult learning as part of a 
wider process of using data for governance raises the question of whether such stud-
ies as PIAAC or the AES actually comprise comparative adult education research at 
all. Certainly they represent a very different focus and approach from the type of 
comparative adult education that developed during the period of institutionalisation, 
and which exerted influence through university teaching programmes and interna-
tional conferences. Further, their explicit focus on policy means that the published 
reports lack any explicit conceptual or methodological discussion, and rarely place 
the concerns of adult education scholars at their core. The focus on outcomes and 
participation produces an imbalance, where adult education systems of provision 
are evaluated only in terms of a narrow and partial definition of their results. 
However, simply to reject the OECD and EC studies as irrelevant to comparative 
adult education would be excessive, partly because the underpinning conceptualisa-
tion and method are more interesting than may appear from the published reports; 
and partly because they set out to collect information that can be of value in a com-
parative perspective. Viewed from this perspective,

The challenge for international comparative research in adult and continuing education is to 
configure itself in a disciplinary manner – that is, to use the resulting research options to 
critically accompany developments but also to identify comparable, substantial research 
objects for adult and continuing education (e.g. through a secondary analysis of existing 
data). (Egetenmeyer 2014b, p. 162)

Adopting such a secondary position may be somewhat unpalatable for adult edu-
cation researchers. However, the role of the isolated individual researcher is ques-
tionable in the current context. The widespread internationalisation of research 
creates challenges of scale, while the shift towards a focus on learning across all 
areas of the life course creates enormous complexity. In these circumstances, empir-
ical comparative research is shifting towards large teams of investigators with a 
range of methodological competences.
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10.7  Discussion

We have undertaken a chronological analysis of development and change in the 
field of comparative adult education. As well as examining change over time, we 
have drawn out a number of significant features for different periods that we view 
as critical in the development of comparative approaches. Starting with Jullien’s 
early nineteenth century blueprint, which set out a basic framework and purpose for 
undertaking comparative educational research, we have traced comparative educa-
tion from its origins in international encounters between adult educators who also 
happened to be scholars as well as practitioners, through the bridging period 
between encounters and academic research, and into the phase of institutionalisa-
tion, which is now having to face up to the challenge of the major surveys that are 
designed as instruments of policy. This exercise brings about the question, if the 
chapter of comparative adult education research is closing?

There are several reasons for posing the question in this provocative way. The 
main unit of analysis in comparative research has been populations that gather under 
a particular political territory, whether the nation or a sub-national area. The value 
of these units is now open to question, with the diminishing importance of the nation 
state as a category of analytical differentiation as compared with the growing sig-
nificance of supra-national agents (from intergovernmental organisations through 
cultural institutions to corporations). Ulrich Beck’s critique of ‘methodological 
nationalism’ does not assume that national regimes have lost all relevance; but 
rather that in ‘second modernity’ they are diminishing in significance in the face of 
supra-national forces (corporations, climate change, terrorism) (Beck 1997). Yet 
traditionally comparative adult education research has been founded on the nation 
state as its main unit of analysis.

In addition, the turn to the learner in the policy domain has been accompanied in 
our field by the widespread adoption of in-depth studies of learner identities, often 
drawing on individual life narratives as the main source of evidence. The keywords 
in such research are then individual experience, subjectivity, and difference. The 
dominance of qualitative approaches focussed on individual learners, and emphasis-
ing the variety of ways in which people make use of learning in their lives, does not 
lend itself to meaningful comparison between entire populations. Also, in a number 
of countries the curriculum in the education of adult education professionals has 
shifted towards a competency base, limiting the scope for the study of comparative 
adult education.

These developments in turn are connected with the pronounced tendency for 
adult learning to become deinstitutionalised and distributed, with a marked trend 
towards the devolution of responsibility for re- and up-skilling, whether towards 
enterprises or individuals. In a number of publications, Peter Jarvis warned that the 
pronounced policy focus on lifelong learning carried a significant risk that adult 
education would become institutionalised and incorporated as a result of its per-
ceived policy significance (Jarvis 2002). In fact, in many countries, precisely the 
opposite has happened, with considerable fragmentation and diversification of 
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 provision. The traditional focus on systems (usually understood as national sys-
tems) has as a result been undermined.

We therefore feel fully justified in posing our question: has the chapter of com-
parative adult education now closed? And on the surface, we might conclude that 
the answer to our question is ‘yes’ – that the classical project of comparing national 
adult education systems has collapsed under the pressure of so many changes in the 
external context, in the field of practice, in the community of researchers. And our 
view is certainly that we are unlikely to be able to return to some sort of ‘golden 
age’ of comparative adult education (if, indeed, such a golden age ever existed). We 
cannot deny that the nation state has frayed and offers a less robust unit of compari-
son, for example, and we need to respond to that. We therefore offer our theses as a 
contribution to debate about the future purpose, nature and organisation of com-
parative adult education.

• The shift from the ‘field’ of adult education to the ‘moorland’ of lifelong learn-
ing is clearly an obstacle to the tidy categorical approach proposed initially by 
Marc-Antoine Jullien and subsequently developed by others.

• It appears that crises have often provided a major stimulus for comparative adult 
education (CAE), from the reaction to war in the 1920s and 1940s to the crisis of 
western competitiveness in the 1990s and 2000s. In the current context, there are 
already proposals for comparative studies of adult learning and refugee 
integration.

• Those who are promoting CAE have also changed, from social movements and 
adult education movements in the early years through university departments in 
the period of institutionalisation to international government bodies in the 
present.

• Research in CAE has undergone a transition in purpose, from being a means of 
supporting the establishment of the field of study towards a secondary role in the 
process of governance.

• The hopes invested in CAE and lifelong learning have not led to stronger institu-
tionalisation but rather the reverse, and this poses a challenge to older forms of 
comparison.

• The erosion of the nation state as a tight ‘container’ requires us to rethink the 
units of comparison, possibly moving towards the adoption of a number of dif-
ferent geographical and political units depending on the focus of comparison.

• While academic professionalisation via some form of international research 
work is far from obsolete, the international dimension is increasingly likely to 
take the shape of a focus on inter-governmental policy-making.

• As an aside, we note that taken as a whole, the linguistic skills of adult education 
researchers have rarely if ever been stronger. However, this is largely confined to 
the learning of fluent international English by researchers from non-English- 
speaking backgrounds.

• We need to balance acknowledgement of diversity and growing interest in sub-
jectivity and narrative in adult education research on the one hand with the 
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demands of comparison on the other, for example by adapting Bourdieusian 
understandings of different social milieu as a way of comparing populations.

• CAE is starting to move out of its established western ‘comfort zone’, and engage 
more systematically in the study of systems, practices and cultures that were 
largely neglected in previous periods. This appears to require different linguistic 
competence and contextual sensitivities from those which have typically devel-
oped in the adult education research communities of Europe and North America, 
and which are likely to be satisfied only through new research partnerships.

• Major surveys of adults’ competences have strengths in terms of scale and their 
potential for secondary analysis, but they also have clear limitations, such as 
their inherent tendency to focus on a small number of measurable benchmarks, 
and to collapse difference into the deviation from the benchmark.

• CAE is faced with a core epistemological challenge. The answer to the question: 
‘Why bother to research CAE?’ is no longer obvious. How can we move on to 
make a case for CAE that goes beyond learner participation and individual 
competences?

We published our original reflections largely as an invitation to debate. We are 
very much encouraged by the subsequent contributions, which show that there is 
considerable interest in the adult education research community in reflecting on the 
issues and concerns that we raised, in the same open and questioning spirit as our 
own comments. The challenge of redefining and developing the field of CAE 
research in the light of changing conditions – within the research community as 
within the wider world  - remains an important one. Recognizing limitations and 
tensions is an essential part of that ongoing process.

References

Adick, C. (2008). Vergleichende Erziehungswissenschaft: eine Einführung. Stuttgart.
Beck, U. (1997). Was ist Globalisierung? Frankfurt: Kohlhammer Verlag.
Board of Education. (1902a). Special reports on educational subjects, Vol. 9: Education in 

Germany. London: H.M.S.O.
Board of Education. (1902b). Special reports on educational subjects, Vol.11: Education in the 

United States of America. London: H.M.S.O.
Boudard, E., & Jones, S. (2003). The IALS approach to defining and measuring literacy skills. 

International Journal of Educational Research, 39(3), 191–204.
Charters, A. N., & Siddiqui, D. A. (1989). Comparative adult education: State of the art with 

annotated resource guide. Toronto: University of Toronto.
Coit, V. (1932). Some recent developments in German adult education (Unnumbered Bulletin) 

(pp. 3–29). London: Arden Pr.
De Maeyer, M. (1997). The four first international conferences on adult education and their politi-

cal, social, cultural and educational context. Hamburg: UNESCO.
Desjardins, R. (2003). Determinants of literacy proficiency: a lifelong-lifewide learning perspec-

tive. International Journal of Educational Research, 39(3), 205–245.
Edwards, R. (1997). Changing places? Flexibility, lifelong learning and a learning society. 

London: Routledge.

J. Field et al.



201

Egetenmeyer, R. (2014a). Im Fokus: International-vergleichende Forschung in der 
Erwachsenenbildung/Weiterbildung  – Zwischen bildungspolitischer Steuerung und 
disziplinärer Konfiguration. Report, 37(2), 15–29.

Egetenmeyer, R. (2014b). International comparative research in adult and continuing education: 
Between governance and disciplinary configuration. In U. Gartenschläger & E. Hirsch (Eds.), 
Adult education in an interconnected world (pp. 155–167). Bonn: Germany DVV International.

