
Revista de Sociología de la Educación (RASE) 2022, vol. 15, n.º1 l ojs.uv.es/rase l ISSN: 2605-1923  25

Xavier Pons1

Pensar en los contextos en el análisis de las políticas educativas  
en la Europa del Sur: hacia una revisión bibliográfica

Thinking Contexts in Southern Europe Education Policy 
Analysis: Towards a Literature Review

Págs. 25-44

doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.7203/RASE.15.1.22161

Abstract
This article presents the very first findings of  a scoping literature review on how scholars who work on French, Italian and Portuguese ed-
ucation policies consider and possibly conceptualise policy contexts in their analysis. Going through 175 articles published either in English 
or in French, it shows that the authors in the publications studied tend to contextualise little the analysis of  education policies and that 
when they do so, there are no specific contextualisation operations for authors working on Southern European countries. Nevertheless, the 
presence of  different analytical sensitivities from one country to another, as well as the still numerous limitations of  our method, which is 
still in progress, suggest that the construction of  a specific problematisation space remains possible, particularly around the logics of  ver-
nacularisation of  global policy statements and requirements.
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Resumen
Este artículo presenta las primeras conclusiones de una revisión bibliográfica sobre la manera en que los investigadores que trabajan sobre 
las políticas educativas francesas, italianas y portuguesas consideran y posiblemente conceptualizan los contextos políticos en sus análisis. 
Recorriendo 175 artículos publicados en inglés o en francés, muestra que los autores de las publicaciones estudiadas tienden a contextualizar 
poco el análisis de las políticas educativas y que, cuando lo hacen, no hay operaciones de contextualización específicas para los autores que 
trabajan sobre los países del sur de Europa. No obstante, la presencia de sensibilidades analíticas diferentes de un país a otro, así como las 
limitaciones aún numerosas de nuestro método, que todavía está en curso, sugieren que la construcción de un espacio de problematización 
específico sigue siendo posible, en particular en torno a las lógicas de vernacularización de las políticas públicas globales.
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1. Introduction
This article examines the importance given by researchers publishing on education policies developed 
in Southern European countries to the contexts in which these policies are implemented. For Jean-
Claude Passeron, sociology, as a ‘science of  the course of  the historical world’2, can be understood, like 
history, as a ‘science of  context’ (Passeron, 2006: 20)3. For the author, this context designates a ‘subset 
of  the historical world’ which the sociologist fundamentally needs to establish his descriptions, to base 
his/her empirical assertions and to control his/her theoretical interpretations. What then is the situa-
tion in the field of  sociological analysis of  educational policies? What contextualisation operations do 
researchers in this field engage in?

Addressing such questions has at least two objectives. The first one is to fuel general sociological 
knowledge on the importance of  contextualising objects of  research studied in a sociological way. 
This question seems particularly interesting to ask in the field of  research on education policies since 
many works now insist on the globalisation of  their conception. This is said to take place through 
various vectors of  dissemination: the role of  international organisations (Charlier, 2003, Jakobi, 2009, 
Grek, 2009 and many others), but also of  NGOs (Barlet & Jarousse, 2011) and more recently of  a new 
generation of  philanthropic foundations (Ball, 2008); the influence of  international comparisons on 
the formulation of  educational policies through, for example, the so-called ‘Pisa shock’ (Pons, 2017); 
the central role of  new networks of  globalised experts (Normand, 2010) in the promotion of  new 
measurement tools (Ozga et al., 2011); the worldwide dissemination of  transnational doctrines such 
as New Public Management aimed at improving the efficiency of  public administrations, the quality 
of  education and regulating by results (Maroy, 2013, Gunter et al., 2016, Normand et al., 2019), not 
forgetting the phenomena of  regionalisation of  educational policy areas which are all adaptations to 
globalisation, as in the case of  the Lisbon Strategy and the construction of  a European educational 
policy area (Lawn & Grek, 2012). The effects of  this diffusion on modes of  governance and poli-
cy-making highlighted in the literature are extremely numerous: diffusion of  a ‘soft’ governance of  ed-
ucation (Lawn, 2006), redefinition of  education as of  lifelong learning (Nóvoa & Lawn, 2002, Jakobi, 
2012), ‘comparative turn’ (Martens, 2007), benchmarking and promotion of  ‘new educational policies’ 
(Mons, 2007), definition of  new commensurable spaces of  regulation and redefinition of  the relevant 
political scales (Lingard & Rawolle, 2011, Lingard & Sellar, 2014), the development of  a ‘government 
by numbers’ (Grek, 2009) and a new ‘globalised panopticon’ (Lingard, Martino & Rezai-Rashti, 2013), 
but also the dematerialisation of  policy processes and the acceleration of  data flows and the transfer 
of  ideas well beyond the borders of  state sovereignty, thus defining new ‘policyscapes’ (Carney, 2012). 

