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A decade of International and Comparative 
Education Research at the Department of 
Education, Stockholm University: Challenges 
and Achievements

Ulf Fredriksson, Meeri Hellstén and Susanne 
Kreitz-Sandberg 

INTRODUCTION

The research group on International and Comparative Educa-
tion builds on earlier traditions in the field from Stockholm Uni-
versity and is nowadays an integrated part of the Department of 
Education. This chapter begins with a retrospective view of the 
history of international and comparative education at Stock-
holm University. It describes the development of this research 
field at the Department of Education and the work with partner 
organisations, universities and colleagues. The chapter will also 
touch on the Master’s Program in International and Compara-
tive Education. The current function of international and com-
parative education at the department in 2021 will be described 
and discussed as the group continues to develop research with 
local, national and international scholars, research organisa-
tions, colleagues and other educational actors.

 SHORT HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Many disciplines within the social sciences have shown interest 
in an international outlook and a comparative perspective. Hesi-
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tation among some researchers in the discipline of education may 
have been largely influenced by its history tied to the nation state. 
In this regard, Stockholm University has been at the forefront of 
researching education from an international perspective. There is 
a strong history of international and comparative education as an 
academic field at Stockholm University which began many years 
before the establishment of the present Department of Educa-
tion in 2011. Today, international and comparative education is 
an integrated part of the Department of Education, but it started 
in 1971 with the establishment of Institute of International Edu-
cation (IIE) at Stockholm University.

The establishment of IIE was the result of the foundational 
contribution by Torsten Husén16 to the work in the Interna-
tional Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achieve-
ment (IEA). Torsten Husén is one of the founders of IEA and 
was the Chair of the organisation from 1962 to 1978. As IEA 
began to organise international studies it was necessary to find a 
“home” for the organisation and when the Swedish government 
decided to establish IIE as a department at Stockholm Univer-
sity, it became the base from which Torsten Husén coordinated 
several large-scale international studies of student achievement 
(Husén 1985, Postlethwaite, 1994). IIE continued to flourish 
as an institute organising research and supervising doctoral 
degrees until 2006.

16 Torsten Husén (1916 – 2009) was Professor of Education and Educational 
Psychology at Stockholm University College between 1953 and 1955, of 
practical education at the Stockholm Institue of Education 1956–1971 and 
of education at Stockholm University 1971–1981. During the period 1971 to 
1981 he was also Head of the Institute of International Education (IIE). He 
had several international tasks and duties, among them Chair of IEA 1962–
1978 and in 1978 he was appointed Honorary President of IEA.
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The work of IIE was heavily dependent on external funding 
and over time it became increasingly more difficult to receive 
sufficient funding for its running to maintain the life of the 
Institute. IIE later experienced financial problems while concur-
rently Stockholm University showed concerns over restructur-
ing in merging departments throughout the university. In 2006 
the Institute was amalgamated with the Department of Edu-
cation (Gustavsson, 2014). The actual objective of this organi-
sational restructure was interpreted in different ways by those 
involved, which later on created some confusion about the role 
of the Institute within the Department of Education.

In 2011, when the Department of Education, though a num-
ber of mergers, was established in its current shape (see Chap-
ter 1), which is celebrated in its 10th Jubilee Anniversary, IIE 
had already formed an autonomous part of the Department for 
some years. At the time IIE was considered, as a unit with a fairly 
independent position within the Department of Education. IIE 
held, on a weekly basis, an executive meeting which was con-
ducted in English and where the research, educational programs 
and other matters were discussed. Most lecturers at IIE taught 
solely on the Master’s Program on International and Compara-
tive Education and had few teaching commitments outside of 
it. Research projects were mainly developed within IIE with 
limited contacts with other researchers within the Department.

