
www.manaraa.com

FIRE: Forum for International Research in Education 
  Vol. 6, Iss. 3, 2020, pp. 83-93 

THE MOBILITY OF EDUCATION POLICY IN THE 
21st CENTURY: LESSONS FROM OTHER FIELDS 
 
Alan Ruby1 
University of Pennsylvania, USA 
 
Aisi Li 
Nazarbayev University, Kazakhstan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 

This paper seeks to connect the work on policy mobility in education and that in other 
fields through a review of literature. Drawing on material from political science, international 
relations, geography, and economic and social development, it discusses different forms of 
policy mobility like traveling policies, policy borrowing, and silent borrowing. It concludes 
that policy transfer is a more dynamic process than the bounded cyclical and linear models 
often used in education policy debates. 
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Introduction 

Tighter connections between public policy makers formed during the latest wave of 
globalization changed the ways information about national education policies was exchanged 
and interpreted. International travel became cheaper, cross border telephone and video costs 
shrank, and print and digital coverage of educational policies and practices expanded. Yet the 
way these exchanges are discussed and analyzed in the field of education policy is under-
developed and seems to ignore the insights and models prevalent in other domains. This 
paper seeks to draw together some of that scholarship and identify ideas and concepts that 
might inform our better understanding of the movement of education policies between 
nations. 

The need for more attention to the mobility of policies is fueled in part by increased 
public policy attention to education reform starting in the mid 1980’s and plateauing around 
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2002, as illustrated by English language references to education reform in Google Books 
Ngram viewer for the period 1960- 2008. During that period, international agencies created 
new tools like the OECD’s PISA tests of student achievement and The World Bank’s SABER 
data base on educational policies to help decision makers make comparisons between national 
and provincial school systems education, such as Auld & Morris (2014) and Silova (2018). 
Policy makers looked to high performing school systems for practice that could be imported 
even when the enabling environment is fundamentally different (Oates, 2010). 

For example, the outstanding performance of Finland on PISA tests encouraged 
greater scrutiny of its schools and educational policies. Some saw Finland as a global model 
of education worthy of emulation by both industrialized democracies and developing 
economies. The key features were a “priority on learning,” good learning outcomes for all 
students, and embedding assessment in teaching and learning processes (Sahlberg, 2006). A 
similar “set of policy reforms symbolizing Western education values and including such 
‘travelling policies’ as student centered learning” were sometimes “imposed” and in other 
cases “voluntarily borrowed” by former socialist republics (Silova, 2010).  

A common explanation for the spread of this model was economic competition 
(Sahlberg, 2006; Steiner-Khamsi, 2014; Nir & Emil, 2017). It was credited with waves of 
“traveling policies,’’ policy borrowing, and policy convergence that were embedded in 
globalization. National education policies became more alike because “problems and 
challenges are similar” and “solutions and education reforms are also becoming similar” 
(Sahlberg, 2015). 

Our contention is that this is a simplified way to think about the cross-national 
movement of policy ideas in education. As Oates (2010) points out, drawing lessons from high 
performing school systems about the content of a national curriculum needs to be done “with 
sophistication and sensitivity” (p.17), but there is little guidance on how to go about this 
analysis. What work there is tends to overlook the basic conceptual work in comparative 
education by scholars like Phillips and Ochs (2003,2004) and more recently by Rappleye 
(2011), who argued that political actors were “resorting to carefully scripted and executed 
attempts to use ‘references to elsewhere’ to drive domestic reforms” (p.140). It also often does 
not relate to the work on policy mobility in other fields, notably public policy.  

This paper seeks to remedy this latter shortcoming through a review of literature in 
education and other fields. It begins with a brief reprise of some historical examples of policy 
transfer. It then lays out different forms of policy borrowing drawing on material from a 
range of fields such as political science, international relations, geography, and economic and 
social development. This is followed by a discussion of different forms of policy mobility like 
traveling policies, policy borrowing, and silent borrowing. We conclude with the observation 
that non-linear transfer, which can include unplanned and unintended adaptation and 
adoption, often takes place in policy mobility. Policy transfer is a more dynamic process than 
the bounded cyclical and linear models often used in education policy debates. 