Therefore we can legitimately wonder if  we are not witnessing the construction of  a new, globalised 
‘common sense of  reform’ (Topalov, 1999), which would relegate to the background the consideration 
of  domestic contexts for the design and implementation of  education policies, and which would be 
based on the promotion of  decontextualised reforms and measures, which can travel rapidly in the 
name of  their so-called effectiveness, according to a movement that some people have now described 
as ‘fast policy’ (Peck & Theodore, 2010; Hardy, Heikkinen & Olin, 2020).

2 This is our direct translation from the text in French.
3 In the 1991 edition, the sociologist speaks instead of  «contextual disciplines».
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The second objective refers to the reflections on theories of  the South (Connell, 2007) or ‘episte-
mologies of  the South’ (Santos, 2014) and their consideration at the scale of  the ‘contexts’ of  South-
ern Europe, as the Revista de la Asociación de Sociología de la Educación (RASE) already questioned in a 
recent issue (Santagati et al., 2019). To these we could probably add many reflections in anthropology 
and international relations theory on what Jean-Pierre Olivier De Sardan (2021) calls ‘the revenge of  
contexts’ in his analysis on cash transfers. Are there educational policy contexts specific to Southern 
European countries and how do the authors address them? More precisely, are there specific ways of  
contextualising education policies for the authors working on these countries that would highlight a 
‘Southern way’ of  conducting policy analysis?

In the field of  European research on education policies, we are not starting from nowhere on these 
issues. From the very beginning of  the construction of  a ‘policy sociology’ in education, Stephen Ball 
insists on the importance, for the analysis of  the policy cycle, of  producing a critical and contextualised 
analysis of  education policies (Lingard & Sellar, 2013). He thus distinguishes between different con-
texts that the researcher must consider studying the trajectory of  education policies, the way in which 
they circulate in different spaces and levels and how they are adapted, translated and ‘recontextualised’ 
by the actors. He first distinguishes between the context of  influence (where interest groups struggle 
over the construction of  policy discourses), the context of  text production (where texts represent poli-
cies, in relation to other texts) and the context of  practice (where policy is subject to interpretation and 
recreation) (Bowe, Ball & Gold, 1992), and in a second contribution, the context of  outcomes (where 
the impact of  policies on existing social inequalities is seen) and the context of  political strategy (where 
political activities are identified to tackle such inequalities) (Ball, 1994).

Nevertheless, our approach does not consist in starting from a strong theoretical definition of  the 
notion of  policy context that would inevitably conveys a specific position in a field of  research that we 
want to study in its diversity. As Bernard Lahire points out, the operation of  contextualisation touches on 
the very identity of  social scientists since it implies choices that are specific to them and allow them to 
position themselves in a field of  knowledge. These include choices of  vocabulary, method and the ‘scale 
of  context’ of  the analysis (Lahire, 1996: 406). Our approach is more empirical: it studies how researchers 
working on French, Italian and Portuguese education policies take up the imperative of  contextualisation 
through a review of  the Anglophone and Francophone literature on these three countries.

The analysis shows that the authors of  the publications studied tend to contextualise little the anal-
ysis of  education policies and that when they do so, we do not observe any specific contextualisation 
operations for authors working on Southern European countries. Nevertheless, the presence of  differ-
ent analytical sensitivities from one country to another, as well as the limitations of  our method, sug-
gest that the construction of  a specific problematisation space remains possible, particularly around 
the logics of  vernacularisation of  global policy statements and requirements.

Before presenting these points, let us finally clarify the spirit of  our approach. Our aim is not of  
course to carry out any kind of  «‘science police’ [which] would decide between the good and bad uses» 
of  contextualisation (Feuerhahn, 2017: 10). Following Bernard Lahire (1996), the idea is to under-
stand the variety of  contextualisation choices made and to highlight the knowledge effects produced 
by them. In this sense, this literature review is an invitation to collaborate to colleagues who wish to 
deepen this reflection.

