Afterword: Learning with Each Other
in Comparative and International
Education

We cannot wander at pleasure among the educational systems of the
world, like a child strolling through a garden, and pick off a flower from
one bush and some leaves from another, and then expect that if we stick
what we have gathered into the soil at home, we shall have a living plant.
(Higginson 1979: 49)

This book shows that the ‘miraculous’ system of education of Finland
hides many imperfections and ‘white lies’, which most observers have
missed (or ‘pretended’ to miss, see the idea of “Finnish education as an
excuse”). The topic of teachers’ CPD was useful in unearthing many of
these ‘imperfections’ in the Nordic country. We have decided to include
this afterword as we feel that there is an urgent need to discuss again the
meanings of comparing and contrasting in international and comparative education.
The objectives of this afterword are as follow. Firstly: we are very
much interested in reflecting on the meanings of comparing and contrasting in international and comparative education: what do these
two words mean and what do they entail? Which approach seems best
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suited to avoid comparing ‘apples and pears’, which is necessarily detrimental to one of the compared objects? Secondly: Can we take a thorny
and popular concept like social justice (which was central in discussing CPD) and compare and/or contrast how it is ‘done’ in two different countries? What meaning(s) does it have in the two contexts? How
do people get prepared to deal with it in education? Finally: Based on
our observations in schools in China and Finland, and deriving from
our approach to comparison and understanding of social justice, are
there similarities in the ways the teachers and school leaders in the two
schools implement social justice?
In accordance with Birkeland (2016: 79), we try to bridge the
macro-aspects of e.g. the study of educational systems, institutions and
policies (typical of comparative education) with more micro-aspects,
“the internal and intrinsic aspects of schooling” (ibid.), for instance, in
the specific context of a given classroom. We believe that macro-aspects
can often hide certain ‘truths’ about the complex realities of an educational system that micro-aspects can better reveal.
Our readers might wonder how social justice can be used to compare two very different countries such as China and Finland, especially
in relation to the work and training of the teacher. Calling for a perspective that takes into account the enmeshment of broader contexts
(e.g. the residence permit-hukou system in China and the current education export initiatives in Finland) and of micro-contexts such as the
work of a specific teacher in a classroom, the afterword also proposes an
approach to comparing which takes into account difference and similarity between contexts, thus avoiding potentially unjustified and biased
comparisons—which are damaging the way we speak about ‘our’ and
‘their’ education. A preliminary presentation of our observations in the
schools in China and Finland illustrates this perspective.
Our main goal is to explain why there needs to be a shift in the way
we compare education systems and give some recommendations as to
how this could occur. We also suggest moving from the ideology of
‘learning from other countries’ to ‘learning with each other’ when one
deals with social justice in education, as every single country faces issues
of injustice.
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During our visits to the schools in China, we were quite astonished
by the lack of sufficiently available and well-maintained facilities and
equipment in the Chinese school. Furthermore, the demoralization of
some teachers—about which one can often read in the literature (Wang
2013)—was palpable. Yet, we were nicely surprised by the teachers’
general care about the students, especially in relation to well-being and
motivation. Although the context was materially and psychologically
difficult, the teachers still seemed to believe that education can make a
difference.
Although Finland is not listed as achieving high levels of performance
and equity in education outcomes in the latest OECD report on PISA
and equity (OECD 2016), as asserted many times in this book, the
Nordic country is known for its emphasis on social justice, equality and
equity in education (Sahlberg 2011), and is often an object of desire
and copy for many countries. It is also considered a hallmark of high
quality education, while China is often described as authoritarian, competitive and unequal in terms of distribution of educational resources
by geographical region; by class or other social group such as ethnicity;
and at different levels from primary and secondary to tertiary (Wu and
Morgan 2016). The visits to Finnish schools represented an opportunity to see how social justice was ‘done’ in this context and to compare
and/or contrast it to what we witnessed in China—and potentially learn
from it (see Higginson’s quote at the beginning of the article: can we
stick a flower and some leaves from another garden and have a living plant
in another?).

