Speech by Professor Christian Monseur, at the University of Liege (Belgium)
Awarding an Honorary Doctorate to Professor T. Neville Postlethwaite (26 March 2009)
Some men’s careers exude history, travel, and their encounters. Such is the case of T. Neville Postlethwaite, whose curriculum vitae retraces the development of comparative research in education. The story began on 2 December 1962, when a young Englishman of barely thirty years was put in charge of coordinating the first major international study of the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (I.E.A.) under the auspices of UNESCO in Hamburg. It was also in this city that he led his academic career as Professor of Comparative Education, after obtaining a PhD from the University of Stockholm. Over the last fifty years, he has played an essential role in almost all of the most extensive and challenging projects in this research area beginning, of course, with the I.E.A. surveys, followed by the creation of the International Journal of Educational Research with Bruce Choppin. Further notable achievements include his series of monographs entitled Fundamentals of Educational Planning for UNESCO, which has grown to now include nearly one hundred titles and has been translated into many languages, and for which he served as Editor-in-chief for decades; and, most importantly, the monumental International Encyclopedia of Education, of which he co-edited the 10-volume first edition with Torsten Husen, before single-handedly producing the 12-volume follow-up. 
It goes without saying that for such a workaholic, the University was more of a temporary docking point between two international meetings at opposite sides of the world than a permanent anchoring harbour. Indeed, Neville Postlethwaite is one of that rare breed of scientists committed to action, without whom ideas are never carried out and who are willing to dedicate their lives to advancing research and pushing back the limits of the world’s most isolated and underdeveloped educational systems. That is why he has devoted 25 years of his career to the I.E.A., going from one Ministry to another to obtain the necessary funding, from one meeting to another to formulate research questions and build tools capable of answering them, from one airplane to another to convince countries to participate, from one research centre to another to analyze the results, from one hotel to another to help each country understand them. The countless young researchers he helped train have now become important figures the world over - some are directors of research centres, others are department heads, a few are Ministers of Education. All of them still write to or talk about him using the same nickname which denotes both affection and respect: "The Prof."

Professor Postlethwaite’s retirement did not mark the end of his research pursuits—quite the contrary. Now aged 76, he is actively involved in the SACMEQ project with Kenneth Ross from UNESCO’s International Institute for Educational Planning, a vast training program for local research teams to empower them to define efficient educational policies in fifteen English-speaking countries in Africa. Furthermore, he has just finished a survey of primary education in a dozen developing countries in Latin America and Asia for UNESCO’s Institute of Statistics in Montreal. He continues to play an important consultancy role in audits requested by various international agencies, despite his lack of indulgence for the research programs that do not meet his exacting standards. It was, for instance, as a result of his incendiary audit report regarding the M.L.A program (Monitoring Learning Achievement) that UNESCO and UNICEF authorities decided to immediately end the disastrous project, which cost the taxpayers of the 120 participating countries millions of dollars that went towards surveys lacking any scientific basis. It must be noted that, despite ending the program, both institutions strategically avoided releasing the audit report. "Neville does not bite his tongue for the sake of diplomacy", as his friend and mentor Torsten Husén used to say...

Last August, after returning from a working trip to Vietnam and South Africa, he addressed a gathering of researchers at the 50th anniversary of the I.E.A. to offer up “a few ideas that wander through his head whilst on his tractor in south west France” ... His musings turned out to be an outline of the conceptual and methodological framework for the next great developments in comparative education research.
In his spare time, Neville Postlethwaite has begun writing his “Memoirs” in which he recounts with his dry British sense of humour the many vicissitudes of his career. This book will undoubtedly provide a wealth of information for historians of educational research, particularly owing to its fabulous gallery of portraits: he has personally known almost all the researchers who have marked our discipline for more than half a century, and brings them to life with great vivacity, at times with great emotion, at others with caustic wit. The University of Liege figures prominently in the text, namely because of his deep friendship with Professor Gilbert de Landsheere. 

Neville Posthlethwaite has already received awards from the University of Liege and Columbia University, as well as the Arpad Kiss prize for his contribution to the discipline of education research. We are here today to confer on him the title of Doctor Honoris Causa of the University of Liege. It is with joy and pride that we thus renew our alma mater’s recognition of the great significance of his career.  
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