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Abstract 

 
 Canada’s changing geopolitical landscape will require a generation of engaged and active 

citizens. Citizenship education in British Columbia must negotiate conflicting narratives while 
opening spaces for students to develop civic skills and subjectivities. Given negative program 
reviews, empirical evidence for the impact of identity - especially group identifications - on 
behaviours and beliefs, and continued low youth political engagement, there is a great need to 
understand how citizenship and civic subjectivities are constructed in real school contexts in 
order to gain insight into how secondary civics classrooms might support students’ active 
political voices and development of efficacious subjectivities. This article reports preliminary 
results from a large mixed methods, multiple-case study project. The data reported here focuses 
on students (n = 64) from two purposefully sampled secondary school classrooms on Vancouver 
Island: a special civics program, and a regular stream Social Studies classroom in the same 
school. Data collection consisted of a class-wide online survey near the beginning of the course. 
Grounded in the larger understandings of social identity theory and rooted cosmopolitanism, 
qualitative data from open-ended questionnaire responses analyzed with a constant comparative 
coding technique explored the extent to which students construct regional, national, or global 
notions of citizenship. A preliminary report of quantitative items investigates the level of conflict 
present between levels of identification and suggests avenues for future research. Examined 
against previous research and the theory of rooted cosmopolitanism, this project aims to question 
the popular narrative of youth apathy and to describe the ways in which students characterize 
their civic subjectivities. In giving voice to student perspectives on their civic selves and their 
Civics classrooms, this study aims to contribute to more representative classrooms and 
pedagogies.  
 

Introduction 
 
The context of Citizenship Education policy and programs in Canada and the world 

Citizenship education is a specific program of study, or a theme embedded in other 
subject domains, that aims to equip students with the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values 
essential to an active role in local or global communities (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & 
Losito, 2010). Citizenship itself is a contested term, but most definitions are accommodated by 
Gagnon and Pagé’s (1999) conceptual framework of four basic components: national identity; 
cultural, social, and transnational belonging; an effective system of rights; and political and civic 
participation. In the face of low political engagement and shifting notions of national identity, 
there is a global trend to nationally-mandated citizenship education programs, especially in 
nations with high immigration such as Singapore (Ho & Baildon, 2013), aboriginal and settler 
populations such as Australia (Macintyre & Simpson, 2009), and regionalism such as Britain 
(Hepburn, 2011). Two questions consistently problematize citizenship education 
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implementations: What does the term “citizen” actually entail, and what does it mean to be a 
“good” citizen in a particular context?  

Since its creation through Confederation, Canada has used schools as vehicles in the 
education of good citizens, but provincial control of education has resulted in a wide variety of 
pedagogy, goals, and outcomes. Despite over 20 years of intense federal, provincial, and 
scholarly interest, curriculum documents, implementations, and outcomes have garnered tepid to 
dismal reviews (Evans, 2003; Hughes, Print, & Sears, 2010; Howe, 2010; Leinweber, Donlevy, 
Gereluk, Patterson, & Brar, 2012; McKenzie, 1993). Within the confines of shared provincial 
guidelines, radically different types of citizenship instruction can occur, shaped by teacher 
conceptions of good citizenship and resulting in differing student orientations to politics and 
civic participation (Giron, 2012). In British Columbia, fewer than half of teachers, parents, and 
students feel the grade 8-12 program serves students’ needs and suggest that strong revisions 
need to be made in content-heavy Social Studies 11 where, incidentally, the majority of civics-
related material is mandated (BC Ministry of Education, 2007).  

Studies of youth in Canada and abroad frequently point to high levels of support for 
democratic processes and ideals in principle, but extreme cynicism and disengagement in 
practice (Anderson & Goodyear-Grant, 2008; Sears, Peck, & Herriot, 2014). While 
acknowledging the importance of the electoral process, some suggest that youth are simply 
engaged in less traditional means than voting and party membership (Dalton, 2008; Martin, 
2012), while others argue vehemently that we must guard against inattentiveness to the political 
world and instead orient students toward traditional norms of political participation (Milner, 
2010). Both positive and negative socialization experiences are strong predictors of later political 
action (Anderson & Goodyear-Grant, 2008; Kahne & Sporte, 2008), and so the ubiquitous 
provincial curricular emphasis on active citizenship is merited. Worldwide, however, large-scale 
evaluations of the effectiveness of school-based programs is mixed, with some studies noting 
positive outcomes (Andolina, Jenkins, Zukin, & Keeter, 2003; Kahne & Sporte, 2008; Mellor, 
Kennedy, & Greenwood, 2002) and others minimizing the school’s importance in comparison 
with individual characteristics and out-of-school factors (Isac, Maslowski, Creemers, & Van der 
Werf, 2014; Quintelier, 2015). Canada’s increasing role in international conflicts, global climate 
initiatives, and trade and security agreements should demand the attention and participation of a 
new generation of citizens; these citizens must feel ready and able to impact decisions made at 
each level of government as well as in global institutions.  