 
Policy Transfer is Not New 

Learning from and borrowing the policies and practices of others is not a new 
phenomenon. Rose (2004) cites Plato, Aristotle, Thucydides, King George III and Thomas 
Jefferson as examples of people learning from “abroad.” In all cases he argues the goal was to 
improve practice or to avoid error or failure (p.117). Robertson & Waltman (1993) also invoke 
Plato and leap into the 20th century to cite Thatcher and Reagan as political leaders who 
borrowed policies. Anthropologists have long grappled with the question of how ideas or 
practices were exchanged between societies and spread from the point of invention to others. 
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But much of the early research was focused on the adoption of new practices or technologies 
like hybrid seed corn and weed spray by individual farmers. It examined the movement of 
ideas as a “social process” where individual opinion leaders served as models and sources of 
information for others (Rogers, 2003). It did not address policy transfer between nation 
states, although it did extend to cover public health practices and information technology 
using the language of innovators, early adopters, and laggards to describe how different sets 
of individuals took up new approaches. The emphasis on adoption is characterized as a 
“demand” approach where individuals look for better products (Brown, 1981). 

The contrasting “supply” approach to policy mobility is more concerned with the 
provider of information rather than the characteristics of the adopter. Both the supply and 
demand approaches assume that the innovation or policy idea is “essentially the same 
throughout the diffusion process” (Brown, 1981). Neither acknowledges that there is likely 
to be some measure of acculturation as an idea crosses a border. They overlook the certainty 
that “a transmitted cultural trait never retains its whole identity” (Godin, 2014) and ignore 
insights from economic history about the lags between the invention, improvement, and 
widespread adoption of new technologies. Some of these lags are shaped by cost and users’ 
skills as well as by wider contextual factors like resource scarcity (Brown, 1981).  

Political scientists and international relations scholars have examined the spread of 
public policies for more than 60 years; with a rapid growth of academic interest in the late 
1990’s (see Graham et al, 2012). A review of some of that literature (Stone, 2012) suggests 
that early formulations, focused on policy diffusion in the USA’s federal system, invoked 
osmosis and contagion as images describing the movement of ideas and practices. Transfer is 
an alternative formulation to describe the movement of public policies. It assumes some 
degree of rationality in policy formulation with purposeful selection and modification of ideas 
from other jurisdictions. The model may result in “selective borrowing that leads to hybrids 
and adaptive innovation to… better fit local conditions” (Stone, 2012). Studies using this 
framework tend to concentrate on how policies are transferred rather that which ideas are 
crossing boundaries. 

The third formulation that Stone observes in the political science literature is “policy 
translation,” which stresses the importance of context and the interpretation of ideas as they 
are received. The process is more than the acquisition of some technical knowledge; it 
involves adaptation and adjustment to align with cultural and economic circumstances. This 
process of refinement or acculturation will continue after the time of transfer and initial 
implementation (Stone, 2012). 

 
An Abundance of Metaphors 

How we talk about this process of emulation or how ideas are exchanged or applied is 
bedeviled by the slipperiness of the English language, the mode of discourse for many actors. 
Metaphors, similes, and neologisms to describe the products of these relationships abound. 
Some seem apt, and others do not stand up under closer scrutiny. For example, the “osmosis” 
analogy refers to the transfer from a concentrated solution to a more dilute solution across a 
permeable membrane. The process stops when the two solutions are of equal density; one 
solution losses and the other gains. In the policy world the sharing of ideas does not deplete 
the stock of the originator. 

Some images are tied to particular contexts like the use of the term “loan words” in 
South Korea to describe policies that originated in Anglo-Saxon environments (Sung, 2011). 
Others draw from medicine, referring to transfusions, transplants, and grafts, although 
seldom mentioning tissue rejection or immune responses to the presence of foreign matter. 
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The geographers prefer to talk about policy mobility because that formulation acknowledges 
the influence of place and culture and the possibility that policies might mutate when they 
are transferred (Peck & Theodore, 2010). Portnoi (2016) prefers policy diffusion to describe 
the spread of similar policies, a convergence of policies and practices like standardized testing 
and lifelong learning. Critics of the diffusion model argue that diffusion ignores the likelihood 
that practices and policies will change as they are adopted and implemented and tends to 
overlook interactions between political actors as an exchange mechanism.  

A refinement of the geographic approach is set out by Beech (2009), who argues that 
thinking about the movement of ideas solely in terms of movement between “places” 
overlooks flows of ideas within and between networks which are not defined by proximity or 
controlled by sovereign states. He observes that networks have become more inclusive and 
open to many voices because of cheaper and more pervasive communications technology. 
Beech does not look at instances where a policy or practice did not transfer. Sprigade’s (2004) 
essay on educational comparisons in English policy making in the 1800’s gives an example of 
a study of elementary education in other settings, which led to the conclusion that neither of 
two prevailing models, Scotland and continental Europe, would suit.  