On Comparing and Contrasting
China and Finland: Two Different
Educational Utopias
At first sight, China and Finland have very little in common. Let us
review some basic elements to confirm this impression. While the
People’s Republic of China has a population of 1.4 billion people,
Finland’s population is 5.4 million. The Nordic country covers an
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area of 338,424 km2 and China 9.6 million. China is a unitary oneparty socialist republic while Finland a unitary parliamentary republic.
China has 56 nationalities (55 minorities) and Finland has one official minority (Swedish-speakers, 5.29% of the population) and a recognized regional language (Sami with 0.04% of the population). The
two countries’ Gross Domestic Products are: $23.2 trillion ($16,676 per
capita; China) and $239.662 billion ($43,545; Finland) (ESA.UN.org).
Finally, China has the largest education system in the world with
474,000 schools, 10 million teachers and 200 million students (China
Education and Research Network 2011).
Although they are very different, these two countries both represent
‘educational utopias’ today. The word utopia was coined by English
statesman, lawyer, philosopher and Renaissance humanist Sir Thomas
Moore. The etymology of the word is from the Greek ou-topos meaning ‘no place’ or ‘nowhere’ (Giroux 2003). In 1516, Moore published
Utopia about an imaginary ideal nation with highly coveted and/or
nearly perfect qualities. China and Finland represent different types
of utopias, especially in relation to their excellent positions in international rankings in education. Many countries wish to copy Finland for
e.g. her fun-learning approaches, student-centeredness and autonomous
learning-teaching. China is inspiring for e.g. mathematics education to
the rest of the world. As asserted in the introduction, on the one hand,
Finland is said to lay a strong emphasis on equality and social justice, on
the other hand, China is often said to be hierarchical, competitive and a
victim of varied inequalities (Zhao 2014).