Thinking Contexts in Southern Europe Education Policy Analysis:  
Towards a Literature Review
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2. Methodology
This presentation is based on a literature review carried out as part of  a report which was submitted 
in September 2021 to the Centre national d’évaluation du système scolaire (Cnesco)4 in France. We 
were commissioned to study the ‘context and meaning of  the implementation’ of  education policies 
in France and in other countries. The initial idea was that an educational policy emerges in a social and 
semantic universe and an already structured school field and that it is therefore part of  a history and 
a context that will influence the making of  educational policies and the meaning that the actors will 
give them.

This review can be defined as a scoping review. Focusing on theoretical aspects, its objective is to 
«map rapidly the key concepts underpinning a research area and the main sources and types of  evi-
dence available» (Mays et al., 2001: 194) to «examine the extent, range and nature of  research activity» 
and to «identify [possible] research gaps in the existing literature» (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005: 21). This 
review is based on the intensive analysis of  a corpus of  175 research articles, in both English (n=98) 
and French (n=77). 

Several stages of  research were necessary to constitute this corpus. First, we queried two types 
of  online databases known for the richness of  their document collection — commonly used portals 
giving access to numerous journals (Eric and GoogleScholar for the English-speaking works, Cairn, 
Erudit, Openeditions and Persée for the French-speaking part) and the online search engines of  the 
publishers of  large international journals particularly relevant to our object, such as Sage (European 
Educational Research Journal, EERJ), JSTOR (Comparative Education Review, CER) and Taylor & Francis 
(Comparative Education, CE; Compare; Discourse; Journal of  Education Policy, JEP and Globalisation, Societies 
and Education, GSE).

In each of  these databases, we carried out a keyword search, primarily in the abstract field with the 
use of  truncation as systematically as possible. The series of  keywords were adapted to the possibilities 
given by each search engine (see table I). For the part targeting English-language journals, we deliber-
ately opted for a broad search that only mentioned the name of  the country in all fields. The idea was 
to complete the Eric and GoogleScholar databases by trying to reach articles that would have escaped 
the previous search phase.

Then we went through or read the 8,021 abstracts of  articles obtained in this way, and in the end, we 
selected 175 of  them (see Table II). In hindsight, we realise that the consultation of  so many records 
(8,021) by a single researcher may seem highly unrealistic. This was possible for three main reasons. 
The first is that these global numbers often aggregate identical publications: in fact, each time we 
varied a keyword (for instance «reform» rather than «policy»), there were many duplicates which we 
did not take care to distinguish in the calculation of  the global number of  contributions, to save time. 
The second reason is that the publishers’ search engines, despite our targeting of  the three countries 
studied, identified many articles that mentioned them in their content, without the analysis focusing 
specifically on them. It was therefore very easy, based on titles and abstracts, to quickly exclude articles 
on other countries or geographical areas. Thirdly, many of  the entries referred to bibliographies pro-
posed by the journals, to book reviews, sometimes to letters from readers or to editorials, in short to 

4 http://www.cnesco.fr/fr/accueil/
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sections that we did not include in the scope of  the analysis. In addition to these three reasons, there 
were other more conventional reasons for non-selection: lack of  general relevance (very old historical 
periods, articles that were too short as in the case of  quick introductions to special issues, macro statis-
tical comparative articles that did not go into the details of  national contexts) and the focus of  articles 
on fields other than school education (adult education, nursing, etc.).

Table I. Bibliography database (1): sources, fields, and keywords

BASES FIELDS KEYWORDS

Cairn Journals, abstracts Politique/réform* + éduc*/scol*) + Fran*/Ital*/Portug*

OpenEdition OpenEdition Journals Abstracts Politique/réforme + éducation/scolaire +France/Italie/Portugal

Erudit Titles, abstracts, keywords Politique/réform* + éduc*/scol*) + Fran*/Ital*/Portug*

GoogleScholar Titles only, without the quotes Politique/réforme + éducation/scolaire +France/Italie/Portugal

Eric All fields, journal articles only, thematic «educational policy» France/Italy/Portugal + policy

Sage EERJ, all fields France/Italy/Portugal

JSTOR CER, all fields France/Italy/Portugal and policy

Taylor & Francis Compare All fields France/Italy/Portugal

Taylor & Francis Discourse All fields France/Italy/Portugal

Taylor & Francis Compare All fields France/Italy/Portugal

Taylor & Francis JEP All fields France/Italy/Portugal

Taylor & Francis GSE All fields France/Italy/Portugal

Source: Author. Last query: 30 April 2021.