In the economic and social development literature there are references to coercive 
policy transfer where practices are to be adopted as a prerequisite for the grant or release of 
loan funds (Eta & Vuban, 2018). It is distinguished from persuasive policy transfer, which is 
associated with technical assistance, training programs, and advisory services offered by 
various lending and grant making agencies (Bazbauers, 2017).  

Coercive policy borrowing can be either explicit and direct, like formal loan 
conditions, or indirect. A nation’s desire to have its educational credentials recognized by its 
neighbors or by a former colonial power can lead it to adopt a set of standards. This 
apparently voluntary act is shaped by a desire to increase job opportunities for its citizens, as 
in the case of Tunis and its adoption of the main elements of the Bologna Process (Jules & 
Bouhlila, 2018). Or it can be influenced by the decisions of supra-national groups like the 
regular meeting of the heads of states of Central Africa, which led Cameroon to adopt, for at 
least part of the country, a three- degree structure which was comparable and comprehensible 
nationally and regionally (Eta & Vuban, 2018)  

Others talk of policy mimesis where a policy or form of words used by one entity is 
imitated or mimicked by another. Imitation may be a product of competition, where like 
organizations act in identical ways, replicating the innovations or decisions of others (Strang 
& Soule, 1998). The incentive is to be the same as another actor that is sometimes described 
as isomorphism. Massey (2009), for example, discusses isomorphism in public policy where 
both “coercive and mimetic isomorphism may be observed,” arguing that the phenomena is 
more than an act of ‘copy and paste’ because it occurs in a different context. Similarly, Varia 
(2004) uses the concept of isomorphism to discuss the move to homogenous higher education. 
He sees the persistence and even the rise of heterogeneity of institutions as product of the 
influence of place and the plurality of decisions made by different nation states. To integrate 
the two trends, Varia adopts the idea of allomorphs from linguistics, where an allomorph is a 
variant form of a word where usage is determined by context.  

A different approach to isomorphism is offered by Erlingsdottir & Lindberg (2005), 
who distinguish two different forms. One is isopraxism where policy or practice transfers 
unchanged but gets a new name. The other is isonymism where the name is invariant, but 
the elements of the policy evolve or adapt.  

These ideas of coercion, imitation, and congruence are drawn together by Garrett, 
Dobbin, and Simmons (2008) in a synthesis of seven studies of the spread of free markets and 
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democracy. They begin by criticizing the proposition that similar national responses to broad 
pervasive forces, like easier movement of capital, suggest either policy convergence or 
isomorphism. They argue that while the convergence model accounts for the importance of 
common stimuli and allows for variation produced by different domestic characteristics, it 
does not allow for purposeful action by national decision makers. They prefer to look at the 
influence of four mechanisms that might diffuse policy ideas across national boundaries: 
“coercion, competition, learning and emulation” (p.345). They conclude that emulation and 
competition had more impact on the spread of “political and economic liberalism” than 
coercion and learning (p.346), although all four do contribute to traveling policies. 

 
Traveling Policies 

Traveling policies is a term used to describe the spread of reform ideas across 
boundaries. One early reference is Sautoy’s 1967 note on the movement of ideas in rural 
development. He highlighted the difficulties of communication between expert advisors and 
the audience that often resulted in misunderstanding, particularly when the ideas were 
expressed in complex language. 

Yet the use of “traveling” implies that the policies keep moving and evokes images of 
tourists looking at landmarks and eating local food and returning home after a short time. 
Indeed, policy tourism is sometimes used as a pejorative and equated with the collection and 
retelling of myths and fairy tales (Oates, 2015). Or perhaps the ideas, and their advocates, are 
like itinerant workers moving from harvest to harvest or sales representatives selling patent 
medicines and universal panaceas, curing everything from toothache to diphtheria. But the 
notion of ideas traveling across borders relatively freely is appealing and does reflect the 
reality that some educational policies, like income contingent student loans (ICLs), did spread 
across borders over the last thirty to forty years. ICL schemes operate in countries as different 
as Ethiopia and England but the schemes vary significantly particularly around key design 
points like the effective interest rate on the loans, which can be zero or are tied to a central 
bank lending rate (Chapman & Dearden, 2018). Sometimes the adoption is short lived as in 
the case of Thailand, where an ICL operated for one year (Chapman & Lounkaew, 2010). 

Of course, just as travelers can be robbed, kidnapped, and delayed in transit, traveling 
policies can be “hijacked by local policy makers and used for their own purposes locally” 
(Silova 2005). Those purposes can be legitimation of existing practice, apparent compliance 
to secure a loan, or gift or appropriation of the terms and symbols of a policy to imply a 
change of behavior without observable change occurring.  