It might have been felt that the situation had its limitations 
and some turmoil was experienced. The Department manage-
ment wanted to integrate the activities of IIE with those of the 
Department as a whole. New financial difficulties that were 
related to the funding of the activities run by IIE and disagree-
ments about working conditions between staff members in IIE 



98

and the person responsible for IIE made it necessary for the 
Department management to clarify and restructure the role 
of IIE within the Department. The general responsibility for 
allocating resources to the Master´s Program was transferred 
to one of the Directors of Studies, who was also responsible for 
other programs in the Department. The IIE activities were con-
densed in a research group. Due to a conflict between staff mem-
bers with permanent contracts at IIE and the person in charge, 
a new research structure failed to be fully established. Instead an 
ad-hoc group, composed of the then academic in charge of IIE 
and fellow academics with either no permanent lecturing con-
tracts or no formal employment in the Department, continued 
to work casually in projects, while those with permanent con-
tracts attempted to restructure new forms of activity within an 
international and comparative research perspective.

In 2015, an amalgamation of the doctoral programs at the 
Department, including the program International and Compar-
ative Education, resulted in one joint PhD program, where dif-
ferent approaches to education could be included. The  decision 
to remove the title IIE was taken in 2017, and in 2018 a decision 
to reorganise the earlier Master’s Program in international and 
comparative education as a Master’s Program in education with 
international and comparative specialisation.

As the Department of Education wanted to find new ways of 
organising research activities within the Department (see Chap-
ter 1), it became important to maintain the place for interna-
tional and comparative education within that new framework. 
The challenge was to relate to the well-established tradition of 
international and comparative education at Stockholm Univer-
sity whilst at the same time make a break with the immediate 
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institutional past. The new research group was established in 
2016. It was initially referred to as the research group for Inter-
national Studies and later retitled as International and Compar-
ative Education Research (ICER).

RESEARCH 

Research in the field of international and comparative educa-
tion, as it has been developed at the Department of Education 
since 2011, has of course been heavily influenced by the research 
traditions established in the Husén tradition of IIE during its 
almost 40 years of existence. Two fields of research that were 
important at IIE, and which have continued within the research 
group to date, focus on research related to large scale interna-
tional studies and education and development.

When IIE was founded in 1971, this was to a large extent 
related to the work of IEA. When IEA established its own 
research centre in Hamburg, IIE had a smaller role to play in 
relation to IEA projects such as PIRLS and TIMSS17, but the 
general interest in large scale studies remained. In 2011, IIE got 
a direct link to the Swedish PISA18 study. 

Ulf Fredriksson, who had got his PhD at IIE, returned to IIE 
and was part of the group of researchers from Mid-Sweden Uni-
versity and Stockholm University who on behalf of Skolverket 
(the Swedish National Agency of Education) organised PISA 
in Sweden. Within the large PISA project there has for each 
PISA study been a Swedish report. The Swedish results from 

17 PIRLS stands for Progress in International Reading Literacy Study and 
TIMSS for Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study

18 PISA stands for Programme International Student Assessment.
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PISA 2012 were published in 2013 by the research group from 
Mid-Sweden University and Stockholm University (Oskarsson 
et al., 2013). There have also been special reports covering spe-
cific issues within the PISA study such as digital reading in PISA 
2009 (Fredriksson, Sundgren, Lundgren, & Oskarsson, 2013). 
The project Northern Lights, financed by the Nordic Council 
of Ministers, has provided an opportunity for researchers from 
the Nordic countries involved in PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS to 
present papers based on data from these studies comparing the 
Nordic countries (Fredriksson, Rasmusson. & Sundgren, 2012; 
Rasmusson & Fredriksson, 2018). In 2014 the National Agency 
decided to limit the involvement of researchers in the Swedish 
PISA studies, which was reflected in PISA 2015 where the final 
Swedish report was not written by the group of researchers who 
had written earlier reports. Instead the researchers wrote a tech-
nical report on how PISA had been organised in 2015 in Swe-
den (Oskarsson et al., 2016). In the preparations for PISA 2018 
the role of the researchers was further limited and as a result 
several of the researchers who had earlier worked with PISA in 
Sweden decided to end their direct involvement in the Swed-
ish PISA project. The long period when a group of researchers 
from Mid-Sweden University and Stockholm University had 
been involved in PISA was covered in a book reflecting on the 15 
years of experiences with the PISA study (Fredriksson, Karlsson 
& Pettersson, 2018). Results from PISA and other large-scale 
studies have also been analysed in a book focusing on reading 
(Fredriksson & Taube, 2012).