Table II. Bibliography database (2): number of items per country

SOURCES FRANCE ITALY PORTUGAL

Records Articles selected Records Articles selected Records Articles selected

Cairn 742 49 69 8 18 3

OpenEdition 381 5 35 1 35 5

Erudit 378 4 11 0 5 0

GoogleScholar 53 5 3 2 1 0

Eric 243 19 319 19 126 21

EERJ 350 4 233 2 173 4

CER 743 2 367 3 250 0

CE 818 4 296 2 181 0

Discourse 265 0 93 1 43 0

Compare 553 1 189 1 170 0

JEP 343 7 91 0 63 1

GSE 235 0 73 0 71 2

Total 5104 100 1779 39 1136 36

Source: Author. Last query: 30 April 2021.

We then read and coded these 175 articles in three dimensions for the sake of  the report that we had 
to produce: contexts, policy fabrication and rationalities of  the policy process. In this article, we deliber-
ately focus on the first dimension related to contexts, in accordance with the reflection that guides us in 
the introduction. This choice has its limits, however, because considering the other two dimensions (how 
the authors analyse policy making and what rationalities of  policy processes they highlight) also helps to 
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understand how they take contexts into account, and even how they conceptualise them. Nevertheless, 
a balanced analysis of  the three dimensions did not seem realistic in the format of  such an article. For 
each dimension, we took care to distinguish several sub-dimensions and research questions (see table III). 
Table III summarises these for the context dimension.

The analysis of  this corpus is still in progress. The following remarks should therefore be understood 
as a series of  intermediate results, which still need to be confirmed by further analysis.

Table III. Bibliography database (3): coding, the example of the context dimension

DIMENSION 1. CONTEXTS

Sub-dimensions Main questions

Empirical aspects

What is the importance of exo-nationalisation phenomena? What is the relevance of the denationali-
sation hypothesis? How relevant is the idea of decontextualised policies? What is the importance of 
traditional modes of regulation and policy communities specific to each system? How is the field of 
school policy structured? How is this context reflected in the policy process: by a model of political 
education? Values? Historical or political trajectories? A linguistic particularity?

Methodological aspects
How do the authors think these contexts? With what methods? Are they demonstrated, asserted, taken 
for granted? How do the authors delimit the scope of the analysis when ‘contextualising’? Where do 
they stop?

Theoretical aspects

What theoretical frameworks are used to understand the role of contexts in the policy process? Which 
concepts or notions are more specifically used to think about contexts themselves? What vision(s) of 
contexts emerge? Complementary variables of the analysis reintroduced by the researcher? Social (and 
therefore also political, cultural, etc.) reference spaces in which public policies are inevitably embedded 
and which must be conceptualised (fields, configurations, policyscape, etc.)? Empirical variations of the 
same phenomenon? Statements that are complementary to the public policy statements themselves, 
that are implicit or isolated, more or less intentionally, but that are necessary for the understanding of 
the public policy statement put forward by the government?

3. No Southern European Way of Contextualising Education Policies 
An initial analysis of  this corpus shows that it is still difficult to establish the existence of  modes of  con-
textualisation of  the education policies studied which would be specific to the authors working on the three 
countries studied, for several reasons.

3.1. Contextualisation is not always a common concern
Firstly, in a non-negligible proportion of  the articles in our corpus, the authors do not simply engage 
in a minimal contextualisation of  the education policies they study. This is the case for 10 articles out 
of  39 for Italy (about 25.6%), 14 articles out of  36 for Portugal (about 38.9%) and 72 articles out of  
100 for France. The articles grouped in this first category have several different profiles. A significant 
proportion of  them consist of  case studies or monographs on current education policy, which remain 
resolutely descriptive, and whose primary purpose is to offer an analysis of  the current situation to a 
largely foreign readership. This is the case of  several articles on Italy or Portugal published in French, 
for example in the Revue internationale d’éducation de Sèvres (Bertiglia & Panaro, 1996; De Renzo, 1997; 
Ferreira, 2007), or of  articles on the three countries studied published in sections dedicated to this 
type of  analysis, as may have existed in the past in certain international journals such as the Compar-
ative education review (Borghi & Scarangello, 1960). Another profile is that of  articles that are situated 
from the outset in a macroscopic comparative approach which, if  it integrates the countries studied, 
favours either the presentation of  axes of  analysis that cut across them (Michel, 2017; Pons, 2012a), or 
theoretical modelling of  which these countries constitute specific types (Maroy, 2009). A final profile 
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refers to articles in which the contextualisation phase of  the policy studied is evacuated in a self-evi-
dent manner, as if  the authors were assuming that this overall context was known. This is the case of  
a large number of  articles on France written in French, almost always by French authors, and where 
it can be assumed that the authors think they share with their readers an implicit common knowledge 
that justifies not going back over elements of  context. However, this explanation is not fully convinc-
ing either, since this case is also found in English-language articles on the three countries (Cardoso, 
2008; Mesquita, 2012; Power & Frandji, 2010; Romito, 2019).