 
What is a citizen: Conflict in civic subjectivity narratives and a multiplicity of selves 

Modern incarnations of citizenship education must also grapple with the tension between 
nationalism and cosmopolitanism in a brave new world of multicultural mosaics (see Richardson 
& Abbott, 2009). This means negotiating a sensitive milieu of identity politics and avoiding 
nation-building indoctrination, while opening spaces for students to explore authentic civic 
subjectivities and practice the real-world civic skills that will help them engage with current 
political systems. Clearly teaching citizenship is no easy feat. As argued by Myers & Zaman 
(2009), many contemporary theories of the nation-state and the subject “oversimplify the 
complex, and evolving, relationship between national and global dimensions of citizenship” by 
conceiving of civic subjectivities as fixed rather than socially constructed and contingent (p. 
2589). In addition to tensions between modern meta-narratives, any discussion of identity in 
post-colonial nations is fraught with conflict. The teaching of history in Canada, for example, has 
been plagued by passionately unresolved regional and ethnic stalemates (Glassford, 2010; 
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Osborne, 2003). Despite the sensitive territory, group identities have nonetheless been examined 
because of their powerful potential to impact human behaviour and social preferences (Carter, 
2013; Charnysh, Lucas, & Singh, 2015; Chen & Li, 2009; Benjamin, Choi, & Strickland, 2010; 
Hooghe & Quintelier, 2013), especially as they relate to political identities, opinions, and actions 
(Ashizawa, 2008; Berdahl & Raney, 2010; Caron, 2012; Nimijean, 2005; Raney & Berdahl, 
2011; Raney & Berdahl, 2009). Thus, it is important to investigate the civic subjectivities of 
Canadians in these changing times as they can impact civic attitudes and actions. 

People may define themselves according to multiple subjectivities within the realm of 
their civic identity; Canadians are said to have “multiple or limited or regional identities” or “to 
shun even the idea of identity itself…implying a faceless commonality in a postmodernist age of 
radical variation and pluralism” (Bliss, 2005, p 4). Social psychology underscores the relevance 
of subjective constructions of self, and social identity theory in particular emphasizes the role of 
salience in mediating the impact of group identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Large-scale research 
on the interaction between in-group criteria and conceptions of nationalism reveal complex links 
between subjective models of national membership and attitudes such as xenophobia, liberal 
practices, or acceptance of citizenship norms (Ariely, 2011; Raney & Berdahl, 2009).  

Unsurprisingly, feelings of national attachment in Canada and definitions of “true 
Canadian” are complicated. Building upon the complexity of nationalism's general implications, 
studies in Canada point to a weak federal culture, and a strong attachment to regions over 
provinces - a further complication in locating where Canadian loyalties lie (Fafard, Rocher, & 
Cote, 2010; McGrane & Berdahl, 2013). In consequence, many define Canada’s as a civic – 
focused on shared politics and values – rather than ethnic nationalism (Davidov, 2009; Raney, 
2010). In an ethnically diverse mosaic, Canadians, it is said, unite under values of human rights, 
multiculturalism or interculturalism, universal healthcare, a global worldview and commitment 
to global institutions, and a foreign policy focused on international policing and peacekeeping 
(Bliss, 2005; Caron, 2012; Dittmer & Larsen, 2007; Parkin & Mendelsohn, 2003).  