Another research area inherited from IIE was the field on 
education and development. Ingemar Fägerlind, who was the 
Head of IIE from 1981 to 2000, wrote in 1989 together with 
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Lawrance Saha the book “Education and Development”. This 
inspired several PhD theses over the years on different aspects 
of education and development and also active cooperation with 
SIDA (Swedish International Development Agency). In 2011, 
when IIE began to find its place within the Department of Edu-
cation, a project on education for rural transformation had just 
been initiated. In 2010 a first conference had been organised 
in Stockholm (Chinapah, 2010), followed by a second confer-
ence in Chengdu, China, in 2011 (Chinapah & Wang, 2012) 
and a third conference in Vadodara, India in 2012 (Chinapah, 
2013a; 2013b). These conferences gathered a number of educa-
tional researchers from Sweden, China, India and other coun-
tries. The focus was on education for rural transformation. The 
concept was analysed and examples of good practice were identi-
fied in a number of contributions to the conferences, which were 
then published in the books that documented the conferences. 
The discussion about education for rural transformation was 
clearly linked to the overall debate about education and devel-
opment and to the Education for All (EFA) process. The PhD 
work conducted by Khaleda Gani Dutt, who defended her PhD 
thesis in 2017, worked in relation to this concept. Her thesis 
dealt with comparative case studies in Bhilwara District, Rajas-
than and Howrah District, West Bengal, India, with prospects 
of overcoming gender inequalities (Dutt, 2017). Another PhD 
thesis defended in the same year was oriented towards educa-
tion and development. Ellen Carm´s thesis explored the role 
of traditional leaders in preventive education concerning HIV/
AIDS in Zambia (Carm, 2017). An earlier PhD thesis in 2012 
by Biamba can also be seen to be in the same tradition, even 
if his thesis did not explicitly deal with issues about education 
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and development, but with problems related to school manage-
ment in Cameroon. Biamba´s thesis explores the situation of 
principals in Cameroon and show how this is related to edu-
cation and development (Biamba, 2012). Another publication 
related to education and development compiled by researchers 
and former researchers from IIE was “Dedicated to Education 
for All: The Lifework of Ingemar Gustafsson: A pioneer of Swed-
ish and International Development Cooperation”. Ingemar Gus-
tafsson had received his PhD in international and comparative 
education from IIE, worked as a senior specialist for SIDA and 
was a guest lecturer at IIE after his retirement from SIDA. After 
his unexpected death in 2012, Agneta Lind, Christine McNabb, 
Berit Rylander and Mikiko Cars edited a book with a number of 
selected papers written by Ingemar Gustafsson on the develop-
ment of education systems in SIDA’s partner countries (Lind, 
McNabb, Rylander & Cars, 2013). 

Higher Education is an area for comparative and interna-
tional research that maintains roots in IIE. Higher Education 
has been studied from the perspective of comparing the inter-
faces between educational systems, structures and curricula. 
Gradually, comparative and international issues related to ICT 
and higher education became more emphasised. Among these 
are two doctoral works: Gao´s doctoral thesis from 2012 covered 
issues central to higher education, ICT, education and develop-
ment in the Chinese context (Gao, 2012). Odero's (2017) PhD 
thesis explores ICT use in organising distance higher education 
in the context of South Africa during the period immediately 
following the Apartheid era. 

Meeri Hellstén joined the Department of Education in 2015 
and chaired the ICER group from 2016. She brought with her 
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several projects engaging in the quality and equity of compar-
ative and international higher education. The theme of these 
projects jointly addressed the changing nature of the univer-
sity from ethical policy and practice concerns to reciprocal 
internationalisation pedagogy, and the transdisciplinarity of 
epistemologies for the scholarship of teaching and learning 
and the establishing of communities of international scholars 
within the Nordic rim. The latest example of this engagement 
yielded the Nordplus funded project entitled NordPath-Net-
work (2020–2022)19 from the Nordic Council of Ministers to 
investigate intercultural incentives of internationalisation ini-
tiatives between the main universities in the Nordic countries 
and leading to improved mobility transition. In 2013, a global 
partnership was established in a large international compara-
tive project, Ethical Internationalisation in Higher Education 
(EIHE, 2016). The project, funded by the Academy of Fin-
land, brought together collaborators from Nordic countries 
and across five continents to discuss epistemic differences in 
international higher education from a comparative social jus-
tice and equity perspective. Close collaboration ensued with the 
universities in Jyväskylä, Oulu and Helsinki, Galway, Newcas-
tle, Manchester, and British Columbia in particular (Hellstén, 
2017; Khoo, Haapakoski, Hellstén & Malone, 2018). Further 
projects on comparative and international aspects of higher edu-
cation focused on the university’s social role and responsibil-
ity, arts and aesthetics-based curriculum change, sustainability 
issues of comparative pedagogy and practice, gender, language 