 
Policy Borrowing 

Policy borrowing was another popular image, but there was seldom any reference to 
returning the borrowed item or paying off the loan. Still, it is a more polite expression than 
policy theft or intellectual plagiarism. But the public policy scholars talk about practitioners 
and policy advisers “pinching” ideas (Schneider & Ingram, 1988) or “nicking stuff from all 
over the place” (Dwyer & Ellison, 2009) and encourage them to be either more systematic 
(Schneider & Ingram, 1988) or less linear (Dwyer & Ellison, 2009). There is no moral 
approbation.  

Both the pinching and nicking formulations can be applied to the acquisition of parts 
of policies or some aspect of a national or regional system of education. It does not apply only 
to the “whole cloth”. Winstanley (2012) refers to “cherry picking,” which can range from 
selecting a comparative nation to legitimize a practice to selecting a product or practice like 
the teaching of mathematics in Switzerland (p.525). The selections are usually purposeful, 
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even when they are guided by ideology rather than evidence of effectiveness. A counter view 
was offered by Halpin and Troyna (1995) who, reflecting on education policy in England in 
the 1990’s, found policy borrowing to be a short-term expedient act of legitimation where 
form mattered more than substance.  

Policy copying is less pejorative but like borrowing or theft it carries a sense that the 
reform or idea was taken and adopted unchanged. Yet one of the central tenets of comparative 
education is that as an idea or practice moves across cultures or contexts it changes because 
the context changes. The policy is interpreted rather than simply transposed, adapts to local 
norms and values, is shaped by history and domestic priorities, and is transformed by the 
actors in the new environment. Or more simply, while the policy is borrowed, the enabling 
conditions that made it an enviable success are not automatically attached to it, and there is 
some conscious behavior by individuals or groups who advocate or implement the policy idea. 
Tanaka’s (2009) study of the mobility of universities illustrates how the German ideal of the 
research universities was transferred to the USA by academics who, having experienced 
directly the benefits of “freedom of teaching and learning” (p.411), embedded it in graduate 
schools. In contrast, the transfer of the same idea to Japan was led by politicians “who were 
trying to build a modern state as soon as possible” and paid less attention to the fundamentals 
of academic freedom (p.408). 

This is echoed by Gonzalez’s (2011) study of urban renewal in Barcelona and Bilbao, 
which found that the contrasting approaches generated waves of policy tourism as different 
cities and regions looked for lessons that could be replicated or emulated or inform policy 
formation. Gonzalez concludes that policy diffusion is not “unidirectional” (p.1414). Nor do 
ideas about urban regeneration travel “international knowledge circuits” or networks in a 
fixed or invariant form; they adapt to circumstances (p.415). 

 
Silent and Dysfunctional Borrowing 

Policy borrowing is often a highly visible act, especially when there is a desire for 
legitimation, but not all policy borrowing is publicly acknowledged. Sometimes the 
borrowing is “silent,” as in the case of Sweden in the period from 1960 to 1990. The influence 
of international practice and models was unacknowledged to maintain the public perception 
that Swedish education policy was primarily the product of rational processes that had 
produced an outstanding system. Legitimation of reforms and strategic choices by reference 
to practice elsewhere was not politically expedient (Waldow, 2009).  

Nor is all policy transfer benign. Studying the spread of tax policies designed to limit 
access to tax havens Sharman (2010) found some transfers to be “dysfunctional.” Policies, 
such as limiting financial transactions to “blacklisted” locations to counter tax evasion, were 
adopted by many nations in the mid 1990 to the mid 2000 period. Often this was pursued by 
simply copying the blacklist of jurisdictions from another nation, including the errors in the 
list such as miss-named and misspelt entities, non-existent entities, and places that had no 
banking facilities - even, in one instance, an island of eight families which had no monetary 
system (Sharman, 2010). This brief survey of policy mobility in fields as diverse as city 
planning, political science, rural and economic development, and public policy give us some 
insights that can inform policy movement in the field of education.  

 
What Can We Learn? 

The notion advanced by Phillips & Ochs (2003; 2004) that educational policy 
borrowing goes through four stages of cross-national attraction, decision-making, 
implementation, and internalization or indigenization is a useful initial framework to explore 
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processes of policy transfer. This conceptual tool focuses on the processes of transfer instead 
of outcomes, but it is an overly linear model which does not allow for multiple paths, the flow 
of information, or feedback loops or iterative exchanges that shape and reshape the policy 
idea as it moves.  

