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Introduction

How education supports, cultivates and engages in/with democracy is the focus of
this study. Building on research conducted with a sample of education students in the
United States (Carr 2007a; Carr 2008), this study highlights how education students in
Quebee, Canada, understand and define democracy, which includes reference to their
educational experience. Attempting to determine the salience of a linkage between
education and democracy Is important as it may have implications for the conceptualization
and delivery of teaching and learning In relation to democracy (Westheimer 2004). The
context for each of these studies is informed by the need to critically interrogate and
understand the perspectives, experiences and perceptions of education-students in relation
to democracy In education (Carr 2007a; Carr 2008).

Part of the rationale for this study is to better understand, and then articulate a more
effective response or framework In relation to, how democratic education takes place, and,
significantly, should take place. Te this end, comparative analysis can be an indispensable
tool to deconstruct how a particular local context functions. Although this paper only starts
to scratch the surface of the richer data-set that has been achieved through this research,
the comparative framework Is useful in contextualizing the following areas: 1)
jurisdictional analysis: US-Canada; English-French; Quebec-Canada; 2) disciplinary analysis:
education (curriculum, pedagogy, teaching and learning}/socio-political (context, impact
and implications); and 3) educational policymaking (the particular approaches in diverse
Jurisdictions, the influence of these policies, and the relationship between policy and
democratic education).
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While both samples are formed of largely white individuals, there are also some
abvious differences: the national cultures and education-systems differ; the Canadian
sample is made up of French-speaking participants who form a linguistic minority in North
America, there are more immigrants in the Canadian sample; and the US sample has unique
features, such as the number of African-American participants as well as the socio-
economic class of the majority of the students whereas the Montreal sample is more
reflective of a large, cosmopolitan society. Therefore, while this paper focuses on the
Canadian sample, there will be some comparative analysis in an attempt to elucidate
common themes, trends and issues as well as differences. Ultimately, the paper secks to
underscore the importance of a more critical pedagogical approach to education as a means
to enhancing democracy and social justice in education (Freire 1970; Kincheloe 2008).

Background

The starting-point for this research is a similar study undertaken by Carr (2007a;
Carr 2008) with a sample of 114 College of Education students, who are largely White and
warking-class, at an American university in an economically-challenged region. As outlined
in Lund and Carr (2008), the problematic of democratic education must involve a nuanced
and critical analysis of political engagement and experience, and, further, speak to the
importance of addressing democracy in @ meaningful and multi-layered way throughout the
educational process,

In Carr’s research (2008), he further elaborates on the connection between neo-
liberalism and the participants’ conceptualization of, and experience, with democracy. He
focuses on critical pedagogy and emancipatory practices advanced by Freire (1970),
McLaren (2007) and Kincheloe (2008), amongst others, which provide an analysis to better
understand the political pature of the educational experience,

Context

The Université du Québec & Montréal (UQAM), a major French-language university in
Quebec, has a unique mission connected to the sodial, economic and cultural development
of society, With over 41,000 students, 8,000 of whom are at the graduate level, and over
175,000 graduates, the University is well known within Quebec society.! UQAM's Faculty of
Education is the largest in Quebec, enrolling 30% of the province’s education students, and
some 70% for the city of Montreal, the largest city in the province. There are a range of
educational programs at the undergraduate and graduate levels. A particular focus is placed
on l'enseignement en milieux défavarisés (teaching for marginalized sectors). With over 110
tenure-track professors and roughly 5,000 full- and part-time students, the Faculty of
Education is engaged in a number of projects, programs and initiatives. Almost 80% of the
Faculty of Education students are female.? The primary baccalaureate program in the
Faculty of Education involves four years of study, including 3 practicum-phases.