19 https://cip.ku.dk/english/projects-and-collaborations/ nordpath-- network-
for-co-creating-new-paths-for-nordic-internationalization-in- higher-
education/  

https://cip.ku.dk/english/projects-and-collaborations/nordpath--network-for-co-creating-new-paths-for-nordic-internationalization-in-higher-education/
https://cip.ku.dk/english/projects-and-collaborations/nordpath--network-for-co-creating-new-paths-for-nordic-internationalization-in-higher-education/
https://cip.ku.dk/english/projects-and-collaborations/nordpath--network-for-co-creating-new-paths-for-nordic-internationalization-in-higher-education/
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and diversity and quality of assessment, including multimodal 
design for learning at university (Hellstén & Ucker-Perrotto, 
2017; Scharfenberg, Keller-Schneider, Weiß, Hellstén, &, Kiel, 
2018; Hellstén, Mickwitz & Scharfenberg, 2020; Reierstam & 
Hellstén, 2021). These projects saw regular guest appearances 
conducted at the collaborating institutions, many of which 
involved the Erasmus Plus exchange program. 

Gender equality in higher education is a theme that interna-
tionally receives a great deal of attention; often the view points 
at pro-active policies in the Scandinavian countries. Susanne 
Kreitz-Sandberg, who joined the Department and the ICER 
research group in 2017, had researched gender inclusion, a sys-
tematic way of working with gender mainstreaming in teacher 
education over the years (Kreitz-Sandberg, 2013; 2016; 2019) 
and now applied together with Elina Lahelma a comparative 
perspective on local practices, theoretical frameworks and chal-
lenges when working with gender equality in Finnish and Swed-
ish teacher education (Kreitz-Sandberg & Lahelma, 2021).

Issues related to higher education in Sweden and globally 
were part of the involvement in publications covering general 
developments in the field from an international perspective. 
Gougoulakis and Fredriksson contributed in 2018 a chapter on 
how Education for All in Sweden has been combined with the 
idea of World-Class universities in a book edited by Rabossi, 
Joshi & Paivandi (2018) and with another chapter on mergers 
in higher education institutions in Sweden in a book edited by 
Cremonini, Paivandi and Joshi (2019). 

A long-term substantial collaboration (2012-ongoing) with 
researchers at the Ludwig Maximillian University (LMU) in 
Munich looked at the comparability of career choice motives 
for teaching as a profession, across five national teacher educa-
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tion sectors in Europe and the USA. The international collab-
oration coordinated by Meeri Hellstén and Ewald Kiel (LMU) 
has involved joint supervision of doctoral work, keynotes, guest 
lectures and co-authorship of a number of peer-reviewed pub-
lications involving a team of researchers (e.g. Syring, Weiß, 
Keller-Schneider, Hellstén, Kiel, 2017; Scharfenberg et al., 2018; 
Tillmann et al., 2020). Another issue raised in teacher educa-
tion contexts has been addressed by the comparison of national 
approaches to international mobility. The comparability of 
access and equity to mobility between culturally diverse cohorts 
of students has been put under scrutiny when comparing edu-
cational policy and universities’ approaches in the Nordic and 
Australian indigenous teacher education settings. This collabo-
ration has yielded visiting researcher and colloquium exchange 
and joint international conferencing and book publications 
engaging colleagues from Kautokeino Sami Teachers’ College, 
Helsinki University, UTS, UNE and Macquarie Universities in 
Australia (e.g. Buchanan & Hellstén, 2020).