Comparing and Contrasting Beyond
Quantitative Indicators? The Importance
of (Hidden) Contextual Knowledge
International comparisons of systems of education (“rankings”) have
become popular and widespread, as asserted earlier in this book.
Simola et al. (2017: n.p.), amongst others, are critical of how quantitative indicators such as the ones provided by PISA studies are believed to
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“provide valid comparisons of education systems”, without further analysis—and many scholars, decision-makers and practitioners from China
and Finland have fallen into this trap (Liu and Dervin 2016; see introduction to this book). They insist that “these remain value-loaded collections of indicators of development that offer at best parallel lines of
comparative analysis” (ibid.). Finally, for the scholars, these often lead to
politically and ideologically motivated comparisons but also to a push
for ‘borrowing’ practices (ibid.).
It is clear that comparing/contrasting Finland and China in order
to try to identify practices from Finland that could be implemented in
China in relation to social justice in education (this is often the one-way
direction people use) is problematic. Simola et al. (2017: n.p.) argue
that there is a need for “a strong and ambitious theory-based framework
with the potential to incorporate sociohistorical complexity, cultural
relationality, and sociological contingency”. Harris and Jones (2017:
431) also explain that one needs to see “the whole picture”, which
requires a “more sophisticated analysis of the cultural dynamics that
operate within an education system”. We share similar patterns in what
follows, but with an emphasis on current practices of the economization
of Finnish education through education export, which, to us, must be
borne in mind when comparing/contrasting with other countries.
Since Finland’s ‘victory’ in PISA studies in 2001 the country has
attracted worldwide attention. As a direct consequence of Finland’s success in PISA studies, a sharp increase in activities related to education
export has taken place (Cai and Kivistö 2011; Dervin 2016). Through
its current proactive education export (Dervin 2013; Schatz 2016),
Finland has been visited by so-called ‘pedagogical tourists’ from China
and elsewhere. Finland has also sold schools abroad (e.g. kindergartens in Inner Mongolia), trained foreign school leaders and teachers
(e.g. from Saudi Arabia), and taken part in education reforms abroad
(e.g. Serbia), amongst others. According to the Finnish Ministry of
Education and Culture (2010: 13), “Higher education institutions
will be encouraged to be active and assume a major role as education
export operators.” Concretely, this means that faculties of education
and, especially departments of teacher education in Finland, are very
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active in ‘selling’ Finnish education around the world with the help of
private businesses, start-ups and companies attached to universities.
What is more, scholars and administrators often accompany education
decision-makers or politicians in their business-related trips abroad. The
consequences of the emergence of Finnish education export include:
ready-made discourses on Finland/Finnish education, including white
lies about equality (e.g. “there are no social classes in Finland”; “there
are no poor people”), manipulation (e.g. “teachers are highly respected”;
“young people want to be teachers”) and unfounded comparisons/contrasts (e.g. “there are no bad teachers in Finland”). It is important to
note here that the ready-made discourses on the ‘miracle’ of Finnish
education, embedded in business practices, somehow camouflage some
‘realities’ of Finnish education (Niemi and Nevgi 2014; Simpson and
Dervin 2017; Liu and Dervin 2016).
For practitioners, decision-makers and even scholars, these can
easily lead to a loss of criticality, but also to contradictions and (auto-)
censorship. It is important to note that foreign media have also very
much contributed to promote Finnish education and to construct narratives and preconceived ideas about its ‘wonders’ (see Itkonen et al.
2017 on documentaries about Finnish education). It is, however,
becoming clearer that Finnish education is experiencing contradictions
and similar problematic phenomena as many other countries around
the world such as a lack of pedagogical innovations, school shopping,
teacher burnout, boys’ lower test results, etc. For instance, a study by
Simola et al. (2015) on primary schools in the capital city (Helsinki)
shows clearly that the pedagogy in practice “appears to be a curious
combination of traditional, teacher-centered tuition and progressive,
student-centered caring.”
In brief, if one wishes to compare/contrast Finnish education
with another system, the first step should consist in (1) questioning
the pre-discourses that the world has been fed with about Finland,
(2) revising one’s own biases about one’s own education system, and
(3) asking the questions: Can one compare/contrast the incomparable/
uncontrastable?
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Comparing or Contrasting? Towards
Difference and Similarity
While we started with the idea of getting potential inspiration from the
‘best’ education in the world for dealing with social justice in China
(after having witnessed the lack of resources in Chinese schools, and
the somewhat luxurious atmosphere of the Finnish ones), we are now
wondering if this approach is worthwhile: Maybe there is more than
meets the eyes in the two schools, maybe our comparative/contrastive perspectives are biased, maybe social justice is noticeable beyond
appearances.
This is where a critical review of the words that we use to discuss
what we are trying to achieve is needed: to compare and to contrast
(Chinese and Finnish education). When we verified the etymology of these two verbs, we noted that they refer to opposite realities: Compare comes from the Latin comparāre, which means to
place together, to match while contrast comes from the Italian contrastare (to resist, to withstand), and from Latin contra (against).
A look at current definitions of the two verbs (Merriam Webster)
also shows that to compare seems to correspond more to an approach
that goes beyond differentialism, whereby only differences matter
(Dervin 2016), than to contrast: (to compare) “to estimate, measure, or note the similarity or dissimilarity between”; (to contrast)
“to set in opposition in order to show the difference or differences
between”. In the rest of the article, we have decided to use the verb
to compare as it concentrates on both similarity or dissimilarity. We
believe that this approach can help us to go beyond hyper-differentialist observations which can blind us and push us towards flawed
generalisations. Finally, we note that we prefer to add ‘and’ to the
aforementioned definition of to compare—rather than ‘or’—as we
are interested in both similarities and dissimilarities between the two
contexts.