1 To underscore its research capacity, UQAM has 15 Institutional research centers, 28 Canada Research Chalrs,
27 (Innovation) Research Chairs, and 6 institutes, For further (nformation, see UQAM’s website:

bitp://www.ugam.ca/opropos/
* See UQAM's wehsite: hitp://www.registrariatugam.ca/Pdf/Pop_etudiante/0506/population.pdf
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With regard to the profile of the students, the University gathers data based on
gender, status and area of study. It is, therefore, difficult to ascertain the exact proportion of
immigrant, foreign, racial minority and other types of students?, which is important to
consider when examining democratic education. However, ethnocultural diversity has
started to become a more visible and pressing concern, as evidenced by the recent
Bouchard-Taylor Commission on Reasonable Accommodation.* The debate over the place
of immigrants has spurred on a number of programs, often under the label of
interculturalism, and has proven to be a point of concern in education-circles. Further,
Potvin, McAndrew and Kanoute (2006) completed a landmark study on anti-racism
education in Quebecois schoals, in 2006, which further highlighted the problematic of a
racially and ethno-culturally diverse society, Increasingly, the issue of race and
racialization, in addition to the ethnocultural and linguistic realm, has appeared, often
addressed within the context of French-English relations (Carr 2006) but such a debate has
been problematic at several levels, given the real and perceived minority status of French-
speaking Québécois within Canada and North America. Potvin and Carr (2008) have also
highlighted some of the unique features of interculturalism, especially in relation to
multiculturalism and anti-racism, and have surmised that tangible progress on race and
ethnic relations requires a sustained and comprehensive, critical engagement on the part of
all sectors of society, and, importantly, must also consider the pivotal issue of inequitable
power relations. In sum, the identity of present and future educators, as well as the students
in schools, is extremely relevant, and peoples’ lived experiences must be factored into the
equation in order to better understand their perspectives on democracy.

There |s one published study of particular note that is informative for the present
research. Building on the citizenship education research indicating that youth are
Increasingly becoming disengaged in formal democracy, Lebrun (2006) surveyed 110
teacher-education students at UQAM in relation to their representation of the notion of
democracy, Employing a multi-layered approach to engage participants in discussion and
reflection, Lebrun (2006, 645) distinguishes between “formal democracy,” "fundamental
democracy” and “substantial democracy,” which demonstrate how youth are becoming less
committed to state-driven interventions as the primary mobilizing force for democratic
engagement. In general, the subject of how teacher-educators conceptualize, experience
and perceive democracy (n education has not recelved a great deal of attention, either in
Quebec or elsewhere in North America (Lund 2008).

I Carr and Thesee (2006) have found that the data-collection based on racial origin in Quebec bas traditionally
been problematic and limited, This is not to suggest thut ruce data are necessarily vasily collected elsewhere
L Canada but that there bave been some programs in that direction, especially in Ontario (Potvin and Carr,
2008).

4 See the official website of the Consultation Commission on Accommodation Practices Related to Caltural
Differences at hitp://www.accommodements.qc.ca/index-enhtml . There was extensive media coversge of
the Commission’s work during 2007 and 2008, and the debates that ensued created controversy and tension,
|uxtapesing diverse visions af Québécois society. The reality between the Immigrant-rich region of Montreal
and the reglons was brought to light throughout the process.
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Methodology

The current study focuses on a sample of undergraduate Education students at
UQAM, who were invited to participate in a detailed survey on democracy and citizenship in
education. The participants are largely under 23 years of age, and are White, francophones
born in Quebec (Figure 1). 261 students participated, on an anonymous basis, by
completing hard-copy (n=50) or electronic format (n=211) questionnaires in late 2007. Itis
important to note that students overwhelmingly agreed that the detailed questionnaire was
thought-provoking and interesting and also emphasized that, for many, they had not
reflected on the connection between democracy and education in a critical way before,

Figure 1 - Demographic profile of participants (n=261 ‘ % 1
W
Gender M 79 31%
F 180 69%
Age 1(<22) 138 53%
2(22-30) 70 27%
3(31-40) 28 1%
4 (41-50) 19 7%
5(51+) 3 1%
Place of education ' Q (Quebiec) * 235 919
C {Canada) 0 0%
Car (Carribean) 0
WE (West. Europe) 7 3%
[ EE (Eastern Europe) s 2%
Naf (North Africa) 10 4%
LA (Latin America) 0 %
AF (Africa) 2 1%
Visible minority Yes (VM) 32 12%
No (W) 227 B8%
Ethnic origin C {Canadian) 196 6%
| E (European) 18 7%
AR (Arab) 18 7%
| LA (Lat. American) 2
| AS (Astan) 1 0%
Car (Carribean) 3 1%
AF (African) 8 3%
0 (Other/Mixed) 14 5%
* Of this number, 11 participants also studied elsewhere, including 4 in Canada,
and 7 abroad.