Field, J. (2006). Lifelong learning and the new educational order. Stoke: Trentham.
Field, J., Grundström, L., Malewski, M., & Solarczyk-Ambrozik, E. (2000). The internationalisa-

tion of lifelong learning – a comparative study of Poland, Britain and Sweden. In A. Bron & 
M. Schemmann (Eds.), Language – mobility – identity (pp. 63–86). Hamburg/London: Münster.

Field, J., Künzel, K., & Schemmann, M. (2016). International comparative adult education. 
Reflections on theory, methodology and future developments. In M.  Schemmann (Eds.), 
Intenationales Jahrbuch der Erwachsenenbildung, 39, 109–133.

Friedenthal-Haase, M. (1991). Erwachsenenbildung im Prozess der Akademisierung. Frankfurt 
am Main: P. Lang.

Gautherin, J.  (1993). Marc-Antoine Jullien (Jullien de Paris). Prospects: Quarterly Review of 
Comparative Education, 23(3/4), 757–773.

Grek, S. (2009). Governing by numbers: the ‘PISA effect’ in Europe. Journal of Education Policy, 
24(1), 23–37.

Hohenrodter Bund. (1927). Die Deutsche Schule für Volksforschung und Erwachsenenbildung. 
Das erste Jahr. Stuttgart: Verlag Silberburg.

Holford, J., Riddell, S., Weedon, E., Litjens, J., & Hannan, G. (2008). Patterns of lifelong learning: 
Policy and practice in an expanding Europe. Wien: Lit Verlag.

International Council for Adult Education (ICAE). (1974). Present status of comparative studies 
in adult education. Paris: ICAE.

Ioannidou, J. (2007). A comparative analysis of new governance instruments in the transnational 
educational space: A shift to knowledge-based instruments? European Educational Research 
Journal, 6(4), 336–347.

Jarvis, P. (2002). Globalization, citizenship, and the education of adults in contemporary European 
Society. Compare, 32(1), 5–19.

Jullien, M.-A. (1817). Esquisse et vues préliminaires d’un ouvrage sur l’éducation compare. Paris: 
Chez L. Colas.

Keane, P. (1985). Internationalism in early adult education. International Journal of Lifelong 
Education, 4(3), 229–238.

Kidd, J.  R. (1970). Developing a methodology for comparative studies in adult education. 
Convergence, 3(3), 12–26.

Knoll, J.  H. (1996). Internationale Weiterbildung und Erwachsenenbildung  – Konzepte, 
Institutionen, Methoden. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft.

Lauwerys, J. A. (1971). The philosophical approach to comparative education. In J. R. Kidd & 
C.  Bennett (Eds.), Comparative studies in education, Book one: History and methodology. 
Toronto: University of Toronto.

Leirman, W. (1996). Euro-Delphi: a comparative study on the future of adult education in 14 coun-
tries between 1993 and 1995. International Journal of Lifelong Education, 15(2), 125–138.

Liveright, A. A., & Haygood, N. (Eds.). (1968). The Exeter papers: Report of the first international 
conference on the comparative study of adult education. Brookline: Center for the Study of 
Liberal Education for Adults.

Meyer, H. D., & Benavot, A. (Eds.). (2013). PISA, Power and policy: The emergence of global 
educational governance. Oxford: Symposium Books.

Milana, M., & Holford, J. (2014). Adult education policy and the European Union: Theoretical 
and methodological perspectives. Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.

Morgan, C., & Volante, L. (2016). A review of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development’s international education surveys: Governance, human capital discourses, and 
policy debates. Policy Futures in Education, 14, 775–792.

10 Revisiting the Debate on International Comparative Adult Education Research…



202

Nicoll, K., Biesta, G., & Morgan-Klein, B. (2014). (His)story of the European Society of Research 
on the Education of Adults (ESREA). http://www.esrea.org/esrea_news/1.592233/ESREA_
HISTORY_REPORT_SUBMITTED.pdf. Accessed 4 Aug 2016.

OECD. (2013a). Education today 2013: The OECD perspective. Paris: OECD.
OECD. (2013b). The survey of adult skills: Reader’s companion. Paris: OECD.
Peers, R. (1958). Adult education: A comparative study. London: Routledge.
Powell, J.  W. (1959). Adult education: A comparative study, by Robert Peers. Comparative 

Education Review, 3(2), 36–37.
Reischmann, J., & Bron, M., Jr. (Eds.). (2008). Comparative adult education 2008: Experiences 

and examples. Frankfurt am Main/New York: Peter Lang.
Reischmann, J., Bron, M., Jr., & Jelenc, Z. (Eds.). (1999). Comparative adult education 1998: The 

contribution of ISCAE to an emerging field of study. Ljubljana: Slovenian Institute for Adult 
Education.

Rosenbladt, B. V. (2010). Adult education and training in comparative perspective – Indicators of 
participation and country profiles. Statistics in Transition, 11(3), 465–502.

Saar, E., Ure, O. B., & Holford, J. (Eds.). (2014). Lifelong learning in Europe: National patterns 
and challenges. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.

Schemmann, M. (2007). Internationale Weiterbildungspolitik und Globalisierung: Orientierungen 
und Aktivitäten von OECD, EU, UNESCO und Weltbank. Bielefeld: W. Bertelsmann Verlag.

Schemmann, M. (2017). Internationales Jahrbuch der Erwachsenenbildung 40. Köln: Weimar.
Schleicher, A. (2008). PIAAC: A new strategy for assessing adult competences. International 

Review of Education, 54, 627–650.
Schriewer, J. (2013). Vergleichende Erziehungswissenschaft als Forschungsfeld. In M. Hummrich 

& S.  Rademacher (Eds.), Kulturvergleich in der qualitativen Forschung (pp.  15–41). 
Wiesbaden: Springer.

UNESCO. (1949). International conference on adult education (Conference Paper 4/5). Paris.
World Association of Adult Education (WAAE). (1930). World conference on adult education 

Cambridge 1929. London: WAAE.
Zeuner, C. (2009). Internationale Perspektiven der Erwachsenenbildung. In R. Tippelt & A. von 

Hippel (Eds.), Handbuch Erwachsenenbildung/Weiterbildung (pp.  583–599). Wiesbaden: 
VS-Verlag.

John Field is Emeritus Professor at the University of Stirling.

Klaus Künzel is Emeritus Professor for Education Science and Adult Education at the University 
of Cologne.

Michael Schemmann is Professor of Adult and Continuing Education at the University of 
Cologne.

J. Field et al.

http://www.esrea.org/esrea_news/1.592233/ESREA_HISTORY_REPORT_SUBMITTED.pdf
http://www.esrea.org/esrea_news/1.592233/ESREA_HISTORY_REPORT_SUBMITTED.pdf


203

Chapter 11
Debating (International) Comparative 
Adult Education Research: Reflections 
on Conceptual Clarity and Methodological 
Challenges

Marcella Milana

11.1  Introduction

This chapter reflects on the main arguments pursused by Field, Künzel and 
Schemmann in Chap. 10. In the first section I interrogate the ways concepts used to 
frame a particular research field (e.g. Comparative Adult Education) conditions how 
we construe a field of academic knowledge and its positioning within the adult edu-
cation research landscape. In so doing, I take a point of departure in what Field, 
Künzel and Schemmann (see Chap. 10) term as International Comparative Adult 
Education versus Comparative Adult Education. This has the scope of shedding 
light on the complexities entrenched in pairing terms and concepts, and especially 
so in adult education scholarship that adopts a comparative mind-set (or assump-
tions about what ‘comparative’ means, and what research methods allow for valid, 
reliable, and significant comparative research). Such considerations contribute to 
wider reflections on the way research fields, in the Bourdieusian sense of social (and 
academic) milieus, are deliberately or accidentally construed (cf. among others: 
Milana et al. 2018; Nylander et al. 2018; Rubenson and Elfert 2015; Schemmann 
2017). In extreme synthesis, in this section I argue that to flank one qualifier (inter-
national) with another (comparative), as in International Comparative Adult 
Education, raises problems that are worth attention when performing a cartography 
of research on the education and learning of adults. The problems with flanking or 
connecting qualifiers are well known in the academic field of Comparative and 
International Education, from which International Comparative Adult Education 
has historically emerged (cf. Chap. 10).

This chapter is a revised version of a previous publication (Milana 2017a)
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Against this backdrop, I proceed by reflecting on the relation between units of 
analysis and research purposes, and how these are being redefined under changing 
environments for adult education policy developments. Such changing environ-
ments are characterised by the weakening of central governments’ power and the 
strengthening of inter-institutional, international or multi-level governance in educa-
tion, among other spheres of public interests. Scrutinising such relation provides an 
opportunity to reflection on the extent to which researchers capture the Zeitgeist, or 
spirit of their time, and how they fit (or do not) into the dominant set of ideas, beliefs 
and discourses affecting what they study, and the ways they so do. In short, in this 
section, I concur with Field, Künzel and Schemmann’s claim about the need to 
rethinking the units (plural) of comparative analysis, and appreciate a number of 
them in Comparative Adult Education research. At the same time, I argue for terri-
torially bound units of comparative analysis (e.g., countries) to be still relevant, for 
a number of reasons. In other words, I acknowledge the changing role and modes of 
central governments’ participation in wider governance processes, but this does not 
necessarily point at a demise of the state, nor at territorially bound units to be dis-
missed in Comparative Adult Education research. Undoubtedly, the raise of policy- 
driven research, and the use of large-scale surveys that ‘compare’ education and 
learning systems and opportunities, and their outputs, to inform policy-making – in 
other words, the exploitation of comparative data for the governance of education 
(Gorur 2017), as Field, Künzel and Schemmann (see Chap. 10) also note, limits (if 
does not discharge) attention to histories, traditions, cultures, etc. Yet, the central 
question to me is not whether Comparative Adult Education is a “closed chapter”, as 
they authors blatantly put it, but rather: what are the methodological challenges in 
carrying out Comparative Adult Education research under the current conditions?