178   Afterword: Learning with Each Other in Comparative …

Introducing Social Justice: China and Finland
One central concept under review in order to problematise the comparison of the two contexts is that of social justice—a central concept in
today’s academic, educational and political discussions. For many readers, comparing China and Finland in relation to social justice might
sound surprising.
Let us note first that a sizable literature has been produced globally on the concept and that, as a result, its meanings are disparate,
inconsistent and shifting over time and space (see e.g. Kaur 2012).
Its definitions may thus vary from context to context, especially when
transmitting values across nations—although many values might concur beyond the borders of a given context. It is also important to note
that problems of inequality and inequity are experienced throughout
the world, often in different levels of importance and forms. Depending
on the context, social injustice may concern different genders; minorities; those with special needs or disabilities; certain kinds of immigrants;
poor people; etc.
Most governments around the world have included the words social
justice, equality or equity in national curricula and policies. In their
2016 article entitled Subtle discourses on equality in the Finnish curricula of upper secondary education: reflections of the imagined society,
Lappalainen and Lahelma note that the idea of equality has been present in Finnish educational politics and policies for the past 40 years.
They explain that the meaning and conceptualization of the concept
have changed with the political orientations of different periods of time.
Finally, they show that a clear neo-liberal educational restructuring into
Finland is noticeable in their diachronic study of the presence of the
word equality in policy documents. It is obvious from this example and
others that concepts and notions associated with social justice fluctuate over time and space. It is without any surprise that the same has
occurred in China.
If we look at more macro-levels of both societies, we note that, for
instance, many words included in China’s Core Socialist Values, which
are divided into three categories (national, social and individual) the
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values of democracy (national), equality and justice (social) and dedication and friendship (individual) are included (see Fig. 1) (Zhao 2016).
These values represent Chinese socialism as promoted at the 18th
National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2012. What
these values mean in their English translation or in reality is difficult to
decipher.
As such scholars like Yang (2016) have noted that Chinese education
faces different kinds of social injustice, that would contradict these values, especially at the structural level. The first issue relates to the entire
social system and e.g. the way migrant populations are dealt with in
the country. The issue of college entrance examination (Gaokao) is also
a major problem as it somewhat discriminates against certain types of
students such as those from rural areas. In general, Yang (2016) argues

Fig. 1 China’s core socialist values
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that the differential treatment of rural and urban areas (financial investments in education, availability of teachers, etc.) contributes to social
injustice in China. The dichotomy of rural and urban relates to the
hukou (户口) regime, otherwise known as the household registration
which constraints people’s migration to other parts of the country. The
hukou divides people into two categories (rural and urban) with different access to education, health care and other social benefits within
and outside of their original locations. The urban and rural population
of China was respectively about 771 million people and 603 million
in 2015 (Statista). In the Middle Kingdom, rural schooling can both
refer to the educational experiences of migrant children in Chinese
urban contexts and to those of children who live and study in Chinese
rural areas. Migrant children often follow the 282 million rural migrant
workers employed in an urban workplace (2015, National Bureau
of Statistics). Since 2001 rural migrant children have been allowed to
attend urban public schools regardless of their household registration.
Although progress has been made in promoting access to public schools
many migrant children attend private schools sponsored by local communities or private business institutions. It is important to note that
many migrant workers leave their children behind. In 2010, more than
61 million children between birth and 17 years old were “left behind”
(Chinese National Census).
Chinese rural areas are said to often experience poverty and there
seems to be a rural-urban divide in the country, especially in terms of
income and educational investment. Undernourishment and food insecurity are also said to be widespread in many rural areas (Wang 2013).
It is important to note however that some urban areas also experience
inequalities from within and that certain ethnicities from rural areas fare
worse than others.
If one looks at the Finnish constitution (731/1999, amendments up
to 1112/2011 included, http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/1999/
en19990731.pdf ), Section 6 is dedicated to the idea of equality:
Section 6
Equality
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Everyone is equal before the law.
No one shall, without an acceptable reason, be treated differently from
other persons on the ground of sex, age, origin, language, religion, conviction, opinion, health, disability or other reason that concerns his or her
person.
Children shall be treated equally and as individuals and they shall be
allowed to influence matters pertaining to themselves to a degree corresponding to their level of development.
Equality of the sexes is promoted in societal activity and working life,
especially in the determination of pay and the other terms of employment, as provided in more detail by an Act.