3.2. Little reflection on education policy ‘cases’
Moreover, when the authors of  our corpus engage in a form of  contextualisation, in many articles 
this contextualisation consists in making the country studied an example of  general trends, a field of  
investigation among others that can illustrate these trends. Rarely do these articles analyse the country 
studied as a ‘case’ of  education policy, in the sense given to this term by Jean-Claude Passeron and 
Jacques Revel (2005).

For the latter, a ‘case’ is a ‘singularity accessible to observation’ (Passeron & Revel, 2005: 9). This 
singularity surprises: the case always produces a surprise effect. It implies interrupting the usual per-
ception of  a research object, it poses problems of  its own and in this sense, for them, the case breaks 
with the usual generalisations of  the sociologist. Therefore, for these authors, a case cannot be a 
simple example. It contains its own truth which can only be seen by taking the context into account. 
Consequently, for our purposes, it is interesting to determine when the authors make French, Italian 
or Portuguese education policies into ‘cases’ because it is perhaps at this stage of  the analysis that they 
engage in forms of  contextualisation that are specific to them.

However, among the articles that propose a minimal contextualisation of  the policies studied, 
many of  them focus on a few general historical or morphological aspects of  the education systems, or 
sometimes of  the political systems studied, and then make the country studied a simple illustration of  
general trends. This tendency can be found in all three countries studied. Italy is often described in the 
articles in our corpus as a country with a high degree of  ministerial instability, placed under the vigilant 
surveillance of  the European Union and international organisations in terms of  budgetary policy, and 
within which the regulatory power of  the central state remains limited. These elements would explain 
the globalisation of  quality measurement in this country (Engel & Rutkowski, 2014). Similarly, the 
French model, apparently ‘historically known for its more introverted approach to education’, would 
be challenged by a secondary education policy aligned with the Finnish model promoted internation-
ally through Pisa (Dobbins & Martens, 2012). This aspect seems even more visible in the articles in 
our sample devoted to Portugal. Although they recall the particular historical and political context of  
this country (the experience of  the dictatorship, the major role of  the school in the democratisation 
phase and the political orientations taken by successive governments), these articles often conclude 
that the education policy of  this country is aligned with exo-national (international, European, trans-
national) norms or trends such as the neo-liberal privatisation of  education (Adrião & Silva, 2020; 
Estrela, 2019), its commodification (García Redondo, 2016), the promotion of  an inclusive school in 
line with international standards (Alves, 2019) or the globalisation of  Portuguese policy through its 
Europeanisation (Antunes, 2016).

Thinking Contexts in Southern Europe Education Policy Analysis:  
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3.3. No specific methodology to capture contexts
It should also be noted that, from a methodological point of  view, the methods used from one article 
to the next are very regular. When these methods are explained, which is not always the case in sum-
mary articles (on a country or on a comparative survey published elsewhere), they essentially consist 
of  interviews with actors in the policy process, analyses of  a corpus of  documents (‘policy docu-
ments’, official texts, press articles) and archives, to which are sometimes added methods characteristic 
of  network ethnography. This regularity does not allow us, at least with the possibilities offered by 
the canons of  international article writing, to carry out an in-depth methodological reflection on the 
delimitation and operationalisation of  a possible contextualisation. This variable or sub-dimension of  
our analysis does not prove to be discriminating on this point.

3.4. Two main (globalized) sources of theoretical inspiration
Lastly, on a theoretical level this time, our corpus highlights a relatively important diversity of  theoret-
ical frameworks mobilised to conceptually define the relevant education policy contexts. For instance, 
some authors use the following concepts to think these contexts, without always defining them pre-
cisely: ‘policy ecology’ (Alves, 2020), ‘recontextualisation’ (Antunes, 2004; Carvalho & Costa, 2015; 
Mathou, 2018), ‘configuration’ (Landri, 2015; Müller & Hernández, 2010), ‘environment ontology’ 
(Santos, 2021), ‘power structure’ (Coombs, 1978) or ‘policy field’ (Clément, 2021).