Accordingly, in the last section of this contribution, I touch upon the relation 
between knowledge creation and empirical research, and point at three apparently 
trivial matters that constitute significant challenges, and which scholars ought to 
confront, when researching adult education policy through country comparisons 
today. These are: (1) the positioning of the researcher; (2) the tertium comparatio-
nis, or the quality that two or more countries have in common, and the criteria for 
country selection; and (3) the identification of secondary units of analysis that are 
comparable at the same time as country- and cultural-sensitive. In extreme synthe-
sis, I suggest that the appropriateness of using territorially bound units of analysis 
remains a core issue, and calls for improving the qualitative methodologies to inves-
tigate adult education policy through country comparisons.

11.2  Adopting a Comparative Mind-Set to Researching 
Adult Education

Mapping the developments that a research field has experienced is a crucial step at 
any point in time, as further theoretical and methodological advances build on exist-
ing knowledge. However language is “a moulder of thought” (Sartori 1984, p. 16), 
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not a simple carrier of cumulated knowledge. For this reason assigning terms to 
concepts is key when engaging in mapping exercises towards a cartography of 
research on the education and learning of adults.

In Chap. 10, Field, Künzel and Schemmann provide a definition of International 
Comparative Adult Education. Such definition draws on Charters’ (1988, cited in 
Charters and Siddiqui 1989) description of Comparative Adult Education as encom-
passing statements about theory, principles and methodology based on “compara-
tive studies” about adult education; studies that compare matters related to adult 
education “in two or more situations” but “extend beyond description […] and/or 
juxtaposition […] of data” with the scope of teasing out “similarities and differ-
ences”. Charters’ then elucidates that the “situations” to be compared can lead to 
intra-national studies, when the situations being compared are found within a single 
country, as well as to international studies, when “a topic” is compared in two or 
more countries.

Building on Charters’ definition of Comparative Adult Education, Field, Künzel 
and Schemmann state that

As such, studies of international comparative adult education need both an international 
and comparative focus at the same time. In addition, following Egetenmeyer [2015, p. 17], 
we also subsume studies focussing questions of supra- and transnational character under the 
heading of international comparative adult education. (Chap. 10, p. 182, emphasis added)

In the above statement, the authors engage in a two-folded process of conceptual 
adjustment that is at the same time reductive and incremental in nature. It is reduc-
tive as intra-national comparisons are left out of the picture, whereas it is incremen-
tal as trans-national and supra-national comparisons are drawn into the picture. But, 
as Radaelli (2002) warns us, incremental approaches are de facto “conceptual 
stretching[s]”. In the statement under consideration here, the inter-national quality 
of a comparative study is taken so as to account also for two additional qualities 
(i.e., supra-national and trans-national); qualities, however, that remain indetermi-
nate in this statement. This two-folded conceptual adjustment brings with it some 
complications.

11.2.1  Conceptual Degreeism and a Qualifier’s Intrinsic 
Features but Nonunanimous Interpretation

Firstly, the statement suffers of conceptual “degreeism” (Sartori 1991), in the sense 
that it no longer distinguishes between two or more qualities (i.e., inter-national, 
trans-national, supra-national) of comparative studies in adult education, but 
addresses the entire range of studies that all three qualities (taken together) cover. 
Two aspects, however, complicate the picture. On the one hand, terms like inter- 
national, supra-national, and trans-national point at intrinsically distinctive features. 
On the other hand, the term inter-national, particularly, is far from being unani-
mously interpreted. For instance, in debating “overlap and ambiguity” between 
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scholarly communities that mark their field of work and/or belonging within 
Comparative and International Education through different labels, Bray (2010) 
notes that ‘international’ education

has perhaps an even weaker sense of internal cohesion [when rivalled to comparative educa-
tion]. Some writers […] use the term international education to describe the work of inter-
national schools and such bodies as the International Baccalaureate Organization (for 
example, Cambridge and Thompson 2004; Hill 2007). Others link the term to promotion of 
intercultural understanding through student exchanges, internationalisation of textbooks, 
and operation of international organisations such as United Nations Educational Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (for example, Husén 1994). (Ibid, p. 714)

But the term inter-national can also capture the dissemination of educational ideas 
and institutions from one country to another.1

The terms ‘trans-national’ and ‘supra-national’ are equally far from building 
consensus in Comparative and International Education scholarship. Technically, the 
former refers to things that outspread or operate across national boundaries, whereas 
the latter captures things that have an influence or power that outdoes national 
boundaries or governments. Both concepts have been extensively used since the 
turn of the twenty-first century, especially among scholars researching the effects of 
globalisation processes on education policy developments, from a political- 
economic position, and with a strong emphasis on neo-liberal globalisation (see, for 
instance, Dale 2000, 2006; Dale and Robertson 2009).

A few years back, Moutsios (2010, p. 123, emphasis added) argued that “power 
in education policy lies in a transnational space of economic and political rule”, 
further clarifying that

[…] this space is not inter-national, in the traditional sense, as major policies are no longer 
made in the context of clearly distinguished relations between nation states; nor is it supra- 
national, as policies are not made above or beyond nation states. It is a trans-national space, 
instituted and sustained by nation states, international organisations, inter-state entities and 
global corporations, and in which policies and discourses cross borders and flow in and out 
of the nation states’ arenas of power […] (Ibid. 2010, p. 122)

In line with this way of thinking, the focus on ‘trans-national’ phenomena in 
Comparative and International Education research is mostly evident in education 
policy studies, and encompasses attention to the role of intergovernmental organ-
isations and transnational corporations and/or advocacy groups. In the meantime, 
reference to ‘supra-national’ phenomena has been abandoned, also thanks to an 
expanded scholarship on so called global education policy (Verger et  al. 2013; 
Ball 2012; Mundy et al. 2016; Rizvi and Lingard 2010). This fully acknowledges, 

1 See for instance, Nordvall 2018, on the spread of Nordic folk high schools in countries as diverse 
as Japan, US, Bangladesh and Tanzania. Here the authors showcase as the travelling of an educa-
tional idea (i.e. the Nordic folk high schools) can travel from a country to another through different 
dissemination patterns: (1) through migration (i.e., when migrants from a Nordic country estab-
lishes a folk high school in the new country of residence), (2) through inspiration (when indige-
nous people learn about the Nordic concept of folk high schools), and (3) through persuasion 
(when people from the Nordic countries convince indigenous people to establish in their local 
contexts folk high schools based on the Nordic model).
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as Moutsious (2010) rightly points out, that education policy is not made above or 
beyond nation states or governments. A point I subscribe to and have recently 
reiterated and argued for, when it comes to both publically-funded adult education 
(Milana 2017b), and the privatization of much adult education and learning provi-
sion today, which results from governmental deregulation (or deliberate lack of 
regulation).

By contrast, reference to ‘supra-national’ phenomena is still popular among 
some adult education scholars engaging in comparative studies (and the teaching of 
it) (Egetenmeyer 2016; Lima and Guimarães 2011; Lima et al. 2016). Here the term 
is used to refer to the policy influence exerted by the institutions of the European 
Union (EU), as if their composition and mode of operation were above and beyond 
national governments. In reality, national governments are de facto represented, and 
hold differential power in each of these institutions (Klatt 2014).

11.2.2  Flacking vs. Connecting Qualifiers, and Internal 
Conceptual Coherence

Secondly, flanking the two qualifiers ‘international’ and ‘comparative’, instead of 
linking them through the conjunction ‘and’ in International Comparative Adult 
Education, brings further complication to the two-folded conceptual adjustment 
above mentioned. In fact, the use of ‘and’ as a function word (as in Comparative and 
International Education) indicates a connection between things or matters that 
belong to the same class, type or position. It is such recognition of sameness among 
research fields that allows for these to be ‘commonly paired’ even if holding ‘over-
lapping identities’, as it is the case with international education and comparative 
education (Bray 2010). Whereas the simple flanking of qualifiers, with no connect-
ing words (e.g. International Comparative Adult Education), bears further compli-
cations in that it does not distinguishes between ‘international’ and ‘comparative’ as 
two idiosyncratic qualities of adult education.

Moreover, when Field, Künzel and Schemmann apply an historical perspective 
to propose “a model of phases to explain the development of comparative adult 
education research” (Chap. 10, p. 182) one is left with the impression of a double 
understanding of the term ‘international’. One points at the promotion of reciprocal 
exchanges and understandings about adult education, and its institutions, in differ-
ent countries, facilitated by cross-national comparisons, organisation of conferences 
with wide-reaching audiences, and establishment of academic and professional 
communities operating across national borders. Another points at the leadership of 
intergovernmental organizations like the EU or the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) in planning, designing and managing large- 
scale surveys, analysing data and publishing results, and, last but not least, assisting 
governments in the systemic reforms of their adult education systems.
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Notwithstanding the above, the authors no longer speak of International 
Comparative Adult Education (emphasis added), but of Comparative Adult 
Education when they discuss the results of their historical analysis, and offer a num-
ber of these “as a contribution to debate about the future purpose, nature and organ-
isation of comparative adult education” (Chap. 10, p. 199).