These more globally oriented commonalities have led others to explain Canadians' ways 
of knowing themselves as cosmopolitan, or as a model of a post-national society. The idea of a 
global human community, interdependent and mutually responsible for the well-being of all, can 
be traced far back through philosophy and literature, but more recently has been re-popularized 
under the new moniker “rooted cosmopolitanism” by Kwame Anthony Appiah (1996, 2006) and 
further developed by the likes of Will Kymlicka and Kathryn Walker (2012). Cosmopolitanism 
itself is best thought of in categories: institutional and moral, implying the concept of a world 
state or the ideal that all persons are given equal respect; as a personal identity versus a 
responsibility, which propose the irrelevance of culture for identity and the irrelevance of 
national boundaries for the scope of justice; extreme and moderate, where all values are to be 
derived from cosmopolitan principles, or where special obligations may also justify values; and 
finally weak versus strong, which dictate either a moral commitment to a minimally or exceeding 
adequate level of life for all humans (Tan, 2012). These categorizations point to some of the 
difficulties in defining a political or moral theory of global humanity that receives people as they 
are, with actual experiences and affinities, rather than the theorist's abstract ideal. Not only is the 
concept of cosmopolitan still redefining its parameters in the modern era, it can feel overly 
idealistic or incomplete in the face of anecdotal evidence of patriotism and more extreme 
xenophobia. Theories such as rooted cosmopolitanism strive to draw together the various 
national and global strands of modern subjectivities, suggesting that “identities that bind people 
deeply to their own particular national community and territory can also mobilize moral 
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commitment to distant others” (Kymlicka & Walker, 2012, p. 6). In other words, citizens may 
feel situated in their particular context and attached or responsible to those in their context, but at 
the same time ascribe to a global morality, which itself may be motivated by the local or national 
identifications. This possibility is considered by Brysk (2009), who argues that national citizens 
acting as global good Samaritans are “not just trying to be better human beings - they take 
national pride in expressing their [national] identity [...] through these global contributions, and 
acting globally builds national identities” (p. 221). However, rooted cosmopolitanism, itself a 
refinement of the universal demands of a cosmopolitan position, is a concept still in flux. The 
current task of scholars is to define the priority relations between the conflicting aspects of 
“rootedness” and cosmopolitan universalities. Lenard and Moore (2012) summarize three key 
streams of current discussion: the instrumental strategy, where particular duties are justified 
because they “specify who is responsible for discharging general duties with respect to specific 
others” (p. 51); the constraining strategy, where special duties are acceptable as long as they do 
not conflict with prioritized cosmopolitan obligations (p. 53); and finally, particularism 
constrained by deontic duties, where the need for human relationships is itself inherently 
valuable and, therefore, allowable in a hierarchy of obligations to the extent that it does not 
conflict with egalitarianism (p. 57). As is evident from a brief summary and indeed as Lenard 
and Moore (2012) conclude, each attempt to reconcile specific and general attachments or duties 
is highly problematic; however, as pointed out by Kymlicka and Walker (2012): “we will 
continue to live in a world where powerful local loyalties and solidarities coexist with the 
increasingly urgent moral claims of distinct and distant others” (p. 23). 

 
What is good: Educating the modern citizen in Canada 

With regard to civic subjectivities, researchers characterize Canada’s approach to 
education through the 20th century as elitist and passive at best – providing a narrow view of 
national culture in order to produce a particular type of easily-governed citizen – and “a vehicle 
of assimilationist nation-building” at worst (Sears, Clarke, & Hughes, 1999, p. 125; Hodgetts, 
1968; Osborne, 1995; Osborne, 1996). Over the course of the century, however, conceptions of 
citizenship became slowly depoliticized, with an increasing emphasis on personal responsibilities 
and “character building;” by the mid-2000s every province had reformed its policy and curricula, 
all moving toward more activist and pluralist orientations (Lewis, 2011; p 169; Evans, 2003; 
Sears, Clarke, & Hughes, 1999). More recent critiques of Canadian citizenship curricula argue 
that neoliberal trends overemphasize the citizen as an economically and globally competitive 
individual, and the resultant construction of “the active citizen” as a failure (Mitchell, 2003, p. 
399; Kennelly & Llewellyn, 2011).  

Since affective identity constructions (such as civic subjectivities) can influence 
behaviours or be mobilized to elicit certain responses, the role of the nation-state has been 
examined by scholars, revealing potential for manipulation. Kennelly (2009) argued that 
Canadian civics curriculum documents emphasize responsibilities over rights, thereby shifting 
“the burdens of citizenship onto the individual, by continually reiterating the requirement to be 
self-regulating and self-scrutinizing” (p. 133), and Berdahl and Raney (2010) suggest that 
“political actors [might] sway Canadian attitudes in specific directions by appealing to various 
aspects of national identity” (p. 1005). Some argue that modern narratives of multiculturalism 
are motivated not by ideals of national “unity in diversity” but the competitive economic 
imperatives of globalization (Mitchell, 2003), or even that a shift toward depoliticized citizenship 
norms has been encouraged or enforced by governments worldwide as a means of ensuring a 
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docile populace to this day (Ho & Baildon, 2013). Currently, Canada’s government-led national 
narrative is aimed primarily at newcomers and adults and has been criticized for its political 
agenda (Blake, 2013; Pashby, Ingram, & Joshee, 2014). Provinces are left to devise regionally 
appropriate narratives and pedagogies for secondary students; as urged by Levesque (2003), 
“[t]he key challenge for Canadian educators, then, is not to find a common myth-like grand 
narrative, which all Canadians can believe deeply, but to build on the inherent differences in 
their discipline to help 21st century students gain insight and perspectives from other social and 
cultural contexts” (p. 122).  