Despite this diversity, two sources of  inspiration clearly stand out. The first one, unsurprising in 
view of  the structuring of  an international, largely European, field of  research on ‘policy sociology’, 
refers to the work of  Stephen Ball, which is very often cited. However, it is less the detailed analysis 
of  policy contexts that is mobilised — we found it explicitly developed in only one article in our cor-
pus (Hyatt & Meraud, 2015) — than the notions of  bricolage/assemblage and trajectory that seem 
to inspire the greatest number of  authors (Adrião & Silva, 2020; Álvares, 2018; Barzanò & Grimaldi, 
2013; Carvalho et al., 2020; Estrela, 2019; Maroy et al., 2017; Serpieri et al., 2015; Teodoro & Estrela, 
2010). This notion of  trajectory is sometimes coupled in some articles with the analytical frameworks 
of  historical neo-institutionalism (notion of  path dependency, Kathleen Thelen’s work on gradual 
change), which constitute the second main source of  theoretical inspiration in the three countries 
studied (Álvares, 2018; Berthet, 2019; Garcia, 2015; Grimaldi, 2013).

This last result is consistent with another literature review that we were able to conduct recently 
with Christian Maroy on the different conceptualisations of  the globalisation of  education policies 
proposed by researchers who adopt a neoinstitutionalist theoretical framework. This review highlights 
three major international research issues which structure research in this field and which tend to be 
sedimented rather than sequential. The second is precisely to use the tools of  sociological and his-
torical neoinstitutionalism to think about the contextualised mediations of  educational globalisation 
(Maroy & Pons, forthcoming).

The important point to emphasise at this stage of  our analysis is that these two sources of  inspi-
ration refer to highly internationalised theoretical frameworks. This is a logical and relatively obvious 
point given the increasing internationalisation of  educational policy research. But it is also one more 
conclusion pointing to a lack of  contextualisation specific to authors working on education policies 
implemented in Southern Europe.
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4. The need for a more detailed examination
The remarks made in the previous section converge to highlight 1) a rather weak consideration of  soci-
ological (and historical) debates on the imperative of  contextualisation in the work on education policies 
implemented in France, Italy, and Portugal (first knowledge objective mentioned in the introduction), and 
2) the a priori absence of  modes of  contextualisation of  these policies that would be specific to authors 
studying these three countries (second knowledge objective). In the light of  these first results, we could 
wonder, to continue with the considerations developed in the introduction, whether this global absence 
of  contextualisation does not convey, at least indirectly, the vision of  globalised education policies that 
the promoters of  the latter want to give, namely generic policies that can be effectively implemented in a 
wide variety of  contexts, and therefore whether this weak contextualisation does not contribute to legit-
imising the image of  a new globalised common sense of  reform, although this may not be the authors’ 
intention. Nevertheless, two sets of  considerations invite us to a more in-depth examination that could 
lead to a more nuanced response.

4.1. Towards country-based contextualisations?
A comparison of  the articles by country within our overall corpus highlights some ‘national’ specifici-
ties. The articles on Portugal, for example, very often focus on the question of  transformations in the 
modes of  regulation and evaluation of  the Portuguese school system or of  certain of  its components. 
These articles draw heavily on international literature on the recomposition of  governance in educa-
tion (particularly in comparative education) rather than on works or theories forged in Portuguese5. 
Many of  them insist at some point in the analysis on the role of  the European Union in shifting and 
then stabilising an educational policy trajectory and, as we have seen above, several of  them ultimately 
conclude that there has been a form of  European or international normalisation of  Portuguese pol-
icy. The public policy contexts are thus most often ignored, or simply recalled as a reminder of  the 
country’s great political history and democratic normalisation... unless the issue of  Europeanisation is 
an integral part of  the Portuguese context itself. This is precisely the perspective adopted by António 
Teodoro and Elsa Estrela in their analysis of  the trajectory of  curricular policy in this country between 
1995 and 2007. Indeed, these authors show how this policy is a form of  bricolage between several 
imperatives, including the process of  Europeanisation itself  seen as a regional reconfiguration that 
implies a national reconfiguration of  the education policy studied (Teodoro & Estrela, 2010).

