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Abstract — Many studies in the field of comparative education take national educa-
tion systems as the basic unit of analysis. The present paper has been conceived within
this tradition, but has a different angle of approach. It focuses on 47 international
schools in a small territory. Some of the international schools were grouped into larger
systems but others were free-standing institutions. The focus of the paper thus lies at
an intersection between cross-national and intra-national comparisons. It makes
methodological observations on the nature of comparisons that are possible within
such a microcosm, and on the conceptual lessons that can be derived from such
analysis.

Zusammenfassung — Viele Studien im Bereich der vergleichenden Bildung
nehmen nationale Bildungssysteme als Basiseinheit von Analysen. Der vorliegende
Artikel wurde im Rahmen dieser Tradition erstellt, hat aber einen unterschiedlichen
Ansatzwinkel. Er konzentriert sich auf 47 internationale Schulen in einem kleinen
Gebiet. Einige der internationalen Schulen wurden in gréBere Systeme zusammenge-
fasst, andere waren freistehende Institutionen. Schwerpunkt dieses Artikels ist somit
eine Mischung aus internationalen und nationalen Vergleichen. Es wurden method-
ologische Beobachtungen iiber die Art von innerhalb eines solchen Mikrokosmos
moglichen Vergleichen durchgefiihrt, sowie tiber konzeptuelle Lehren, die von einer
solchen Analyse abgeleitet werden konnen.

Résumé — De nombreuses études sur 1’éducation comparée prennent comme unité de
base de leur analyse les systemes éducatifs nationaux. La présente contribution a été
élaborée selon cette tradition, mais sous un angle d’approche différent. Elle se con-
centre sur 47 écoles internationales situées sur un périmeétre limité. Certaines d’entre
elles appartiennent a des systémes plus vastes, d’autres sont des institutions autonomes.
L’accent de cet article porte donc sur I’intersection entre les comparaisons transna-
tionales et nationales. Les auteurs émettent des observations méthodologiques sur la
nature des comparaisons possibles a I'intérieur d’un tel microcosme, et sur les
enseignements conceptuels pouvant &tre tirés de cette analyse.

Resumen - Muchos de los estudios que se realizan sobre la educacién comparativa
toman el sistema de educacién nacional como unidad bésica del andlisis. El presente
trabajo se ha concebido dentro de esta tradicién, pero desde una 6ptica diferente al
enfocarse en 47 escuelas internacionales en un territorio limitado. Algunas de las
escuelas internacionales se han agrupado en sistemas mayores, pero otras se han
considerado instituciones independientes. As{, este estudio vendria a presentar una
interseccion entre las comparaciones internacionales e intranacionales. Realiza obser-
vaciones metodolégicas sobre la naturaleza de las comparaciones posibles dentro de
un microcosmo de esa clase y sobre las lecciones conceptuales que se pueden deducir
de ese andlisis.
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Pestome — Bo vuorux vccnenoBaHuax B o051acTH CPaBHUTEIBHOrO 0Gpa3oBaHus
HALMOHANbHAS 00pa30BaTe/IbHAs CHCTEMA MPHHIMAETCS 32 OCHOBY B NPOBENEHHH
ananusa. [lanuas cratba Oblila 3afyMaHa COrJIaCHO TAKOH TPaauLMK, XOTA B Heil
npucyTcTBYeT 1 Apyrod noaxon. B crarbe cTaButcs akueHT Ha 47
MEXAYHAPOIAHLIN  IUKONAaX, pPAcHONOKEHHBIX Ha HEeGONBUION TEPPUTOPHMU.
HekoTopbie mex. 1yHapoaHble WKoNbl OblIH CPPYNIUPOBaHbI B 60Jiee KPYMHbIE
CHCTEMbI. @ ApYTHe 0CTaBAIMCh aBTOHOMHBIMH yUpexIeHHAMHU. Takum oOpazom,
aKUEHT B8 [OaHHOli cTaThe CTABUTCHA HA [ICPECEYEHUH MEXHAUHOHAbHBIX H
BHYTPHHALIMOHANbHBIX cpaBHeHUH. [IpuBonsiTca MeTogoNorHyeckue HabmoaeHus
OTHOCHTEILHO MPHPOIbl CPaBHEHHIA, KOTOPbIE ABASIOTCA BO3MOXHBIMU BHYTpH
TAKOr0 MHKPOKOCMA. H OTHOCHTENIbHO KOHLUENTYaIEHBIX YPOKOB, KOTOpbIE MOXHO
U3BJIEUb (13 NPOBC. ICHIIS TAKOrO aHANIU3a.