Finland, like other Nordic countries, is regarded as one of the most gender-equal countries in the world. The last paragraph of the Section is very
clear about equality of the sexes (and the ensuing social justice). Yet there
are still very strong gender equality problems in the Nordic country, especially in relation to the gender pay gap (Saari 2011). Let us give an example of how this is (not) dealt with in Finland. In August 2017, a Finnish
firm attempted to offer women-only discounts to reflect gender wage gap
(which the company claimed was 17%). Complaints about gender discrimination were sent to Finland’s Equality Ombudsman, who decided
that this was illegal. The firm then changed its marketing strategy and
offered the discount to everyone (Yle News, 25 August 2017).
If we make a short summary of our discussions until now, we can
see that both countries seem to take into account certain ideas of social
justice at a macro-level. However, the way social justice is applied (discourse vs. action) can be questioned. Actually, the idea that Finland
is said to be very good at it and that China is not, could potentially
be revised. Going back to the discussions about gender wage gap, we
realized while writing this paper that China has a 20% gap (National
Census 2015) versus and an official 19.6% gap for Finland (OECD
2015).
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Social Justice in Finnish and Chinese
Teacher Education
In this section, we concentrate on the context of education. We agree
with McArthur (2010: 493) that “education and society are intrinsically inter-related and that the fundamental purpose of education is
the improvement of social justice for all.” In most contexts, teachers
are viewed as being central in guaranteeing and promoting some form
of social justice in schools and beyond (Cochran-Smith 2010). Yet,
depending on the kind of initial training and professional development
they receive, some teachers may be readier than other to implement
forms of social justice in their class.
Teacher education plays a key role in shaping the future of education. According to Menter (2016: 3), teacher education influences the
“practice of teachers in schools and colleges and thereby [it has] a strong
effect on the quality of educational experiences for learners”. In the
Finnish context, although words such as inclusion and equality/equity
are omnipresent in discussing education, these words are nearly absent
from e.g. the recent review article entitled The last 40 years in Finnish
teacher education (Tirri 2014). Teacher education is multiform in the
country. Depending on the department and university, emphases might
differ. Some student teachers might get specific courses on social justice
in education, while others may not. Social justice might also be limited to e.g. knowledge on different cultures, worldviews and religions
and the development of an ethno-relative position amongst student
teachers (e.g. Kuusisto et al. 2016) or it might be substituted by multicultural/intercultural education especially in relation to migrant students (Layne and Dervin 2016). Some courses might concentrate on
gender diversity (Brunila and Kallioniemi 2017). The research interests and ideologies of professors and lecturing staff have a direct influence on what, how and why student teachers study specific aspects of
social justice. We also note with Brunila and Kallioniemi (2017: 4–5)
that many initiatives related to social justice in Finnish teacher education “have become caught up in project-based activities. The rise of project-based work or projectisation (…) is a part of a larger societal shift

Afterword: Learning with Each Other in Comparative …   183

towards market economics that has started to challenge the Nordic welfare states”. This means that social justice education in Finnish teacher
education is often short-term and somewhat short-sighted.
Chinese teacher education is also multiform, and is provided by
many different kinds of institutions. The issue of social justice is hardly
taught in teacher education as such, and that seems to be reflected in
the ways teachers reflect on their job. Wong (2014) shows, for instance,
how little engagement with the issue is to be noted in teachers’ individual publications or research activities, which serve as school-based
professional development in China. She writes: “To promote a research
atmosphere in schools, local education departments and educational
research institutes from the state and universities are responsible for
discussing and determining research topics for some selected schools
to conduct. Such research collaboration is usually expert-led. Teachers,
however, are also able to conduct small-scale school-based research,
either at the individual or subject level, based on their interests and
students’ needs” (Wong, ibid.: 79). These practices have been common
since the late 1980s and are used for teachers’ annual appraisals and can
lead to teacher promotion. In her analysis of teachers’ publications, she
found that none had engaged with critical reflection on social justice
and equality/equity. She argues that this relates to the lack of discussions
of these issues, and of the wider social context, in initial teacher education. In a similar vein, Wang and Gao (2013) show that social justice
and equity were rarely discussed in the 2007 Free Teacher Education
(FTE) program. The program, which was set up by the Chinese government, aimed at “attract(ing) outstanding students into the teaching profession and to channel quality teachers into schools located in
underdeveloped rural areas” (Wang and Guo, ibid.: 68). In return, a
strong economic incentive is provided to the students. In interviews
with some of the student teachers, the scholars have identified that they
have a sense of superiority and moral ambivalence towards to objectives
of the programme. The lack of engagement with discussions of social
injustice and inequality during the training programme might have led
the students to such attitudes.
One rare publication in English about social justice in Chinese
education (and directly in teacher education) is included in the
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Oxford Handbook of Social Justice in Music Education (Benedict et al.
2015). In their chapter, Ho and Law (2015) examine how social justice is ‘done’ through the guise of citizenship education in China. They
show that the Chinese government uses citizenship education as a way
of maintaining social stability and of consolidating its political leadership. Teachers are taught to promote a love for traditional Chinese
music (such as Beijing opera) and an understanding of the various styles
of China’s 56 ethnic groups (Ho and Law, ibid.) in their music lessons.
Social justice here means including the minorities in teaching.
This short review of how social justice is problematized and implemented in teacher education in the two countries shows a diversity of
meanings, approaches and ideologies, between and within the two
countries. A similarity-based comparison shows that there are signs
that the two countries make attempts at helping teachers to include
the ‘Other’ in education (in Finland: migrants; in China: minorities).
How this is done and taught about in teacher education appears to be
multifaceted.