It is significant to point out that the detalled questionnaires provided almost 7,000
textual entries Into a data-base (Sémato) that offers the possibility to undertake extensive
discourse analysis. Sémato is an internet-based, analytical software program that is well-
suited for analyzing interviews, speeches, documents, and surveys with open-ended
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questions, In sum, Sémato favors a “bottom-up” as opposed to a “top-down" approach in
order to develop themes and analysis®.

The majority of questionnaires were filled in on-line, with participants spending 30-
60 minutes to respond to the questions contained therein. For this paper, although the
larger study includes some 30 open-ended questions, many of which include quantitative
scores, this paper focuses uniquely on the question related to defining democracy. Itis our
contention that how future educators understand, experience and perceive democracy may
have a significant effect on how they will teach for and about democracy, Further,
ascertaining the comprehension of, and engagement with, democracy among education
students may lead to insight and reforms in relation to teacher education, educational
policymaking, student performance and experience, and teaching and learning at the
classroom level.

In order to differentiate the various participants, as per the information contained in
Figure 1, the following identity-markers have been formulated: a number (1-252)
indicating the participant, the gender (male [M] or female [F]), the age range (1 =<22,2 =
22-30, 3 = 31-40, 4 = 41-50, and 5 = 51+), place of birth, racial origin (W for White or non-
visible minority, and VM for visible minority or non-White), and ethnic origin. For example,
(51-F-2-Q-W-C) would translate to Participant 51, who is female, in the 22-30 age range,
born in Quebec, White, and of Canadian ethnic origin. Although these Indicators are more
complex than a simple pseudonym, we feel that the additional information helps further
characterize and nuance the narrative comments provided by participants.

Findings

This paper explores how participants define democracy, which is considered key in
relation to the teaching and learning of democracy. While this paper Is modest in its scope,
further studies from this research will more directly and comprehensively link the
definition of democracy with the educational experience of participants in relation to
democracy as well as with thelr perceptions and perspectives concerning teaching about
and for democracy. The themes generated through the following analysis are based on the
occurrence, depth and salience of the narrative comments provided by participants in the
study. Only a few narrative comments are provided for each theme for illustrative purposes,

The Quebec sample identified many of the same themes as in the US study. However,
the French-language participants differed in the detail they provided, owing to, we
conjecture, their particular context, including the notions of solidarity and sovereignty,
which were not mentioned by American participants, The unique linguistic minority

3 In addition, Sémato can undertake coding and text mining, emphastzing qualitative analysis for networks of
similitude, and also generates graphic representations of the data, themes and key concepts, The software can
also conduct multiple cross-analyses between extornal variables, which characterize the textual elements as
well as the contents found In an automatic or assisted way. The development of themes, proposed by Semato,
and, more Importantly, by the researchor, facilitates the analysis of a range of concepts. Sémato is 3 software
that surp imple dictionary and thessurus-bosed langoage. [t bullds on concepts, meshing words and
thumes that have the same or similar meaning given the appropriate context, allowing for & more in-depth and
salient analysts.
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experience clearly plays a role here, Interestingly, few participants in either study focused
on education as a key determinant In democracy. The most predominant themes in defining
democracy, including some illustrative narrative comments®, and are discussed below.