This, however, creates some ambiguity, and raises an issue of conceptual stabil-
ity, for at least two reasons. Firstly, Comparative Adult Education, as captured also 
in Charters’ definition, includes more than cross-country comparisons! Secondly, 
theses derived from observations about the development of International 
Comparative Adult Education (as framed by the authors), may only partially, if at 
all, hold the same validity when applied to Comparative Adult Education tout court.

Moreover, both the supra-national and trans-national qualities that the authors 
include in their definition have been only marginally considered in their full depth 
and breath. For the most, they limit attention to the role of two intergovernmental 
organisations, the EU and the OECD, in designing, coordinating and publishing 
results of large-scale cross-national surveys. But this, as several authors argue (e.g. 
Lawn and Grek 2012; Lawn and Normand 2015), points at more complex infra-
structures that have being developed as the result of joint efforts by national govern-
ments and other policy actors. Such infrastructures, made of data, benchmarks, 
indicators and algorithms, tend towards country harmonisation in the collection and 
interpretation of data on education systems and their outputs, and on people’s skills. 
All of which has the scope of supporting domestic or national policy reforms, and 
this independently on whether these countries are geographically near to each other, 
like in Europe, or even member states of a given intergovernmental organization 
(e.g. EU, OECD).

Following these conceptual clarifications, Comparative Adult Education repre-
sents an area of research that: (1) Focuses on topics of concern for adult education 
(but also adult learning), but (2) Investigates such topics through comparisons that 
go beyond simple descriptions and/or juxtaposition of features, thus hold analytical 
depth aimed at understanding, comprehending or explaining similarities and 
differences.

Such investigations may compare two or more “situations” (in Charters’ words) 
between or within countries, and hence might identify the country, or other  functional 
geographical, cultural or political containers, as their primary unit of analysis. 
However, such a definition, although faithful to its historical roots, leaves out an 
important research area that, investigating adult education policy and governance in 
adult education and learning, does not strictly engage with comparisons by-the- 
book, yet addresses issues and concerns that are trans-national in nature, and reflect 
global trends. So in the next section I bring into the debate on Comparative Adult 
Education also that body of work that acknowledges and researches political glo-
balisation and its effects on adult education and learning policy, systems, provision, 
and learners’ identities, to which I refer to as Global and Comparative Adult 
Education research (Milana 2018).
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11.3  Global and Comparative Adult Education Research 
on Policy

Derived from the Latin noun globus (through French), ‘global’ refers first and fore-
most to a spherical or rounded object (e.g. the earth), and by abstraction to what 
relates to or encompasses the whole of a system (e.g. the world). Education policy 
researchers use the term to pinpoint at political, economic and ideological pressures 
on education worldwide, and this despite variation in national approaches to educa-
tional policy (Carnoy 2016). It is in this sense that I use the term. Accordingly, 
Global and Comparative Adult Education Research on policy encompass those 
studies of worldwide pressures on adult education policy, at times combined with 
comparisons “in two or more situations”, but not necessarily across-countries. As 
such, as I argue elsewhere (Milana 2018) Global and Comparative Adult Education 
research constitutes a visible (though not well organised) corpus of scholarship that 
shares: (a) an interest on political decisions affecting adult education and learning; 
(b) an understanding that adult education and learning opportunities are intrinsically 
dependent from governmental regulation, deregulation or lack of regulation; and (c) 
a belief that changes in adult education systems and learning opportunities are 
moved by compound organised communities and governing systems.

In order to problematise the comparative dimension in Global and Comparative 
Adult Education research on policy, I examined the (overt or hidden) primary units 
of analysis and scope of 58 scholarly publications (largely articles in international 
peer-reviewed journals published between 2000 and 2015). A meta-analysis, based 
on an inductive strategy, led to the identification of four fairly consistent and logical 
configurations, or research patterns (Milana 2018).

Briefly said, the first pattern captures historical accounts that describe changes 
and evolutions along a temporal continuum, for instance in the thinking about adult 
education and learning by the ‘big actors’ in education governance, like the World 
Bank, UNESCO, the OECD and the EU (e.g. Lee et al. 2008; Lee and Friedrich 
2011). This points at external factors that impact on normative, administrative and 
financial changes in adult education and learning opportunities in different contexts, 
but pays little attention to internal (national) factors. The second pattern engages 
with (horizontal) comparisons of policies by different actors, at a given point in time 
or through history. It often uses geographical and/or geopolitical lenses to study the 
complexity of national or inter-national policy, and its practical implications for 
adult education and learning (e.g. Storan 2010). At times, it studies political actors 
with a inter-national reach, examines changes in the governance of adult education 
and learning, assesses the working of specific policy tools, and debates the potential 
implications for adult education and learning opportunities (e.g. Easton and Samples 
2015; Milana 2012; Németh 2015; Tuckett 2015). Such body of work engages with 
the complexity of global governance in adult education, and the interplay between 
local-global dynamics, but it has overlooked the potentials for deeper investigations 
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of within-country power relations, for instance, between levels of government and 
between state, market and civil society. The third pattern juxtaposes (vertically) 
policies by intergovernmental organisations with policies by member states to 
assess convergence and/or divergence and stresses the impact that global policy- 
relevant events and publications have at either national or regional levels (e.g., 
Milana 2016; Rubenson and Nesbit 2011). At times it focuses on a political notion 
introduced and/or sustained by international organizations, and how it concretises 
within specific national contexts (e.g., Cavaco et  al. 2014; Papastamatis and 
Panitsidou 2009; Plant and Turner 2005). Overall it points at the raising (and fall-
ing) of political notions, and their translations into new educational models, ser-
vices or provisions, yet leaving underexplored questions such as whether, and to 
what extent, local and national systems of governance influence the working of 
inter-national and global systems, etc. Finally, the fourth pattern collates contribu-
tions that draw on available body of facts or information (i.e., evidence), so as to 
question and provide counter-evidence for widespread political beliefs (e.g. Ahmed 
2010, on the idea that lifelong learning will contrast the effects of the 2009 global 
financial crisis; Preece 2009, on the ideas that lifelong learning promotes country 
development, independently from the country’s position in the world system).

What is worth noting here, is that the main unit of analysis in all of the above 
studies is rarely (if at all) the country, but rather time (pattern one), space (pattern 
two), or systems (pattern three) (Bray et al. 2014); whereas the background or justi-
fication for all work falling under the fourth pattern was found in political beliefs. 
Yet in those patterns that best fit the definition of Comparative Adult Education, as 
researchers engaged in horizontal comparisons (pattern two) or vertical juxtaposi-
tions leading to analytical results (pattern three), countries and other territorially 
bound entities like continents (e.g. Europe), or their sub-national divisions (e.g. 
administrative regions), were often retained as secondary units of analysis. This 
should come with no surprise, as territorially bound systems of governance, though 
not the solely, are still relevant containers for domestic policy developments, as also 
testified by recent developments in international relations. It may suffix here to con-
sider the triggering of Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty on March 29, 2017 by the 
British government, which began the legal process for the country’s formal exit (in 
2-year time) from the EU.

Further, as Field, Künzel and Schemmann (Chap. 10) appropriately note, since 
the mid 1990s there has been an increase of large-scale surveys that ‘compare’ adult 
education and learning systems and opportunities or their outputs in terms of adult 
skills across countries in specific regions (e.g. the Adult Education Survey– AES in 
Europe), or world around (e.g. the International Adult Literacy Survey – IALS in 
1994, 1996, 1998, the Adult Literacy and Life Skills -Survey – ALLS in 2003, 2006, 
2008, the Programme for International Assessment of Adult Skills  – PIAAC in 
2008–2013, 2012–2016, 2016-ongoing). The authors now acknowledge a point I 
had raised in my previous response to their work (Milana 2017a), namely that adult 
education researchers celebrate all this as, among other reasons, it makes available 
a rich set of micro data, which can be further interrogated through secondary-data 
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analyses for different purposes. Further, availability of such sets of data for an ever- 
expanding number of countries, as it is the case with PIAAC, is equally celebrated 
for making cross-country comparisons really global, thus going beyond what could 
else be termed methodological continentalism, or research that favours empirical 
research and knowledge accumulation about countries within a continent (e.g. 
Europe). Yet, the authors underestimate the dual nature (technical insomuch as 
political) of large-scale cross-country surveys under the auspices of intergovern-
mental organisations (Gorur 2017). So, for instance, PIAAC institutionalises the 
practice of assessing adults’ skills at country level, but what a skill is, and how it can 
be measured and assessed depends on the adopted operational definitions, tests, and 
psychometric paradigm for its design, analysis, and scoring. Moreover, through a 
number of techniques (e.g. comparative graphics, score boards, descriptive reports, 
executive summaries and so on) PIAAC mediates between values (e.g. what count 
as a ‘skilled’ adult, population, nation) and perceptions (e.g. whether an adult, pop-
ulation or national is high- or low-skilled).

Obviously in this kind of surveys, the main unit of comparative analysis remains 
the country for at least two reasons. On the one hand, national governments are 
those that invest money and research resources and capacities in data gathering 
within well-defined geographical territories. On the other hand, it is in the interest 
of intergovernmental organisations, under which auspices such surveys are designed 
and run, to advice national governments on public reforms of their national educa-
tion systems insomuch as of their labour, welfare and economic systems.