Comparing Practices of Social Justice
in Two Schools
In this final section, we wish to reflect on our observations in two
schools that we visited in relation to how social justice was ‘done’ by
teachers and school leaders. Before we share our observations, there is a
need for us to review definitions of social justice in education.

Social Justice as a Multifaceted
and Political Construct
As noted before, the two contexts problematize social justice somewhat differently, although it is important to remember that (1) There
is variety from within in terms of how it is discussed and (2) Discourses on
what social justice is and how it should be implemented can differ highly,
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especially if one examines micro-contexts (e.g. work in a given classroom).
We argue that the polysemy and somewhat political-correctness of
the idea of social justice also leads to the different ways it is dealt with
between the two countries and from within. In general, we believe that
social justice can be approached as an empty signifier (Laclau 2005),
which leads to hegemonic struggles. As such, as the word is ‘floating’,
it can be used to impose certain interpretations as the right one. It also
means that there cannot be a common strategy to ‘do’ it, from within or
across countries.
These arguments have important consequences. Since social justice is
polysemic, it can be misused and abused in comparing countries: some
countries are said to be ‘better’, ‘worse’, ‘more civilised’. We thus need
to avoid such implicit/explicit judgments. Second, the instability of the
concept convinces us that every single country in the world faces issues
of social injustice. Finally, we have seen many times until now, there
are hidden realities and discourses about social justice in the two contexts that need to be unearthed if comparison between the two could
be. In the case of Finland, there need to be critiques of the somewhat
empty beautification of how successful the country is at ‘doing social
justice’.
In what follows, we try to look into the polysemy of social justice
in global research in order to form a potential definition that could
serve to compare these aspects in the two schools, as a preliminary analysis. At this stage, we must admit that we feel uncomfortable about
this ‘exercise’. Most of the identified literature originates from the
‘West’. We feel rather awkward about using ‘Western’ ideas to discuss
the Finland–China contexts although we believe, based on our experience, that there are similarities between the ideas below and the ways
social justice is discussed and problematized by Chinese educators and
that some of the Finnish teachers (who would be classified as ‘Western’)
might disagree with them. Concentrating on ‘Western’ research discourses might also give the impression that social justice is exclusively
‘Western’—an idea which we refute (Sen 2005). The end-product of
this review will be, of course, limited and biased. We believe that it
can still help us introduce similarity and dissimilarity in the practices
observed in the two schools.
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The first point that we wish to make about social justice is: Based on
observations and previous research, we agree with De Silva (2013) who
claims that social injustice is often seen as a consequence of a problem
related to the individual child, his/her socioeconomic or cultural background, and/or his/her parents’ education level and their perception of
the importance of education. The more macro-level aspects such as the
educational set up or teaching practices are not always seen as being part
of the problems. This is often the case in China and Finland. In our
observations of the two schools presented in the next section, we’ll concentrate on the practices of both teachers and leaders.
In the English-speaking literature, the idea of social justice in relation
to teachers’ work can have many different meanings. In order to discuss
it, we agree with Shields (2013: 329) that it is interesting to think about
social justice in education by reflecting on what a social justice education could be. She explains (ibid.):
an education that begins with, promotes, and requires a more complete understanding of the social (in)justice issues in the school, the
community, and the world in which students live now and in which
they will work as thoughtful, contributing adults (…) A social justice education therefore teaches students about the world in which
they live, prepares them to become fully participating citizens in that
world, and helps them to take proactive positions for justice, equity,
dignity, and human rights.