Power of the people, with an emphasis on government

Many participants formulated their understanding of democracy in relation to a
political system that exercises decision-making power and, interestingly, “sovereignty”. For
example, (216-F-1-Q-W-C) offers that “For me, democracy involves an organization where
decision-making power (sovereignty) belongs to each person or the collective (of citizens,
of a people, of a class...)"; similarly, (130-F-1-Q-W-C) maintains that “For me, democracy isa
political regime in which the people exercise their sovereignty themselves, where they hold
a certain power to make decisions”. This interpretation differs somewhat from the US
sample in that symbols such as the Constitution were barely referenced by the Canadian
group, and, moreover, the reference to sovereignty, which was not made in the American
study, holds a special significance for the French-language participants. At this carly stage,
it could indicate some reference to the sovereignist movement in Quebec, where there have
been two referenda in the last thirty years in an attempt to separate from Canada, or toa
more collectivist notion of governance whereas the US sample was more replete with
affirmations of individualism as a presumably logical counter-balance to government.

Participation of people, especially through voting

Participants reiterated the mainstream belief that "Democracy s one person=one
vote, Each citizen has the right and the responsibility to vote” (24-F-1-Q-W-C), and that
“Power is in the hands of the hands of the citizen who exercises his/her right to vote on the
services, organizations, rules concerning the direction of his/her country”. (2-F-1-Q-W-C)
Although voting was certainly a strong and relevant factor in defining democracy for the
Canadian sample, it was not mentioned as frequently or with as much force as it was in the
American study, where voting was often construed to equate, as in the comment above by
participant 24, the totality of democracy. Whereas voting is a part of democracy, Lund and
Carr (2008) argue, as illustrated earlier in this paper, that it Is over-emphasized as a
contributing force to democracy, and is also conflated to diminish the importance of critical
engagement in relation to social justice. However, Cook and Westheimer (2006), in the
Canadian context, and Patterson (2003), in the US context, have underscored the reality
that youth involvement in elections is on the decline, and that their future participation is
key to legitimating societal support for democracy.

Voting for representatives represents democracy

The Canadian sample, like the American one, emphasized that voting for
representatives, who would then carry out the primary tasks of a democracy, was a key
feature to democracy. (53-M-1-Q-W-C) believes that "Democracy is a political system in
which all individuals of age in a society, through voting, relegate freely the political power
to a person or a group a specific mandate,”, and another participant echoed that
“Democracy is the possibility to vote for candidates. These candidates should be able to
speak on our behalf in the legislative assembly” (64-F-2-Q-W-C)

* Narrative ccomments have been transiated by the suthors from the original French to English.
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What is interesting in both samples is how many participants also hold negative
views of these representatives (the term/word "palitician’ is used In a pejorative sense in
some circles). The reference to voting here is perhaps emblematic of the normative ways
that democracy is portrayed In the malnstream media but it also raises questions about
how education students learn about, and are engaged in, democracy throughout the
educational experience. In the American sample, Carr (2007a; Carr 2008) found that
participants, generally, did not have a robust democratic educational experience: most of
the participants noted that learning about voting was the main component of their
engagement with democracy, and, moreover, any substantive discussions about democracy
were principally constrained to a single class on Government. It goes without saying that
what participants do outside of their formal educational experience also contributes greatly
to their understanding and involvement in democracy (McLaren, 2007),

Liberty, especially freedom of expression

A common refrain expressed in this study is the general notion that “democracy is
about freedom of expression” (211-M-1-Q-W-C), and that "democracy is freedom of
expression. It allows everyone to have an opinion on what is best for themselves and
others.” (171-F-1-Q-W-C) This theme was equally highlighted by the US sample, and echoes
a common sentiment enunclated by political elites. While noting that the principle of
freedom of expression or other types of freedoms was integral, a critical assessment of how
these freedoms are constituted or manifested themselves was not as evident. As Carr
{2008} found in his research on the American sample, it is important to problematize such
statements to determine their non-neutral and highly political connotations. For example,
do all people have the same freedoms, the same access to power, the same ability to
influence public debate, and the same interest in achieving social justice? Furthermore, it Is
critical to have present and future educators become engaged in the culture, ethos,
philosophy and process of cultivating democracy, far surpassing the naming of rights. This
is not to say that the participants in this study will not become effective teachers but, rather,
this it is important to underscore that naming commonly-held beliefs about democracy
must be accompanied by critical engagement, such as being able to resist patriotism and
war as the only option to resolve problems (Westheimer 2006).