The field of comparative education is strongly dominated by cross-national
perspectives. Most comparative textbooks reflect this emphasis, and some text-
books do not even mention the value of comparing patterns within a single
country.

One cause of this separation is the common use in comparative education
of the system as the focus for analysis. Rust (2001: iii) remarked that most
comparative educators “would likely feel comfortable with the notion that
comparative education deals mainly with the analysis of educational systems
and problems in two or more national contexts”. Education systems in dif-
ferent countries are an explicit unit of analysis in many comparative educa-
tion studies (e.g. Ignas and Corsini 1981; Postlethwaite 1988; Le Métais
2001).

In some respects this paper is framed within this tradition, but it takes a
rather different approach from the mainstream literature. The paper lies at an
intersection of cross-national and intra-national studies. It focuses on systems
of education, but some of these systems are single institutions or even parts
of institutions. The paper does make some cross-national comparison of
education systems, but only through consideration of institutions which are
geographically detached from their parent systems in other countries.

The arena on which this paper focuses is the international schools sector
in Hong Kong. In 2000/2001 the sector had 47 institutions which could be
grouped into 36 systems. Hong Kong has an area of just 1,097 square kilo-
metres, and the paper shows wide diversity among the systems operating
within this small area. Thus, the paper takes Hong Kong as a microcosm,
and explores the nature of the systems which operate within it. The paper
shows how the tools of comparative education can be used to enhance under-
standing of the existence, operation and evolution of the large number of
education systems in this small space.

In some ways, the focus of the paper resembles that by Raffe et al. (1999),
who compared the education systems of the United Kingdom (UK) and, using
a metaphor from football, made a case for study of “home internationals” in
comparative research. As the authors explained (p. 9):
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The UK is represented by four “national” football teams, those of England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Matches between these teams were once
called “home internationals”. Each home country of the UK has its own education
and training system; this paper presents the case for “home international” com-
parisons of these systems.

The authors added (p. 10) that the differences among the UK systems

are not just a nuisance and a problem to be coped with. They are also an oppor-
tunity for research . . . [and] a source of empirical and theoretical challenges and
of lessons for policy and practice.

Similar observations might be made about the international schools sector in
Hong Kong.

Definitions

Two terms require definition in order to set the framework for this paper.
The first is “system”, and the second is “international school”.
Allport (1955: 469) defined a system as:

any recognizably delimited aggregate of dynamic elements that are in some way
interconnected and interdependent and that continue to operate together according
to certain laws and in such a way as to produce some characteristic total effect. A
system, in other words, is something that is concerned with some kind of activity
and preserves a kind of integration and unity; and a particular system can be recog-
nised as distinct from other systems to which, however, it may be dynamically
related.

This area of scholarship is complex, and has been debated extensively in the
decades since Allport wrote the definition (see e.g. Lockett and Spear 1980).
Nevertheless, the definition is adequate for present purposes. Specifically in
the domain of education, Archer (1984: 74) noted that education systems are
created when the component parts cease to be disparate and unrelated sets of
establishments or independent networks and instead become interrelated to
form a unified whole.

On this definition, Hong Kong has a territory-wide education system which
primarily serves the local Chinese population, is supervised by the govern-
ment’s Education and Manpower Bureau, and is distinct from education
systems elsewhere. For many years, official publications (e.g. Hong Kong
1981; Education Commission 2000) have explicitly referred to it as a system;
and comparative analyses would readily expose differences between the Hong
Kong education system and those of neighbouring jurisdictions such as Macau
and mainland China (Bray and Koo 1999; Law 2000). The international
schools on which this paper focuses operate within the territory of Hong Kong
but are outside the Hong Kong education system. In 2000/2001, the interna-
tional schools comprised approximately 4 per cent of the total number of



	
	
	