In her review of different definitions of social justice, Bialystok (2014:
418) identifies a very important commonality: social justice education “takes up to various degrees the goals of anti-oppression politics,
anti-colonialism, environmentalism, and a critique of corporate globalization, with more or less overt sympathy for the social welfare state and
resistance to educational policies characteristic of neoliberalism. It tends
to depend on or endorse a robust notion of democracy and sees education as an indispensable site of social and political participation.”
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This is one very first aspect of social justice in education: teachers try to
empower the students to reflect on the world around them, to criticise
it and to take action to make it better. Giving the students a voice in the
classroom and school contributes to empower them and prepare them
for the outside world.
Sleeter (2015), who has proposed overviews of the concept, can help
us to add other dimensions of social justice. Let us start with Sleeter
(ibid.), who summarized different frameworks for social justice education for teachers into four dimensions:
Reject interpreting problems of students mainly as personal failures but
by looking at the effects of unfair policies and systems (e.g. limited access
to health care) and their influence within and outside the school and
classroom.
Develop reciprocal relationships with students and families (encouraging,
building trust, listening to parents, etc.).
Have high academic expectations by using the students’ intellectual
resources.
Create and teach a curriculum integrating marginalised perspectives and
discussions of social justice.

The second aspect of social justice presented here relates to the role of the
teacher as an active social justice actor in her/his classroom, school and
beyond. The teacher should take into consideration the ‘world’ and
‘people’ outside the classroom. S/he should also try to integrate knowledge and perspectives from the margins to try to include all students.
To summarize the basic components of social justice in education,
we could include the following aspects: the students are treated fairly
and equally, and engaged in dialogues with their teachers; they are
empowered to analyse the world around them against inequalities and
social injustice; visions, ideas and knowledge from the marginalized are
included in teaching-learning.
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Similar Signs of Struggles for Social Justice
in the Schools?
假作真時真亦假,
無為有處有還無。
Truth becomes fiction when the fiction’s true;
Real becomes not-real where the unreal’s real.
Dream of the Red Chamber