As for the articles on Italy, we were struck by the importance of  Emiliano Grimaldi’s work for 
our subject, which alone accounts for more than a quarter of  the publications in our corpus on this 
country (10 out of  39). These works, as well as those taken up by other authors, have first allowed 
the progressive stabilisation of  a specific contextualisation of  the Italian case. This contextualisation 
emphasises, in addition to the elements of  classical political history, the characteristics of  the Welfare 
State in this country, its strong bureaucratisation (stronger than in France, it is sometimes written in 
certain articles), the weight of  the hierarchy, the very strong cyclical instability of  education policies 
(stop-and-go dynamics) and the political resistance and the feeling of  inefficiency of  the public school 
that these previous characteristics produce (Grimaldi, 2012b; Grimaldi & Serpieri, 2013a, 2013c). To 
this standard contextualisation, but also consistent with it, are added, according to the needs of  the 

5  This does not prevent us from finding in our corpus several authors who contribute strongly to structuring a field of  questioning on Portuguese education policies, 
such as F. Antunes, L-M. Carvalho or A. Novoá.
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demonstration, the idea that the New Public Management and the evaluation tools were introduced 
late and that the successive economic crises (in particular that of  2008) have further weakened the 
capacity for action of  the Italian governors by reducing their budgetary margins of  manoeuvre and in-
creasing the surveillance carried out by international organisations and the European Union (Grimaldi 
& Landri, 2019; Grimaldi & Serpieri, 2013b; Hall et al., 2015). Moreover, Emiliano Grimaldi remains 
one of  the authors in our corpus who has taken the analysis of  context effects on Italian politics the 
furthest. We can even observe a certain evolution in the author’s work overtime, but also and above 
all according to the issues selected and the insights provided, sometimes from the same data and the 
same initial surveys. While he has always tried to keep together the phenomena of  globalisation and 
the consideration of  contexts, he concludes rather in favour of  a neoliberalization of  Italian policy in 
his article on inclusion policy6, whereas the two articles in our corpus written with Giovanna Barzanò 
on the evaluation of  teachers’ merit conclude, one, that Italian evaluation policy has been vernacu-
larized (Barzanò & Grimaldi, 2013) and, the other, that it has undergone a ‘merit turn’ (Grimaldi & 
Barzanò, 2014). Far from seeing these developments as inconsistencies, we regard them as similar 
attempts to consider the effects of  contextualisation in the analysis of  educational policies. This fun-
damental questioning leads the author on several occasions to seek out what makes the Italian policy 
trajectory unique7. It even leads him to propose in an ‘essay’ ‘a critically informed toolbox of  diverse 
concepts for education policy analysis’ that considers the contexts of  practice (Grimaldi, 2012a).

Lastly, concerning the publications on France, it would seem that the authors rely more heavily on 
the sociology of  public action, which can be understood as the French variant of  the international 
current of  policy analysis (Halpern et al., 2018), than their Italian and Portuguese counterparts (Bar-
rault-Stella, 2012, 2016; Bongrand, 2012; Buisson-Fenet, 2004a, 2004b; Buisson-Fenet & Pons, 2012; 
Dupuy, 2012; Dupuy & Pollard, 2013; Pons, 2012b; Robert, 2007). It would also seem that they rely 
more than their Italian and Portuguese colleagues on specifically French bodies of  reference that refer 
either to specific traditions of  analysis, such as the sociology of  tests («épreuves» in French) inspired by 
the work of  Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot (Derouet, 2006, 2008; Dutercq, 2009), or to themat-
ic specialisations, as evidenced by the numerous works on priority education policies (Heurdier, 2014, 
2016; Rochex, 2008, 2016, 2018). It seems that the combination of  these two elements results in a 
logic of  binary contextualisation which leads authors on France either not to contextualise education 
policies at all on the grounds that their analysis stems from a corpus of  references taken to be self-evi-
dent and shared, or to strongly contextualise the case, particularly in articles published in English, even 
if  it means explicitly positioning it as a major ‘case’ for analysis.

4.2. Learning from methodological limits
The second set of  reasons that invite a more nuanced statement is the limitations of  the literature 
review that we propose in this article. We distinguish three in particular whose consideration could 
considerably improve our understanding of  the contextualisation processes at work.

6  «The study offers evidences to support the thesis that, notwithstanding the specificities of  local re-contextualisations, the widespread influence of  a heterogeneous 
set of  neoliberal discourses has the power to weaken and divert education policies intended to pursue social justice and inclusion» (Grimaldi, 2012).

7  «Our analysis, however, illustrates also the distinctiveness of  the Italian trajectory. […] This is quite evident, for instance, in the reclaiming of  the 1970s tradition 
of  democratic experimentalism in a way that is currently politically legitimate (economy — and system-oriented) and practically usable. We suggest that there is a 
particular Italian inflection ‘of  a typical EU balance’ between economic rationalism and social justice. […] This is then a permanent struggle where intertextuality 
is at work. The recent formulation of  the 2018 global and integrated national strategy to tackle ESL in Italy could be seen as the policy site where all these tensions 
and this troubled process of  re-culturing shows itself  in all its paradoxical traits» (Grimaldi & Landri, 2019).
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Firstly, the bibliographic databases consulted here should be supplemented in several ways, for 
example by considering other English-language databases that list purely sociological works (not only 
works on education), or by addressing other types of  publications than articles. In France, for example, 
major contributions to the analysis of  education policies are still to be found in the form of  books.