Majority rule Is the key principle in democracy
The contention that majority rule constitutes democracy was also prevalent in both

the Canadian and US surveys. As noted by the francophone participants, "(Democracy) is a
political system that is based on majority rule” (56-M-4-Q CA-VM-Car), and “Democracy can
be transiated into the will of the majority population in relation to laws and political
decisions” (102-M-1-Q-W-C). Although more prevalent in the US sample, it is interesting to
note that majority rule is highlighted within the Canadian sample, especially given the
obvious reality and sanctity of minority rights. This raises the question of who is the
minority: is it the French-speaking Quebecois within the Canadian context, or ethnocultural
and racial minorities within the Quebecols context? More importantly, how are minorities
protected if it s only up to the majority to decide what laws will be passed (for example, in
relation to protection for gays and lesbians, against racism, for equal rights for persons with
disabilities, etc.)? As and Lund and Carr (2008) have noted, it is problematic to discuss
democracy without connecting it to social justice and political literacy.
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Democracy is a better system than what exists elsewhere

In a limited number of cases in the Canadian sample participants noted that Canada
was democratic because other countries were not, thus illustrating the comparative and
normative value of democracy. For instance, (181-F-2-Q-W-C) commented that "We are
lucky to be in a democratic country because some countries in the world are not,” and (36-
F-1-Q-W-C) added that “Despite the shortcomings In our system, we are quite developed
compared to totalitarian systems that some countries unfortunately have", In the American
study, It was found that participants had not, generally speaking, studied or experienced
other systems, and, apart from enunciating that one system was preferable over another,
little evidence could be provided to justify this statement. This raises the question of what
students learn and should learn about diverse contexts, and also how some values have
been relativized and rendered normative without critical assessment (Holm 2002). For
example, one might argue that Canada and the United States are more democratic than
some other countries but how do we substantiate this for those who have been
marginalized in North America, including Aboriginal peoples?

Critical perspectives on democracy
A small number of participants underscored their critique and criticism of the way

that democracy is portrayed, and these comments generate themes of particular interest
that require further exploration. A few participants spoke of the "lack of participation” (48-
F-2-Q-W-C), and the need for citizens to have access to “pertinent information in order to be
able to take an enlightened position” (13-F-2-Q-W-C). Another area of concern is that the
“democratic principle has disappeared for some time because of manipulation by elites”
(35-F-1-Q-W-C), and, quite simply, "it's anarchy... The present democracy is far from being
the power of the people, by and for the people” (138-F-1-Q-W-C). Still, others questioned
the existence of democracy because of economic Inequities: “"democracy repeses on human
rights - an oppressed people, constrained, cannot have access to democracy” (187-F-1-Q-
W-C); and “with the propulsion of globalization, (democracy) has disappeared. | imagine
that the fundamental principles are 'by and for the interest of the people’ and that
(democracy) could be defined as a political entity favouring equity, sharing, justice but, like
all good things, aberrations end up infiltrating the system” (23-F-2-Q-W-C). Lastly, a few
participants argued that democracy is a utopian and abstract concept, characterised by:
“democracy is a policy that seeks equality for all citizens but, in reality, it is a representative
of an ideal model because the true democracy does not exist” (31-F-1-Q-VM-LA); and “the
vision of democracy Is abstract.... Our vision of democracy is that which one wishes to see,
that of the West; a North-American democracy” (61-M-1-Q-W-C).

What is striking about these notes of dissention or, rather, the critical assessment of
democracy by participants, is how few there are. These critical comments were even
sparser In the American sample. Why are participants reluctant to critically deconstruct and
assess the merits of democracy, or why do they more freely and seemingly instinctively
conceptualize democracy in a more formal sense of electoral processes and formal
representation? What are the implications for education If participants interpret democracy
in a “thin", rather than a "thick”, way (Carr 2008; Gandin 2005)7
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