One field of research which has gradually become more 
important is education for sustainable development. From hav-
ing been specifically about environmental education, the concept 
has expanded to cover a number of issues related to education 
and development. This has been a result of the adoption of the 
Sustainable Development Goals by UN Member States in 2015, 
as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Cars 
and West (2015) explored education for sustainable development 
in Sweden in an article about education for sustainable devel-
opment during the United Nations Decade for Education for 
Sustainable Development. As a result of the cooperation with 
the University of Tokyo, education for sustainable development 
has been further explored. Several of the joint seminars that have 
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been organised with the University of Tokyo (see below) have 
been dedicated to the theme of education for sustainable devel-
opment. Together with the University of Tokyo some funding 
was received which made it possible to visit Japan for a study 
visit and to receive researchers from Tokyo for a study visit in 
Sweden. The results of these study visits were presented in a com-
parative study of curricula for education for sustainable develop-
ment in Sweden and Japan (Fredriksson, Kusanagi, Gougoulakis, 
 Matsuda & Kitamura, 2020). As a follow-up initiative, the Uni-
versity of Tokyo has launched a comparative project which will 
explore attitudes of students within primary education in several 
countries. The pandemic in 2020 has so far slowed down this 
project. Joint ideas about how to study ways in which to inte-
grate sustainable development in different types of professional 
academic education for engineers, medical doctors and teachers 
in Stockholm and Tokyo have been further explored.

Other areas researched are located in education and migra-
tion. ICER has been involved in applying for funding and 
joint PhD course development on this theme involving several 
research groups at the Department of Education. In her PhD 
thesis Helena Reierstam (2020) compared teachers’ assessment 
practices in different multilingual learning environments. This 
thesis work has attracted attention and team involvement in 
ICER on comparative educational assessment within levels 
of curriculum and across nation-states. One aligning topic led 
into comparative learning analytics and digitalised learning and 
assessment in the 21st Century (Reierstam & Hellstén, 2021). 
This work has been acknowledged in funding by the Facul-
ty’s Cross-Institutional Strategic Initiatives involving a Wen-
ner-Gren Foundation funded international visiting scholar 
(Brian Denman) and curriculum development research linked 
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to the European CIVIS university alliance on the theme of 
equity and quality.

School attendance problems have been increasingly discussed 
in Sweden since a governmental investigation pointed out the 
problem in 2016. That is why Kreitz-Sandberg and Fredriksson 
decided to study school attendance through comparison with 
other countries with varying school and welfare systems. The 
project School attendance problems in international compari-
son (2020-2023), funded by the Swedish Science Foundation20, 
works with a mixed method approach. The overall purpose of 
the study is to investigate national, organizational and individ-
ual dimensions of school attendance problems with a focus on 
15–17-year-old students in Sweden, Germany, Japan and the UK. 
The research project consists of various sub-studies, including 
collaboration partners in the countries involved. Part of the proj-
ect works with quantitative analysis and in one study, national 
data on school attendance, are analysed and results from stu-
dents in the PISA studies compared (Fredriksson et al., 2021). In 
the other part, case studies are conducted in all four countries.21 
Through these case studies, the aim is to understand how sup-
port systems are structured and practised at the local level and 
young people’s experiences of school non-attendance and sup-
port received(Kreitz-Sandberg, et al., 2021).

PARTNERS

The internationalising of research activities has been a driving 
force. Partnership and collaboration have formed a considerable 

20 In Swedish Vetenskapsrådet – VR
21 As a pre-study cf. Kreitz-Sandberg & Lesch, 2019, Kreitz-Sandberg, 2015
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component of the research work at ICER. Before the establish-
ment of the ICER research group, IIE had developed contacts 
with Beijing Normal University in China and Vrije Universiteit 
Brussels (VUB) – the Dutch-speaking university in Brussels 
(Belgium). Some contacts were established through the Linnae-
us-Palme program with Kasetsart University in Bangkok (Thai-
land), Kathmandu University (Nepal) and the American Univer-
sity of Central Asia (AUCA) in Bishkek (Kirgizstan). There was 
also cooperation with the American University of Cairo (Egypt) 
in a larger project on teacher education and with the University 
of Addis Ababa concerning supervision of PhD students.