Additionally, territorially bound units of analysis, even when assumed as pri-
mary units, are not necessarily to reproduce traditional systems of governance, as 
demonstrated by an on-going comparative study on Policies Supporting Young 
People in their Life Course (http://www.young-adulllt.eu/), where a unit of com-
parison across countries is the ‘functional region’ (FR):

a sub-division of territories that result from the spatial differentiation and organisation of 
social and economic relations rather than to geographical boundaries and particularities or 
to historical developments […] Thus, a FR can be described as a territorial unit which may 
be defined as a central place and the surrounding places affected by it defined by business 
or economic activities […] Even though there are some incompatibilities with territorial 
and/or administrative regions, in most cases FRs do provide the basis for understanding 
regional disparities, planning and implementing labour market and economic policies […] 
FRs which are regarded as autonomous units can take different shapes or types and different 
inner patterns of interaction, since any kind of spatial flow or interaction can organize this 
region. (Parreira do Amaral and Kotthoff n.y., n.p.)

In short, territorially bound units of analysis (e.g. countries or any of their territorial 
subdivisions) still are key for Comparative Adult Education research for policy, 
such as the large-scale surveys under the auspices of intergovernmental organisa-
tions; whereas they rarely (if at all) are so for Global and Comparative Adult 
Education research on policy, as defined thus far. Nonetheless, more often than not 
in these kinds of studies, territorially bound units still represent secondary units of 
analysis.

11 Debating (International) Comparative Adult Education Research: Reflections…

http://www.young-adulllt.eu/


212

11.4  The Challenges of Comparative Adult Education 
Research on Policy Through Country Comparisons

What I have argued thus far supports the observation by  Field, Künzel and 
Schemmann (Chap. 10) that

The challenge of redefining and developing the field of CAE research in the light of chang-
ing conditions – within the research community as within the wider world – remains an 
important one. Recognizing limitations and tensions is an essential part of that ongoing 
process. (Chap. 10, p. 200)

No doubt this is an important process within the adult education research commu-
nity. At the same time, the appropriateness of using territorially bound units of anal-
ysis remains a core issue for Global and Comparative Adult Education research on 
policy, and even more so when researchers engage in empirical studies on the impli-
cations that policy developments have for adult education practice. Consequently 
they are forced to engage with questions such as: How can one best capture the 
complexities of adult education policy within and above single countries? How can 
one carry out comparative policy analyses across time, space and culture that recog-
nise the various ideational, material and institutional forms that adult education 
entails around the world?

In spite of continuous advances in adult education scholarship to conceptualise 
and theorise its very object of study in terms of learning processes, educational 
programs, social projects, and political efforts, constant alterations of the wider 
socio-economic and political conditions for adult education policy developments 
call for equal (if not stronger) efforts to improve the qualitative methodologies to 
investigate adult education policy through country comparisons.

In fact, we live in times where evidence-based policymaking has turned into the 
new mantra, as also testified by the report by the European Commission, EACEA 
and Eurydice (2017) Support Mechanisms for Evidence-based Policy-Making in 
Education. Following Davies (1999, p.  109), the report frames evidence-based 
policy- making as what “helps people make well informed decisions about policies, 
programmes and projects by putting the best available evidence at the heart of  policy 
development and implementation.” Among what helps is research-based knowl-
edge, or knowledge produced through empirical research – research that is done 
upon empirical observations or data purposely collected to answer particular 
questions.

The reader may be familiar with the famous quote by William Edwards Deming 
(often cited by Andreas Schleicher, the Director for Education and Skills at the 
OECD): “Without data, you’re just another person with an opinion”. Deming was 
an American engineer and statistician; so it is reasonable to assume that the data he 
refers to were primarily of a numerical nature. Yet, it is a misconception of much 
research for policy to equate statistical data to evidence. As a matter of fact, the term 
evidence indicates “the available body of facts or information indicating whether a 
belief or proposition is true or valid” (Oxford Dictionaries Online, n.p.). But this 
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does not reduce available facts or information, nor empirical observations or data, 
to statistics.

Independently from the type of data academics handle, in the social sciences 
knowledge production is neither neutral nor value-free; this is because knowledge 
production involves not only scientific and technical knowledge, but also a number 
of judgments and decisions that the researcher makes – either consciously or uncon-
sciously (Flyvebjerg 2001). In either type of empirical research, quantitative as well 
as qualitative, many judgments and decisions are embedded in the concepts and 
theories the researcher employs, as well as in the heuristic models and tools s/he 
uses to make the data ‘speak’. But more judgments and decisions are entrenched in 
the research architecture for the empirical study s/he carries out.

Having acknowledged this, and because of the complexities of adult education 
policy making today, three methodological challenges are worth special attention 
when one engages in empirical research on adult education policy through qualita-
tive country comparisons.

11.4.1  The Researcher’s Positioning

The first methodological challenge the researcher must confront is whether, and to 
what extent s/he is fully aware of own ontological and epistemological positioning 
when s/he engages with empirical investigations of adult education policy. But also 
to what extent s/he is effective in making her/his positioning unambiguous when 
communicating about her/his research findings.

Most often researchers believe that positioning the self within an acknowledged 
‘paradigm’ (Kuhn 1962) will suffix. But, as Schwandt (2001) observes, although 
the notion of paradigm offers “convenient conceptual shorthand for pointing to 
apparently significant differences in methodologies” (Ibid., p.  183), it remains 
unclear in its very definition, and even more opaque when it comes to clarifying 
ontological and epistemological matters. In fact, even clear reference to a certain 
paradigm as acknowledged in the literature within a discipline or scholarly com-
munity still raises critical issues in terms of: (1) what such paradigm  comprises/
does not comprise; hence (2) what beliefs, assumptions, values and methods are or 
are not shared among researchers committed to different paradigms; and last, but 
not least, (3) how paradigms are socially and politically constituted (Schwandt 
2001, p. 184). Let me illustrate this point with an example. Creswell (2007), like-
wise Guba and Lincoln (1994), identifies, for instance, socio constructivism as a 
paradigm. At the same time Creswell (2007) positions critical theory among inter-
pretative communities that are distinguished from (and not clearly related to) para-
digms, whereas Guba and Lincoln (1994) identify critical theory as one paradigm. 
In sum, ‘labelling’ where one stands, as a researcher, is not enough. But where one 
stands is key, as it is own positioning that makes the researcher accountable for what 
s/he does – including accountable for the validity and reliability of the methodolo-
gies s/he employs.
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For instance, my own position tends towards sociological realism as I understand 
the real world as made of a combination of the domain of the empirical – or what 
human beings experience, the domain of the actual  – or what happens, and the 
mechanisms that make things happen (Collier 2011). Yet, the social world at any 
given point in time, as Archer (2011, p. 67) poses it, is an emergent entity of “myrial 
agentical “doings” (including thinking, believing and imagining)”. So it is people’s 
strategic and intentional actions that re-elaborate past cultural and structural condi-
tions that generate (often unintended) consequences, which produce the observable 
outcomes we call facts.

In a recent study of mine on transformations in adult education public policy 
(Milana 2017b), one of the observable outcomes of invisible cultural and structural 
elaboration was the institution of adult education as a subsystem of state education 
in different countries. As an emergent social reality, its features can be summarised 
in the existence of real sites where human beings with certain characteristics (e.g. 
age, educational attainment, literacy capacities) interact with others, supposedly to 
teach or educate them. But the properties and power of such subsystem varied in the 
countries under consideration (i.e., Argentina, Brazil, Italy, and the USA), and 
within each of them; so do the social positioning of the population whose motiva-
tion and strategic action aims towards maintenance or change of this sub-system.

In sum, at ontological and epistemological level, I argue for overcoming the 
impasse of getting caught into a paradigm controversy, or even a paradigm war, yet 
as a researcher one ought always to clarify her/his worldview of what s/he studies – 
alias where s/he stands, to the audiences s/he addresses. Too often this is either 
taken for granted, or treated as an unnecessary addendum that may as well be 
silenced without consequences.

11.4.2  Validating the Selection of Countries

The second methodological challenge a researcher must confront is whether, and at 
which conditions, are country comparisons relevant to investigate adult education 
policy. In other words, if one acknowledges the changing environments for adult 
education policy developments (as mentioned in the introduction), as characterised 
by the weakening of central governments power and the strengthening of inter- 
institutional, international or multi-level governance, what is the tertium 
comparationis?

For instance, in the above-mentioned study on transformations in public adult 
education policy (Milana 2017b), both Brazil and Argentina have public education 
systems that, at national level, recognise adult education as a distinct teaching 
modality across different types and levels of formal education. In Italy, even if not 
lawfully defined as such, only adult basic and secondary education (i.e., basic lit-
eracy and education up to secondary school levels for out-of-school youth and 
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adults) hold a similar status. By contrast, in the USA, where no centralised educa-
tion system exists, adult education is by federal law a social service catering to 
certain populations. Further, when it comes to its provision, adult basic and second-
ary education may be under the aegis of state-run schools, like in Italy, municipal- 
run educational institutions, as in the USA, or both state- and municipal-run schools 
and a number of other educational settings, in partnerships with civil society organ-
isations, and the workers’ unions, like in Brazil and Argentina. Yet what made the 
policies of these countries comparable was the balance between, on the one hand, 
the degree to which these countries were similar or different, and on the one hand, 
the type of resemblance or discrepancy they showcased.

Now, the problem is that when one engages in multi-sited research, both quali-
ties, namely the degree and the type of likeness and unlikeness, is what turn truly 
visible through comparisons, so it can be fully apprehended only ex post; whereas 
what makes this knowledge valid and worthwhile pursing precedes the analyses, 
because it is concerned with what the researchers decides to include (or not to 
include) ex ante in her/his study. There is a paradox here.

Further complicating the picture is that when one applies for research funding s/
he ought to decide ex ante the countries to be included in a study, and is asked to 
justify in details the reasons behind such decision.