In this final section, we share some of our observations of a Chinese and
Finnish school, and at the same time, question the truths and fictions
of certain discourses about Finnish and Chinese education. This section
serves as an illustration rather than a systematic analysis of data. As a
reminder, this afterword serves as a reflective piece about concepts and
methods.
When we visited the Finnish school, we were amazed by the school.
The facilities and equipment were new, clean and working. The atmosphere in the classrooms and the whole school was relaxed. The teachers seemed confident about their work. In the Chinese school, the
facilities and equipment often left to be desired. The teachers looked
stressed and some sounded demoralized. However, when it comes
to the issue of social justice, we are not sure if one context was better than the other. Of course, at a macro-level it is obvious that the
Finnish school had more means. But what about what was happening in the classroom? How did the teachers support e.g. the students’
inclusion and equality?
Sitting in different classrooms, observing and sometimes participating, we noted that the Chinese and Finnish teachers had similar strategies to ‘do’ social justice. We note that the social justice perspective of
including visions, ideas and knowledge from the marginalized in teaching-learning was not noted in either schools.
Let us start with inclusion in the classrooms. Observing the lessons,
we could clearly see that all the teachers made sure that all the students
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were included, and that they were being treated fairly and equally. In
Finland, one teacher systematically raised her hand and waited until
all the students raised their hands and became silent to make sure that
they were on task when she needed their attention (they spent most of
their time working independently on their computers). In the Chinese
school, one teacher made every single student participate in the lesson, making them repeat what she was saying or asking them questions
about a text. She was also very willing to answer individual questions
at the end of the lessons (something we did not observe in the Finnish
school during our visit). Another aspect of inclusion in the two schools
was included in the posters on the walls. In Finland, there were posters about the dangers of bullying, while in the Chinese school, posters
reminded all the students of the importance of respecting each other
but also of hygienic practices.
The second common aspect was related to empowering the students to look around them and reflect on e.g. inequalities. In both
schools, the principals gave speeches about the importance of taking
one’s own responsibilities. In the Chinese school, the context was
that of the end-of-the-year graduation ceremony during which the
principal spoke about creating respect for others. Similarly, in the
Finnish school the principal talked about the misbehaviours of some
students who had damaged equipment or disrespected others by not
letting them sit next to them. He advised all the students to pay
more attention to these issues. Another way of empowering the students was to provide them with new learning opportunities. While
the Finnish school had courses on aviation and ‘rare’ languages, the
Chinese school hired a teacher to provide the students with P.E. and
music.
One final commonality between the Chinese and Finnish teacher
relates to what we could call their professional ethics. We were surprised
to find similar discourses about teachers’ loss of motivation, wishes to
quit their jobs, etc. However, interestingly, at least in the case of two
teachers, although they both had experienced some form of burnout,
they decided to stay in the schools to help the students.
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Concluding Remarks
Talking about American education and Chinese education, Wen Ma
(2014: 173) argues that “Clearly, there is no “best” system. Both the
American perspective and the Chinese perspective evolved as a product
of their own sociocultural circumstances, and both can be strengthened
with complementary elements from the other.” At the end of this afterwords, we argue that a similar ideology should apply to comparative
initiatives on Chinese and Finnish education.
This foreword served as a reflective piece on comparing two systems
of education, often described as utopias in their own ways. It was triggered by our work on CPD in Finland, that has revealed many myths
and ‘white lies’ about Finnish education. We took the issue of social justice and reflected on how it could be used to compare the two contexts.
Visits to a school in each country convinced us that there is a danger
in relying on preconceived ideas about Chinese and Finnish education
to do comparative work, and that an emphasis on difference rather
than the continuum similarity-dissimilarity, is counterproductive as it
leads to “comparing apples and pears”. Furthermore, the importance of
bearing in mind the influence of wider contexts was discussed (e.g. the
influence of Finnish education export on how Finnish education is seen
around the world).
In what follows we wish to explain further why we feel a change of
perspective is essential. First of all, when comparing systems of education, there is a need to find a common language to understand the
meanings of things and phenomena as well as implicit, hidden political and contextual aspects. Moving from appearances to multiple realities from within is also primordial (for example, when visiting schools
in Finland, move away from the ‘centre’). Second of all, through the
current practices of ranking countries in order of performance, there
is a need to empower those who are said to be ‘weak’ or ‘bad’ and to
give them strength rather than discouragement, to allow them to look
at what they are doing and to find some ‘good’ in it. Third of all, and
directly linked to the previous point, there is a need to force those who
are said to be ‘very good’ to be more modest and to face their own issues
by e.g. learning from others. This will contribute to lessen the current
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intercultural hierarchies created about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ systems of education. This is also a very important message to education exporters and
their customers: Social justice is what exporters claim they are selling
but it is often meaningless or exaggerated. If critical ideas about education and social justice are not taken seriously, there is a risk that education exporters will create more social injustice elsewhere. There is also
a need to move away from ready-made discourses (Finland = equality),
exoticism, and negative discourses about ourselves.
More specifically about social justice in comparing education systems, we wish to make the following recommendations. We should
open up discussions of social justice by comparing contexts said to be
‘good’ or ‘poor’ to deepen our understanding and actions for social justice. This means that we also need to learn to identify and examine and
familiarize oneself with similarities and differences in social justice practices across contexts. As the anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss asserted
(2011: 112): “when the traveller convinces himself that practices in
complete opposition to his own, which by the very fact he would be
tempted to despise and reject with disgust, are in reality identical to
them when viewed in reverse, he provides himself with the means to
domesticate strangeness, to make it familiar to himself.” As a ‘traveller’
an education comparatist might want to adopt the attitude of making
the unfamiliar familiar to him/herself and to reverse his/her differentialist views.
To conclude: social justice cannot but be political, as we have seen
in this afterwords, there is thus a strong need to dig into hidden aspects
and ideologies of social justice in a given context and in the way people
discuss and act upon it. We believe that comparative and international
education can lead to better results if the idea that one context can learn
from each other is systematically put into practice through, e.g. action
research. But maybe the idea of learning from each other still creates
unfair hierarchies (one context might want to learn more from the other
because of their reputation or thanks to their great marketing strategy),
wouldn’t it be better to talk about learning with each other then, i.e., by
entering into real dialogues and making a conscious effort to give and
take? Social injustice is a global ‘wicked problem’ against which we may
want to join forces.
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