The typology developed by Phillips and Ochs confines the possibility of variation to 
the final stage of internalization or indigenization. As can be seen in the wider policy mobility 
literature, variation occurs as ideas move, be it at the point of initial observation, in 
documentation, in interpretation, or in adaptation to a different political economy. Variation 
also occurs at the point of implementation and will continue over time. The images of 
adaptation and hybridization and the observation that the policy will change as it moves point 
to one of the shortcomings in much of the traveling policy literature: the assumption that 
policies move and are adopted and implemented without variation. Abrahamson (2006) 
observes that, in the diffusion of innovation literature, there are two common assumptions: 
1) that policies are “invariant” as they move; and 2) that all borrowers adopt the new practice 
for the same reason. Both are questionable, maybe even flawed.  

Traveling policies are usually seen as one-directional ideas and processes flowing 
from center to periphery from developed to developing economies and colonizer to colony. 
Some of the flows are the result of what Silova calls “forces of western hegemony - 
…colonialism, international development, best practices or even charitable donations and 
gifts” (Silova, 2018). But as these diffused or transferred policies “acquired new forms and 
different meaning (they)... become reinterpreted by local stakeholders under different 
conditions” (Silova 2018). 

This is more than the basic proposition that ideas change as they move. The linear 
model of traveling policies has no notion of reciprocity or feedback paths which inform the 
originating institution. It is as if there is an impermeable membrane preventing information 
about the fate of the borrowed practices when they reach the site of adoption and 
implementation. Yet we know that ideas as well as goods flowed in both directions on the 
Silk Routes - an enduring example of policy mobility (Millward, 2013; Starr, 2013) - and that 
the medicinal value of plants gathered in new lands improved the lives of the colonizing and 
imperial nations’ citizenry (Adelman, 2015).  

The manner with which educational reforms are transferred across boundaries is 
thought to run from “imposed, required under constraint, negotiated under constraint, 
borrowed purposefully, and introduced through influence” (Ochs & Phillips, 2004). The 
strength of this continuum is that it allows for deliberate action by the sovereign state that 
is “borrowing” the policy or reform. It provides for purposeful and selective adoption or 
adaptation of policy ideas. The state is not always a passive recipient of imperialist policy 
transfer. 

The wider literature offers a more nuanced reading of imposition and constraint. 
Policy conditions on development bank loans and credits are examples of coerced policy 
diffusion. And the embrace of key elements of the Bologna Process by Francophone nations 
to increase access to employment opportunities can be economically rational and in the 
interests of the students. Sahlberg (2006) and many others cite national governments’ desire 
for greater economic competitiveness as a motive for the pursuit of better human capital 
policies. And there are clearly instances where this has been a factor in the process of policy 
borrowing, like Australia’s “Clever Country” strategies in the 1990’s (Lowe, 1998) and 
Kazakhstan’s trilingual education policy (Mehisto & Genesee, 2015).  
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Conclusion 
Ideas move across borders as readily as people do, but they are more liable to and 

more amenable to adaptation - particularly if people associated with institutions such as 
schools and universities purposefully decide to look for and adapt new ideas. 

Our review of policy transfer literature from both education and other fields shows 
that a lot of the language about traveling policies conveys a sense of a linear process; a transfer 
that is logical, unidirectional, and conducted with an air of beneficence. It overlooks the 
sovereignty and the authority of the recipient and undervalues the national policy makers’ 
deep understanding of the domestic context.  

Research in other fields can help us better understand the processes of policy transfer 
and provide more examples that can highlight issues and pitfalls that are not yet captured in 
the field of education. As we show here, non-linear transfer and unplanned, unintended 
adaptation and adoption often takes place. There are possibilities that actors will purposefully 
or unconsciously vary the idea or policy as it is implemented in a new setting - a possibility 
that the field has been aware of for 30 years or more (see for example, McLaughlin, 1991).  

The spread of policy ideas can proceed unevenly, yet it can be intentional both on the 
part of a transmitting state and the recipient state. An idea can follow the path of least 
resistance or be channeled. It can meet barriers and move around them or morph to 
accommodate them. Fidelity of implementation should not be assumed or even expected; 
indeed, we expect fidelity to diminish and variation in policy implementation to increase with 
time and distance. The speed of policy transfer can be variable, fast, slow, or intermittent - it 
might even ebb or recede. In practice, transfer processes include interaction and iterative 
exchanges between actors with experiences and successes and failures providing feedback as 
implementation occurs. These exchanges shape the idea or policy producing variants or 
refined forms of a policy. As a result, we argue that policy transfer is a more dynamic and 
more adaptable process than the bounded cyclical and linear models often used in education 
policy debates.  
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