The research group has maintained good contacts with sev-
eral international government organizations such as UNESCO, 
IIEP and OECD22. Regular study visits have been made to these 
organisations and the research group has had the opportunity 
to contribute to some research organised by the organizations.

The research group has also had contacts with national agen-
cies in Sweden such as SIDA23 and Skolverket (National Agency 
for Education). Members of the research group have been part 
of reference groups related to different projects and have given 
presentations in various training activities.

The research group has actively worked to establish contacts 
with other research groups with similar interests at universities 
around the world. Efforts have been made to build partnerships 
with universities through different contacts such as the Linnae-
us-Palme program and other initiatives. Some of these contacts 

22 United Nations Education, Science and Culture Organization (UNESCO), 
International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP) and Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development

23 Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
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have not been developed further, while others have been more 
fruitful. The most successful collaboration in recent times is the 
ongoing cooperation with the University of Tokyo, which started 
in 2014, through regular sharing of research and postgraduate 
study exchange with the Graduate School of Education at the 
University of Tokyo. There have been several visits to Tokyo and 
a larger group of postgraduate students and researchers have vis-
ited the Department of Education each year since 2015 to partic-
ipate in a joint workshop (with the exception of 2021 when the 
event was organised online). These workshops have addressed 
different themes, several of them around Education for sustain-
able development. This theme has developed into an area for joint 
research (see above). Another area of interest for joint research 
has been education and healthy ageing, and equity and quality in 
higher education. As the project on school absenteeism has been 
developed (see above) contacts have also been elaborated with 
researchers at the University of Tokyo. This cooperation involved 
an exchange of doctoral and master students. What made coop-
eration with the University of Tokyo special is the inclusion of 
both research and education as formalised by a memorandum 
of understanding between the Department of Education at 
Stockholm University and the Graduate School of Education at 
the University of Tokyo and a signed university-wide Strategic 
Partnership between Stockholm University and the University 
of Tokyo, also involving the Stockholm Trio of KTH and KI24. 
The partnership yielded an Honorary Doctorate in year 2020 
at Stockholm University for Yuto Kitamura from the Graduate 
School of Education at the University of Tokyo.

24 KTH – Kungliga Tekniska Högskolan – The Royal Institute of Technology, 
KI – Karolinska Institute
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Other ongoing successful examples of cooperation have been 
with Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität in Munich, and the uni-
versities of Sydney, Jyväskylä, Oulu and in Pinar del Rio. The 
University of Jyväskylä (Finland) has participated in several 
international seminars organised in Stockholm together with 
the University of Tokyo. Since 2016, members of ICER, PhD 
students and Master’s students have participated in the annual 
UN-SDG4 Conferences hosted by the University of Jyväskylä. 
There has been academic and research exchange with the Uni-
versity of Oulu (Finland) involving guest lectures, keynotes 
and professional development workshops and several Master 
students have participated in annual seminars organised by the 
University of Oulu. 

At the initiative of Meeri Hellstén and Anthony Welch, in 
2020 the Department of Education signed an agreement for 
research exchange with the Department of Education and Social 
Work at the University of Sydney (Australia). This collaboration 
has to date spawned the supervision and assessment of PhD the-
ses, externally funded teaching and research sabbaticals, visiting 
professorship keynotes and regular research colloquia. Research 
focus on comparative education policy and practice, global and 
de-colonisation perspectives has been shared at digitalised sem-
inars involving keynotes and research project presentations with 
a comparative and international education focus.     

Cooperation with the University of Pinar del Rio (Cuba) has 
been part of an agreement between the Department of Edu-
cation at that university and the Department of Education 
at Stockholm University, which has involved several research 
groups at the Department. This cooperation has included 
mutual visits to the universities and a commitment from the 
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Department of Education to be involved in some course devel-
opment projects and supervising PhD students. The collabo-
ration with Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität has included aca-
demic exchange, research output and comparative research 
cooperation involving several countries.