In the above-mentioned study (Milana 2017b), for instance, the tertium compa-
rationis or comparable quality across countries as diverse as Argentina, Brazil, Italy, 
and the USA, was the state’s direct intervention in adult education at the time of 
carrying out the study, notwithstanding the form through which it materialised, 
namely through funding schemes with a start and an end-date to which individual 
states (Brazil) or provinces (Argentina) could voluntarily partake, or state-wide 
massive structural reforms that left no discretionary decisions for the administrative 
powers operating at either regional (Italy) or urban (USA) scales. But these coun-
tries were carefully selected so as to showcase both likeness and unlikeness in rela-
tion to a number of criteria, which were consistent with my worldviews on adult 
education policy. Thus, for instance, I was concerned with the geopolitical position-
ing of a country, its level of economic development and its international recognition 
as a major economy; and the country’s long-term membership of intergovernmental 
organisations that contribute to policy developments in adult education (e.g. the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, the European Union, 
the Organisation of Ibero-American States). At the same time, I was equally 
 concerned with the state form and administrative organisation of a country, the 
degree of institutionalisation of public adult education, the literacy level of the 
country’s populations; and, in the case of Latin America, also with the country’s 
colonial history (e.g. whether it had been under Spanish or Portuguese power).

In sum, when a researcher engages in country comparisons opportunistic reasons 
may at times be inescapable, but it is what constitute the tertium comparationis, as 
well as the criteria for country selection, that still allow for valid and significant 
research on adult education policy through qualitative country comparisons.
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11.4.3  Comparing Country- and Cultural-Sensitive Units 
of Analysis

Again, if one acknowledges the changing environments for adult education policy 
developments, the third methodological challenge one must confront is what consti-
tutes secondary units of analysis, and to which extent are these units ‘comparable’, 
yet in ways that preserve ‘etic’ connotations, namely that safeguard the cultural 
characterisation of the phenomena being studied (Pike 1967).

Adult education as a habitual or established practice has developed over centu-
ries worldwide; thus, national-specific histories are inherently entangled in wider 
social, political and cultural phenomena, and the changes experienced by individual 
countries and, in some cases, entire regions. This accounts for both similarities as 
well as differences in pedagogical traditions that coexist within, and most evidently 
across, countries. However, with the quantification of facts or information that 
occurs when one reduces phenomenological complexity, and the obsession with 
‘data reduction’, large and thick body of knowledge is often trivialised.

When one engages in multi-sited research both country- and culture-specific 
knowledge is needed for the identification of secondary units of analysis that allow 
‘thick’ cross-country comparisons. Similarly to the country selection, however, 
truly valid and significant comparisons require attentiveness to country and culture- 
specific knowledge, which is acquired through research.

For example, in the above-mentioned study (Milana 2017b), and despite defini-
tional problems, the main unit of analysis was adult basic and secondary education, 
although this kind of public provision is differently defined by law, it takes up dif-
ferent forms, and is under the aegis of different stakeholders. Hence in order to 
investigate adult basic and secondary education as an emergent and observable real-
ity in each of the countries under consideration, I first had to zoom in, by assuming 
an etic (or insider) perspective, to discover which practice was a local (e.g. country- 
specific) instance of adult basic and secondary education. Only building on this 
knowledge it was then possible to zoom out, by assuming an emic (or outsider) 
perspective, that requires a certain degree of abstraction (cf. Crossley et al. 2016), 
but is equally essential for the identification of secondary units of analysis.

So the prospects to identifying secondary units of analysis that are comparable at 
the same time as country- and culture-sensitive depend on the researcher’s capacity 
to engage in a constant dance between etic and emic perspectives; a capacity that is 
highly dependent on at least two factors: the researchers physical placement or dis-
placement, and her/his degree of familiarity or unfamiliarity with indigenous 
knowledge.

Referring back of the above-mentioned study (Milana 2017b) as an example, 
my knowledge about the Argentinean, Brazilian, Northern American and Italian 
adult education systems, and their urban concretisations, were gained through 
access to formalised legal descriptors, people’s oral or written accounts, on-site 
interactions, class observations, and field notes from the locations in which these 
systems materialise, an so on. However, my physical placement (or displacement) 
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as well as degree of familiarity (or unfamiliarity) with indigenous linguistic, his-
torical and cultural knowledge relativised my comprehension of the facts subject to 
knowledge acquisition. For instance, I was born and raised in Italy, but I had been 
living abroad and using English as my working language for several years at the 
time of starting this study. Further, I mastered Spanish as a second language but 
had just engaged with the learning of Brazilian Portuguese. While carrying out the 
study, I relocated to the USA, from where I travelled time an again to Argentina and 
Brazil. Then I returned to Europe, and went back and forth between Denmark and 
Italy. All of this exposed me to different cultural and linguistic interpretations of 
adult education, gave me differential access to relevant scientific literature, and 
made me interact with diverse scientific and professional communities. Whenever 
possible, I discussed theories, concepts and the adult education practices I had been 
observing with both insiders and outsiders of the sub-systems under investigation, 
and with insiders and outsiders of the different geopolitical and socio-cultural ter-
ritories I was constantly, literally, border crossing. Hence, I joined in and out vari-
ous social worlds, with their scientific conceptualisations, languages and artefacts 
that (either consciously or unconsciously) have influenced both my empirical 
access to adult education policy and the abstractions I used to make sense of it.

Briefly put it, when one studies adult education policy through qualitative coun-
try comparisons, both factors (i.e. physical placement/displacement, and familiar-
ity/unfamiliarity with indigenous knowledge) should be a matter of concern first 
and foremost at the time of designing the study. But preoccupation with both factors 
should never leave the researcher throughout fieldwork… and beyond.

11.5  Concluding Remarks

In this chapter I have argued in favour of using Comparative Adult Education to 
define that area of research that centres attention on topics of concern for adult edu-
cation (and learning) through comparisons, which uses analytical depth to under-
stand, comprehend or explain similarities and differences in two or more “situations”, 
between or within countries. Thus those studies that assume the country as their 
main unit of comparative analysis represent a sub-area of Comparative Adult 
Education research, and may be better addressed as cross-country comparisons in 
adult education.

But, I also argued that the above definition of Comparative Adult Education does 
not apply well enough to all those studies that address trans-national issues and 
concerns, by researching policy and governance in adult education and learning, 
and which do not necessarily run by-the-book comparisons. Thus, I suggested that 
Global and Comparative Adult Education Research might be a most suitable label 
for such kind of policy studies that, although assuming a comparative mind-set, tend 
towards making time, space or systems (if not political beliefs) their may units of 
analysis.
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Now, when we consider the full breath and depth of global and comparative adult 
education studies that differently acknowledge political globalisation, we are thus 
forced to rethinking the multiplicity of units of comparative analysis that can help 
such endeavour.

While the primary units of analysis may go well beyond territorially bound units 
like the country or any of its territorial sub-division, these remains nonetheless rel-
evant secondary units of analysis. However, to engage in Comparative Adult 
Education research on policy through country comparisons do raise methodological 
challenges that need to be carefully considered rather than trivialised. In addition to 
territorially bound units reflecting traditional systems of governance, we are forced 
to think of alternative sub-divisions of the territories under consideration, so as to 
account also spatial relations that go beyond governmental ones, such as social and 
economic relations.

So, in response to Field, Künzel and Schemmann’s question “has the chapter of 
comparative adult education now closed? (Chap. 10, p. 199) my short answer is: No. 
We should rather conceive the present as a ‘transformation’ phase, where the insti-
tutionalisation of Comparative Adult Education has substantially abandoned its 
‘international’ dimension in favour of a trans-national one, and for this reason I 
suggest here Global and Comparative Adult Education Research as perhaps better 
capturing the multiplicity of research trends and traditions that co-exist today, and 
which:

• Adopt a comparative perspective or mind-set, yet are not confined to comparing 
countries (as, for instance, in the ‘reductive’ interpretation of cross-country large 
scale surveys), or consider its very object of study (adult education and learning) 
as what results of things that have an influence or power that outdoes national 
boundaries or governments (cf. my earlier critique of the term ‘supra-national’, 
when subsumed in International Comparative Adult Education research);

• Are faithful to Charters’ focus on comparing “situations”, yet such situations are 
differently conceptualised and framed so as to adapt to the study of adult educa-
tion and learning as a social phenomenon, which is itself in transition.

To conclude, today Comparative Adult Education research done within the aca-
demia and by independent researchers and/or research institutes co-exists with 
cross-country comparisons in adult education under the aegis of intergovernmental 
and nongovernmental organisations and their statistical agencies, as well as policy 
concultancy firms, among other interests groups. Yet, under this condition, in 
response to Field, Künzel and Schemmann’s final query: “How can we move on to 
make a case for CAE that goes beyond learner participation and individual compe-
tences?” (Chap. 10, p. 200) my answer is: By keeping advancing, both theoretically 
and methodologically. Yet to take advantage of such opportunities, adult  
education researchers shall escape the trap of either imposing or rejecting the coun-
try as their main unit of comparative analysis. Rather we shall engage in deeper 
considerations of what units of analysis would best serve comparative research aspi-
rations, clarify their hierarchical order, and how they relate to each others. Moreover, 
both qualitative and quantitative researchers should recognise and make it recogni-
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sable to other: where they stand (e.g. the researcher’s positioning), why they (still) 
think meaningful comparing countries, and specifically the once they do compare 
(e.g. validating the selection of countries), and how they secure that the analysis 
they perform through country comparisons are country- and cultural-sensitive.
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Chapter 12
A Rejoinder on the Debate 
on International Comparative Adult 
Education Research

John Field, Klaus Künzel, and Michael Schemmann

In response to our chapter in this book (Chap. 10), Marcella Milana restates the 
significance of country comparison in adult education research. In developing this 
position she highlights three aspects of her own chapter (Chap. 11), which we gladly 
comment on, both as a way of completing the debate within this volume, and also 
of filling in the picture that this debate present of the current state-of-the-art of 
International Comparative Adult Education Research as well of as its future tasks.