Secondly, the analysis of  the three proposed countries should be complemented by a review of  the 
literature in Italian and Portuguese, based on bibliographic sources or portals relevant to the research 
communities concerned. Indeed, a comparison of  the publications in our corpus on France proposed 
in English and in French highlights important differences. While the French-language articles on 
France reflect a diversity of  disciplines with a strong representation of  historians and researchers in 
educational sciences («sciences de l’éducation» in French), the English-language articles are produced by a 
very small number of  authors with a more assertive sociological profile, which also implies a focus on 
the preferred themes of  these few authors. For example, together, Christian Maroy, Agnès van Zanten 
and ourselves (co-)wrote 13 of  the 40 English-language articles on France in our sample. It is there-
fore possible that our remarks on the works produced on Italian and Portuguese education policies 
suffer from a very important source bias.

Thirdly, it seems central that we also contextualise our own analysis of  these publications much 
more by considering the ways in which research on education policies is structured in the three coun-
tries studied. For example in France, a case we know much better than the two others, it is difficult 
to understand the presence of  historians, for example, or the ability of  certain administrative elites 
to publish in international journals on education policies (see for instance Gauthier & Le Gouvello, 
2010 or Michel, 2017), without taking into account the academic traditions present and their evolu-
tion on the one hand (Buisson-Fenet, 2007), and on the other the weight of  the administrative elites 
and their sciences of  government in the landscape of  legitimate producers of  knowledge on these 
policies (Pons, 2017). In the case of  Portugal, it seems difficult not to consider the political history 
of  the school system and its visibly important effects on the structuring of  research in sociology of  
education. The synthesis of  the development of  this sociology proposed by Leonor Lima Torres, 
Mariana Gaio Alves and Bruno Dionísio shows that each stage of  the relationship between political 
reform, teaching and educational research has had an influence on the way educational policies have 
been studied. According to these authors, research on education policy has evolved from macrostruc-
tural approaches focused on the dynamics of  the functioning of  the education system (1970s) to the 
analysis of  education policies specific to the democratic revolution (1980s), before moving from the 
1990s towards a diversification of  the scales of  analysis, to focus in recent years on what the authors 
call the «mega-level», i.e. far-reaching education policies implemented in a context of  globalisation. It 
is therefore possible that the trend identified above of  a strong emphasis by researchers on the Euro-
peanisation and globalisation of  Portuguese educational policies is not only linked to a source effect, 
but also to a conjuncture effect (Lima Torres et al., 2017). 

5. Conclusion
In conclusion, we would like to highlight three avenues that we believe could be fruitfully pursued to 
work towards the construction of  a common problematisation space for thinking about the education 
policies implemented in the countries of  southern Europe. The first would be to deepen the analysis of  
the processes of  vernacularisation of  education policies already studied by several authors of  our corpus 
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(Barzanò & Grimaldi, 2013; Grimaldi & Serpieri, 2013b; Maroy et al., 2017), in connection with the reflec-
tions of  Arjun Appaduraï and their introduction into educational research by Bob Lingard. By insisting 
on the role of  cultural contexts that are more or less generative of  specific globalized practices (and pol-
icies), this approach may be a stimulating way to analyse not only the framing power of  policy contexts 
specific to certain Southern European countries, but also the different logics of  vernacularisation at 
work in each case. The second would be to mobilise more strongly the achievements of  policy analysis, 
whether it is carried out from sociology or political science. Many works on education policies at the in-
ternational level are devoted to discourse analysis without always paying sufficient attention to the actors, 
institutions, representations, instruments and even the very policy processes, all of  which are elements 
that a well-contextualised policy analysis could better consider. The third would be to capitalise even 
more on a corpus of  sociological references which are in fact already shared by several researchers (such 
as the sociology of  translation, for example) but which are not always sufficiently discussed in common.

We hope that these avenues, but also the necessary overcoming of  the limitations of  our literature re-
view mentioned above, will lead to cooperation between researchers who will further deepen the contex-
tualisation logics of  researchers working on education policies. We think that this perspective is central, 
not only for sociology, but also for improving the relationship between research and educational policies, 
a relationship that is often thought of  according to an engineering model (Power & Rees, 2020) that does 
not sufficiently consider the major role of  social, cultural and political contexts.
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