Further to these contacts with universities ICER is active in a 
number of professional networks representing the research field 
such as, CIES, Global CIE, CESE, OCIES and NOCIES25. 
Members of ICER are regular contributors to their annual 
conferences and serve on their executives and journal editorial 
boards. The Nordic CIES is regionally most relevant and 9-12 
October, 2019, ICER hosted the NOCIES Biannual Confer-
ence under the theme ‘Understanding the Global in Comparative 
and International Education’. The conference was organised at 
Stockholm University and in partnership with the Global CIE 
Forum and generously supported by Brian Denman. It brought 
together a large network of comparativists from around the 
world. Prior to the main conference, a postgraduate pre-confer-
ence was organised by the ICER and University of Tokyo part-
nership, with guest scholars attending from ICER’s European 
partner universities and funded by the Erasmus Plus scheme.

25 CIES – Comparative International Education Society, Global CIE – Global 
Comparative and International Education Forum, CESE – Comparative 
Education Society in Europe, OCIES – Oceania Comparative and Interna-
tional Education Society and NOCIES – Nordic Comparative and Interna-
tional Education Society
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THE MASTER’S PROGRAM IN INTERNATIONAL 
AND COMPARATIVE EDUCATION

In relation to the ICER research group at the Department of 
Education, it is necessary to mention the Master´s Program 
Education with international and comparative specialisation 
which is run by the Department and in which members of the 
research group have been very actively involved. The history of 
the program goes back to 1975, when it was established as one of 
the first English medium instruction master’s programs in Swe-
den. It was at that time more a part of the PhD program, which 
allowed the PhD students to receive a diploma at Master’s level 
before continuing to finalise their PhD thesis. The introduction 
of the Bologna process, however, led to a restructuring of the 
program and gave birth, in 2009 to the two-year master’s pro-
gram which is still running. Originally, the program was free for 
students from all parts of the world, but in 2011 the Swedish gov-
ernment introduced fees for international students from outside 
of the EU (and Norway Iceland, Lichtenstein and Switzerland). 
The program has gradually changed over the years and went 
through a major revision in 2016. As international and compar-
ative education disappeared as a subject area in its own right in 
2019 the program was given a new name – Master’s program in 
Education with an International and Comparative specialisa-
tion, but remained in content and structure the same as earlier.

The students in the program have come from all parts of the 
world. The introduction of fees for students from some coun-
tries has not had any effect. Many students have received scholar-
ships from Stockholm University, the Swedish Institute or other 
funding organisations. A number of students have also enrolled 
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as fee-paying. Over the years, students from Greece and China 
have made the two largest cohorts in the program. The contri-
bution of Greek students has been reflected in a focus issue of 
the Journal Comparative and International Education Review on 
“Comparative education insights between Greece and Sweden: The 
research work of Greek postgraduate students in International and 
Comparative Education at Stockholm University” edited by Vasile-
ios Symeonidis, Ulf Fredriksson and Petros Gougoulakis (2020).

A large number of theses have been produced within the Mas-
ter’s Program over the years. Since 2011 students who have been 
graded with A or B have been invited to publish their thesis in 
the special online publications series Master’s Degree Studies in 
International and Comparative Education. A total number of 
seventy-six theses have been published thus far, of which Nos. 
17-76 appear in digital format26.

The program students have actively participated in ICER col-
loquium program, seminars, workshops and study visits orga-
nized by the research group. They have contributed significantly 
to these events by engaging in interesting discussions. Many of 
the students on the program have continued their studies at doc-
toral level at the Department of Education and other universi-
ties. The lively Alumni activity involving former students has in 
some cases led to new research initiatives.