Marcella Milana’s response contains much with which we agree, and we are 
grateful for the constructive and open way in which she engages with our chapter 
(Chap. 10). However, before we go on to explore the overall question of the future 
of International Comparative Adult Education research, we want to return briefly to 
our starting point. In our chapter we chose to state our central thesis in the form of 
a deliberately provocatively phrased question: “Is this chapter of comparative adult 
education research now closing?”. A more understated version of our argument 
would be to say that international comparative research in our field is facing multi-
ple challenges, and in these circumstances we need a healthy debate over the nature, 
purpose and focus of such studies.

While we find Milana’s response to be helpful and thought-provoking, we are far 
from convinced that she has answered or contradicted our central contention. The 
first point Milana makes refers to the way in which the research field is framed and 
how it is addressed. She picks up on our terminology, pointing out that the chosen 
way of flanking two qualifiers as in “International Comparative Adult Education” 
brings about problems, especially when trying to give an overview of research in 
adult education. Second, she discusses the relationship between units of analysis 
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and the research purpose, spelling out what this means in terms of methodological 
challenges. Third, she refers to the relation between knowledge creation and empiri-
cal research when researching educational policy by method of country compari-
sons. In the following we outline and comment on each of these three points, and 
relate them to our discussion of the current state of international and comparative 
adult education research.

First, then, is the matter of terminology – though, as ever, and particularly in an 
international and multilingual context, language is never ‘simply language’. 
Marcella Milana notes our use of the two related qualifiers as in “International 
Comparative Adult Education”, and starts her argument by pointing out that – fol-
lowing Sartori – language is a “moulder of thought” (Sartori 1984, 16) and thus 
assigning terms and naming fields are not to be neglected. Our definition, she sug-
gests, suffers from “conceptual degreeism”, and rather than distinguishing interna-
tional, transnational, and supra-national, with all their varying complexities and 
differing contributions, we have simplified and flattened the distinction; in addition, 
we fail to acknowledge the full gamut of intergovernmental organisations who are 
active in the field.

In our article, we followed the definition of Charters and Siddqui (Charters and 
Siddiqui 1989) who made clear that by using the term International Comparative 
Adult Education, studies classified under this term had to be both international and 
comparative at the same time. Further, we then subsumed studies of a supra- and 
transnational character under the same heading. Charters and Siddiqui’s work, pub-
lished by the International Council for Adult Education, is frequently regarded as a 
standard point of reference, and we intentionally cited it as such. Far from being 
uncritical of their approach, we treated it as a case of what we wished to problema-
tize; perhaps we should have made it clearer that newer approaches are now required.

Be that as it may, the problem Milana identifies is that such a definition risks 
excluding research that investigates adult education policies and governance which 
are transnational in character and deflects attention from practices and frameworks 
that reflect global trends. In its place Milana suggests using the term “Global and 
Comparative Adult Education Research” as encompassing “… those studies of 
worldwide pressure on adult education policy, at times combined with comparison 
‘in two or more situations’, but not necessarily across countries” (Chap. 11, p. 209).

We share her concern that such issues should be addressed, and indeed this is one 
reason why we wondered whether international and comparative research was 
reaching a turning point. Yet while Milana rightly enlarges the field of comparative 
adult education research and demands for more precision, the overall question that 
we put is not answered. We still believe that we need a vigorous discussion about the 
future of international comparative adult education, or rather in Milana’s terms 
about global and comparative adult education.

Second, Milana considers the units of analysis that are or might be the appropri-
ate focus of global and comparative adult education research. While Milana argues 
for rethinking the units of comparative analysis, she makes clear that territorially 
bound units of comparative analysis are still relevant. Even though governments and 
research are more and more involved in processes of governance in education, 

J. Field et al.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_11


225

Milana underlines that territorial units are still of importance at least for certain kind 
of research questions. We note, but will not develop the point at this stage, the fact 
that comparative research may involve territorial units that span national borders, 
transgress national borders, or – as with some linguistic groupings – simply do not 
coincide with them.

We largely share Milana’s understanding of the role of international bodies in 
governance and in research in adult education. She has written widely on this pro-
cess, and indeed we cited her research in our own chapter. The central point in this 
argument is the fact that research is part of governance and plays an important role 
in setting agendas and pushing through certain educational policies. To our mind, 
this in itself makes a strong case for a wider debate on the purpose of international 
comparative research; in particular it suggests that there should be greater clarity 
over the distinction between studies undertaken for different purposes. This does 
not, though, in itself provide an answer to our main question.

Finally, Milana asks about the relation between knowledge creation and empiri-
cal research when researching educational policy through country comparison. She 
brings to the fore three aspects that need consideration. As a first methodological 
challenge she points to the ontological and epistemological position of the researcher. 
Secondly, she hints to the necessity to validate the selection of countries; in essence, 
she asks about the tertium comparationis. Finally, she asks about country- and cul-
tural sensitive units of analysis. Basically, the question as to which extent the chosen 
units are comparable needs to be addressed.

We accept her suggestion that we may have underplayed the methodological and 
conceptual sophistication of recent intergovernmental studies of adult education. 
These surveys are a relatively recent phenomenon, and while some may either take 
them at face value or reject them out of hand, more open-minded researchers are 
still digesting their full significance. We welcome her agreement that we have iden-
tified key weaknesses in the current state of international (global) comparative adult 
education research, and it would be churlish to discount her suggestion (or hope) 
that rather than the closing of a chapter, what we are now seeing is a process of 
conceptual methodological transition, and her proposals here are constructive ones. 
Yet once more, while these points merit our consideration and are quality criteria for 
excellent international comparative studies in adult education, they do not answer 
our central question.
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Chapter 13
The Research Field of Adult Education 
and Learning: Widening the Field

Erik Nylander and Andreas Fejes

13.1  Introduction

We began this book by launching a series of questions on what the adult education 
and learning research field looks like, how it has emerged historically and how it is 
transformed through contemporary policy and research practice. The chapters have, 
in different ways, contributed to answering these questions by case studies, as well 
as by looking at the transnational power relations across countries. In the debate on 
comparative adult education research finalising this book, Field, Künzel and 
Schemmann posed the rather provocative question of whether the chapter of inter-
national comparative adult education has now come to a close (see Chap. 10). We 
would argue that such research is still alive and possible to carry out, but that the 
conditions under which research is conducted also need to be taken into serious 
consideration. In the various contributions to this book, several chapters show how 
a comparative perspective on the field of research can contribute to our understand-
ing of how knowledge about adult education and learning is produced. They also 
demonstrate how this knowledge is stratified across regional and national borders, 
as well as between individual scholars positioned in relation to one another.

This book clearly centres on the scholarship of adult education and learning that 
has been conducted in the dominant Northern European and North American 
research communities. As such, it should not be read as an effort to summon the 
global “state-of-the-art” within adult educational research, nor do we answer all 
problems raised in the book. While some questions have been addressed, others 
have emerged. In this final chapter of the book, we will revisit some of these issues 
and offer a synthesis based on what we have learned.
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The various chapters of the book illustrate how the field of adult education and 
learning is biased in terms of who is publishing as well as who is picked up and 
deemed worthy to cite. These results are not entirely surprising, especially when 
considering the sample on which most of the analyses in this book are based. As 
English has established itself as the lingua franca of most transnationally oriented 
research communication – since the post-Second World War era – we have come to 
focus on publications in the English language, and foremost those published in 
research journals indexed and ordered in large-scale databases (Scopus and Web of 
Science). As such, much of the research in the field as it presents itself to scholars 
all over the world is omitted. This is probably a particularly striking feature for 
scholars from larger countries outside the anglophone universe, as they tend to 
entertain their own domestic publication systems that make them less dependent on 
international scholarly recognition, as compared to researchers from smaller coun-
tries (Heilbron and Gingras 2018). In a way, the dominance that English-speaking 
scholars from western countries exercise can be seen as a logical consequence of the 
current production system. They are big enough to not be incentivised to give schol-
arly recognition to researchers in the semi-centre or global periphery, while scholars 
positioned in smaller and more peripheral countries are more dependent on interna-
tional scholarly recognition, which in many cases are equated with entries and cita-
tions in certain English language peer-reviewed journals.

By writing this book, choosing to focus on English language journals and con-
cluding that it is an uneven playing field, we are in a way ourselves also contributing 
to further reproduce the biases that we aim to criticise. Take, for example, the con-
tent of this book. Not only have we limited the samples in our analyses to English 
language publication outlets, we also have a limitation in terms of who has been 
invited to contribute. The authors in the book mostly represent North European 
countries (Sweden, Germany, UK, Scotland), albeit with some contributors from 
Italy and Canada. In one way, this book differs from earlier publications on the 
research field, as they have previously been authored predominantly by scholars 
from the US (see Chaps. 1 and 2). However, in this book, we not only leave out 
US-based authors, but also authors from large parts of Europe and, not least, authors 
from larger continents such as Asia, Africa and Latin America.1 In order for future 
endeavours that compare research on the field of adult education and learning to be 
‘international’ in any meaningful way, we believe it is important to overcome both 
eurocentrism as well as the tendency to equate international scholarly recognition 
exclusively with British and North American publication outlets.

1 This could partly be explained by us, as editors, selecting contributions which were already avail-
able and published in the English language, based on empirical research on how the field is consti-
tuted. Such selection is also based on who we know, i.e. research we have encountered (and thus 
we are limited to research published in English or any of the Scandinavian languages).
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13.2  Mapping Out the Field

Mindful of these limitations, the chapters provided in this book, nevertheless, pro-
vide strong empirical evidence of how the field of adult education and learning is 
shaped today. Overall, what can be concluded from the chapters is that the field, in 
terms of scholarship, is dominated by authors from four anglophone countries: 
Australia, Canada, UK and US. This pattern of geopolitical domination emerges as 
pivotal both when investigating the share of articles published by authors from any 
of these countries in the main international journals, as well as when looking at who 
is picked up and cited by others (see Chaps. 2, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 9). There is also male 
dominance in the citation patterns prevalent in the field, whereby male authors, to a 
much higher degree than their female counterparts, are being used as “standard 
references” (see Chaps. 4 and 5) despite there being more contributions from female 
authors. In terms of methodological approaches, the field can be characterised as 
rather uniform, as there is near total dominance of qualitative studies (see Chaps. 2, 
7, 8 and 9). Theoretically, three perspectives have gained particular prominence and 
traction: socio-cultural perspectives, critical pedagogy and poststructuralism.

The various analyses presented in this book also clearly illustrate how the adult 
education and learning research field is rather loose and weakly defined. 
Communication across its leading journals and national borders is scarce and 
research in the field is borrowing extensively from neighbouring fields and disci-
plines such as sociology, social psychology and organisational studies. In a biblio-
metric sense, this open and inclusive feature of adult education and learning as a 
research field also makes it quite similar to sociology in that it combines disciplin-
ary openness with strong national ramifications. This can be put in contrast with 
research fields, such as physics, that have strong disciplinary closure but are much 
more internationally-oriented in how they publish and cite other colleagues 
(Heilbron and Gingras 2018; Nespor 1996).

More specifically, we can see these field characteristics embodied in the biblio-
graphic networks of the specific journals that have been scrutinised in this book (see 
Chap. 5). The citation practices that are most distinguishable lead to “gurus” that do 
not, themselves, contribute to the field (i.e. disciplinary openness) or are directed to 
scholars located in the same country as the editors of that specific journal, if not to 
the editors themselves (i.e. provincialism). Further, these standard references are 
mostly authored by (dead) men outside of the field, while the few standard refer-
ences to female authors are actually scholars that themselves publish within the 
field (see Chap. 5). Aside from gurus and domestic scholars, the largest group of 
authors picked up and cited by others in these journals appear to be those who work 
in countries with close linguistic and historical connections to the country in which 
the journal is published.2 Thus, the communication in these journals is to a high 

2 This is especially the case with the North American journal, AEQ. The analysis in Chap. 6 illus-
trates how US scholars to, a less extent, publish in the other journals in the field (located in the UK 
and Australia) and how AEQ contains few publications by authors from these other two anglo-
phone countries (or any other country for that matter). Secondly, there is little communication 
across the journals, not only in terms of authorship, but also in terms of citations.
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extent national, to some extent transnational and to a very limited extent “interna-
tional” or “global”.

As educational systems and adult learning environments differ greatly across 
countries, the challange to develop into a more globally-oriented research field is 
inscribed in the very object that is studied, such as the idiosyncratic labelling of 
educational forms and types. However, these differences are arguably more about 
nomenclature than in their functions. The prominent roles that editors have in their 
own journals also bear witness to a “weak” scientific field in Bourdieu’s (1997) 
sense of this term. According to his model of scientific production, if adult educa-
tion and learning constituted a stronger research field, the implicit valuation proce-
dures would not be as strongly linked to those very individuals who hold positions 
of administrative power and gatekeeping in each of the main journals. Instead, that 
collegial recognition would have been directed to those with most scientific capi-
tal – in a “purer” sense of this word. Those editors who now feel compelled to object 
that administrative power and scientific excellence happen to be heavily intertwined 
in this case would have to explain why these positions of collegial consecration are 
typically strongest in the particular journal they edit, while rarely recurring, with 
quite the same grandeur, in other journals in the field.

13.3  Widening the Field

As already noticed, the way the field of adult education and learning research is 
represented in this book is partly the result of the selection made in terms of what 
sources and empirical material we rely on. In most chapters, analyses are conducted 
based on article publication in journals published in the English language.3 Thus, 
the way the field is formed within other kinds of publications such as books, book 
chapters and enlightenment literature is, for the most part, left out. Furthermore, by 
focusing only on English language publication, the way the field is shaped in loca-
tions where other languages dominate is not made visible. Chapter 3 can serve as 
example. Here, Christine Zeuner introduces us to the history of the field of adult 
education as it has emerged in Germany where, at present, nearly 50 full 
 professorships4 exist within the research realm of adult education alone. There are 
also dedicated journals to the field published in German as well as national confer-
ences and collegial academic organisations that promote research within this area. 
The research field of adult education and learning as shaped in a German context, 
therefore, appears to have little connection with English-speaking research 

3 The exceptions are Chaps. 4 and 9. In Chap. 4, the citation analyses include other kinds of publi-
cation outlets such as books, book chapters and enlightenment literature. Chapter 9 includes analy-
ses of conference proceedings.
4 Professorship is here understood as full professors holding designated chairs in adult education 
research, i.e. the last and final step in the academic career structure. This should not be confused 
with assistant or associate professors, nor with university teachers in adult education in general.

E. Nylander and A. Fejes

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10946-2_9


233

 communities that stand in the centre for the rest of the chapters in this book, not 
least because German scholars have largely been ignored in the specialised journals 
under scrutiny. The only exception to this lack of influence is the very high citation 
rates directed to “gurus” placed outside of the field (such as Jürgen Habermas and 
Ulrich Beck), as well as some German scholars in the field who remain visible as 
long as one limits the study to conference proceedings in European conferences (see 
Chap. 9).

However, there are even larger language areas and parts of the world which are 
totally left out by this book: Asia, Africa and Latin America. On the one hand, 
research in these locations is obscured as scholars in these continents tend to be 
marginalised in the journals and conference proceedings analysed in the various 
chapters, both in terms of being authors of articles and papers published, as well as 
in terms of being authors of articles cited. However, despite there being surprisingly 
few contributions from these larger continents, the amount is increasing. As reported 
by Rubensson and Elfert (in Chap. 2), there were more authors from Asia, espe-
cially China, represented in the field when including an English-language journal 
edited from Hong Kong in the sample. On the other hand, scholars in countries 
where English is not the first language spoken most likely publish the majority of 
their work in their vernacular languages, which tends to be securely precluded from 
entering the English-speaking universe and instead serves other “markets” (national 
or regional journals, enlightenment literature, didactical books etc). This infrastruc-
ture probably still makes up the main publication system for non-anglophone 
authors, located in language regions with wide publication opportunities that exist 
in their native languages. Thus, although these scholars and their research do not 
become visible in the analyses presented in this book, that does not mean they do 
not exist.

We started this book by observing that the framing and composition of research 
fields are never fully fixed or saturated, and that this was a particularly salient fea-
ture of the research field that deals with the education and learning of adults. 
Looking ahead, we expect these constant transformations of the field to continue. 
Mapping out the field through publications and citations in the future will hopefully 
create a less parochial, provincial and nationally-constrained picture than has been 
the case here. In some ways, there are reasons to be hopeful. Let us end with a few 
examples.

One of the most highly-cited adult education scholars of all time is Paulo Freire. 
Freire’s influence is far from limited to Brazil, although he has been an important 
figure in the fight for literacy across Brazil and the wider South American conti-
nent.5 Besides a strong tradition of adult education (particularly radical popular edu-
cation), there are also journals dedicated to adult education both in Latin America, 
e.g. Revista Interamericana de Educación de Adultos, as well as in Spanish, e.g. 

5 It should be noted that the success Paulo Freire had in exporting his ideas to the very heart of the 
“empire” of contemporary research probably lies partly on him having had multiple guest profes-
sorships in countries like the US and Switzerland during the years of military dictatorship in Brazil 
(see also Kane 2013).
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Diálogos. In Africa, there has recently been an initiative to create an African society 
for research on adult education and a new journal has been launched called Journal 
of Popular Education in Africa. Perhaps even more destined to change the research 
field that deals with the education and learning of adults in the future are the coun-
tries across the gigantic Asian continent. We can already see some signs of this 
development as contributions from Asian countries to English peer-reviewed jour-
nals have increased dramatically in social science at large (Gingras and Mosbah- 
Natanson 2010; Heilbron and Gingras 2018; Vetenskapsrådet 2018).

13.4  Final Words

Throughout this book we have gathered texts that focus on knowledge production in 
the research field of adult education and learning, which is vital for scientific reflex-
ivity (Bourdieu 2004; Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). Such reflexivity needs to 
address both the epistemic underpinnings and methodological procedures based on 
which scholars tend to approach their object of study, as well as their institutional 
and geographical loci of enunciation and the conditions under which each researcher 
works and is evaluated. In order to avoid the many fallacies and pitfalls of social 
scientific labour, bibliometric data can be a valuable resource in making the ‘invis-
ible colleges’ more visible than they have been previously. It is hoped this book will 
inspire further empirical investigations and debates about the field, and bring into 
visibility the diversity and richness of scholarship on adult education and learning.
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