26 https://www.edu.su.se/english/education-old/master-s-programme/  
master-s-theses-1.404829 

https://www.edu.su.se/english/education-old/master-s-programme/master-s-theses-1.404829
https://www.edu.su.se/english/education-old/master-s-programme/master-s-theses-1.404829
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INTERNATIONAL AND COMPARATIVE EDUCATION 
AT THE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 2021

In 2021, when the Department of Education celebrated its 10th 
anniversary, ICER has galvanised its activities since its estab-
lishment in 2016, by maintaining the tradition of IIE. Some of 
the research areas which were part of the work of IIE have con-
tinued and new areas have evolved. The group conducts reg-
ular meetings to discuss research projects. The ICER research 
colloquia have been organised on a regular basis to provide an 
academic forum, where both the members of the research group 
and guest researchers present their investigations and become 
involved in critical and constructive discussions. The Master’s 
Program in education with an international and comparative 
specialisation has continued to attract aspiring comparativists 
from all corners of the world. The Program is of concern not 
only for the ICER research group; it forms an important hub 
of the activities around international and comparative educa-
tion, one such example being the current student- led podcast 
on co-creating the field of ICER.27

Internationalization of society in general, and of higher edu-
cation in particular, has made the field of international and 
comparative education much more a part of the main field in 
educational research now than it was back in 1971 when IIE 
was founded. Some would argue that international and com-
parative education is just an integrated part of all other fields, 
which could be defined within different sectors of educational 
research. That may be correct to some extent, but the ques-

27 https://anchor.fm/ice-breaking

https://anchor.fm/ice-breaking
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tion remains whether there might still be a specific approach 
required for comparison of situations and developments in dif-
ferent countries in order to move the perspective from a national 
context to an international horizon by critically scrutinizing the 
comparability of dimensions in education and society. 
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SAMMANFATTNING

ETT DECENNIUM AV INTERNATIONELL OCH 

 JÄMFÖRANDE PEDAGOGISK FORSKNING VID INSTITU-

TIONEN FÖR PEDAGOGIK OCH DIDAKTIK, STOCKHOLMS 

UNIVERSITET:  UTMANINGAR OCH RESULTAT

Området internationell och jämförande pedagogik har en his-
toria på Stockholms universitet som går tillbaka till tiden före 
bildandet av den nuvarande Institutionen för pedagogik och 
didaktik 2011. Idag är internationell och jämförande pedagogik 
en integrerad del av institutionen. Detta kapitel beskriver hur 
forskningen inom detta område utvecklades under de första åren 
på den nya institutionen och hur en ny forskningsgrupp skapades 
2016. Två forskningsområden som ”ärvdes” av den tidigare forsk-
ningstraditionen var storskaliga internationella undersökningar 
och studier kring utbildning och utveckling. Nya områden för 
internationell och jämförande pedagogisk forskning har också 
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utvecklats., som utbildning för hållbar utveckling, högre utbild-
ning, genus och jämställdhet, IKT, invandring och problem 
kring skolnärvaro i ett internationellt perspektiv. 

Forskningsgruppen har samarbetat med internationella 
organisationer såsom UNESCO, IIEP och OECD. Den har 
också haft kontakter med de nationella myndigheterna SIDA 
och Skolverket. Initiativ har tagits för att skapa partnerskap med 
andra universitet runt om i världen genom bl.a. stöd av Linnae-
us-Palmeprogrammet. Några av dessa initiativ har inte utvecklats 
vidare, medan andra blivit framgångsrika. Mest framgångsrikt 
har samarbetet med Tokyo universitet varit, men andra lyckade 
samarbeten har också etablerats med universiteten i Jyväskylä, 
Uleåborg, Sydney och Pinar del Rio. Under en period har också 
samarbete funnits med Normal University i Peking och VUB i 
Bryssel. Därutöver har kontakter etablerats med internationella 
forskningsorganisationer inom området internationell och jäm-
förande pedagogik. Forskningsgruppen var värd för NOCIES/
Global CIE-konferens 2019.

När man skriver om forskningsgruppen i internationell och 
jämförande pedagogik är det också nödvändigt att nämna mas-
tersprogrammet i samma ämne. Detta drivs av institutionen för 
pedagogik och didaktik och flera av forskningsgruppens medle-
mmar har varit mycket aktiva inom programmet, som rekryterar 
studenter från hela världen. Ett stort antal mastersuppsatser har 
skrivits och några av dessa har publicerats i en särskild skriftserie, 
Master´s Thesis in International and Comparative Education. 
Många studenter från programmet har fortsatt som dokto-
rander, varav några på institutionen. Programmets studenter 
har aktivt deltagit i de seminarier, workshops och studieresor 
som organiserats av forskningsgruppen. 