Research Questions 
 

The current state of citizenship education as reviewed above has raised two related sets of 
questions, their interdependence clear in their overlap. As part of a larger project, this paper deals 
with two foundational questions: 

1. What does the term “citizen” actually entail, or, what vocabularies do young 
Canadians use to construct their civic subjectivities? 

2.  What does it mean to be a “good” citizen in a particular context and what role might 
the school play? 

This study is interested in how the modern young person constructs him or herself in our 
globalized and interconnected world, and survey prompts invite student conceptions of 
citizenship at local, national, and global scales. This study assumes the individual’s ability to 
balance multiple identities rather than requiring one unified and unchanging identity, and so this 
paper will use the terminology “civic subjectivity” to indicate this flexible and multi-faceted 
conception of self.  

 
Methodology and Population 

 
To answer these questions, the full project uses a mixed methods multiple case studies 

design to describe then compare student perceptions across standard stream Socials 11 and 
alternative stream civics classes at two public schools. This paper reports findings from the first 
wave of data collection at one, large middle-income school. To investigate student vocabularies 
in describing both “citizenship” and “goodness,” a collection of open-ended and Likert-scale 
items on a 30 minute questionnaire explored the concepts of national citizenship, global 
citizenship, and good citizenship. Some survey items were taken from the established scales used 
in the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement’s ICCS study 
(Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 2010), providing a well-standardized comparison 
points for this new west-coast Canadian data. These included the distinction between the 
Conventional Citizenship items and the Social-movement Related Citizenship items, and also 
provided the Globalized Responsibility items. The distinction between conventional and 
alternative modes of understanding or expressing citizenship is significant because some 
researchers suggest that youth are fully engaged but in less traditional modes (Dalton, 2008; 
Martin, 2012), while others argue for the inherent value of traditional norms of political 
participation (Milner, 2010). Before this debate can progress, it is important to establish exactly 
how students do characterize their civic selves. Finally, due to a lack of empirical research 
targeting the specific relationships between local, national, and global affiliations, other prompts 
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- such as the open-ended questions on national and global citizenship - were developed 
specifically for this inquiry. 

The sampled students (n = 64) were domestic and international upper secondary students 
aged 16-18 in Victoria, B.C., enrolled in a course with a significant citizenship mandate (Social 
Studies 11 or alternative programs designed to incorporate these credits). This group of students 
is of interest because they are meant to experience major lessons in citizenship and are on the 
cusp of reaching the legal voting age in Canada. In a study concerned with the construction of 
subjectivity, demographics related to place and experiences were of particular note. 

Despite the inclusion of a cross-grade class, students were primarily in Grade 11 (89%) 
between the ages of 14-17, with 95% falling into the 15-16 age category expected for their grade 
levels. The alternative civics class was slightly overrepresented (58%) in the sample. The sample 
consisted primarily of domestic students, but three long-term and five visiting international 
students (12% of sample) were invited to participate as they have opted into these programs and 
represent a valuable youth voice in our Canadian classrooms. These students could comment on 
what they perceived as Canadian values and subjectivities, and were given “N/A” options where 
prompts questioned personal salience of Canadian identities or cultures. Forty-six percent of 
students identified as female, none chose “other,” and one student skipped the question. A 
majority of participants were born in Canada, with 53% being born on Vancouver Island and 
another 20% born elsewhere in Canada. Although 52% reported fluency in two or more 
languages, English reigned as the primary language spoken at home (77%), where parents were 
on the whole more likely to have both been born in Canada (59%) than both outside of the 
country (25%).  

Taken together, a strong majority of the group (81%) identified themselves as Canadian 
citizens (including single and dual identifications), and of these most were born in the city of 
study (62%). Separated by self-reported citizenships, students showed a variable strength of 
identification with an assumed culture of the nation. Of those who label themselves Canadian-
only citizens – 67% of total sample – 19% also felt strongly associated with ‘Canadian’ as a 
cultural tag; in contrast, those who reported citizenship from a single other country – notably a 
mix of domestic and all of the international students - 90% listed that same nation as a relevant 
cultural tag. Alternative reported cultures included religious affiliations, ethnic groups not 
associated with a nation, and nations other than their primary citizenship. 
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Results 

 
National Citizenship 

Six themes characterized the qualitative responses to “being Canadian means”: 
behaviours (63%); pride and asserting identity (44%); state-based responses (41%); rights, 
freedoms, and privileges (38%), values (22%), and an emphasis on global rather than national 
(3%). To students, being Canadian primarily brought to mind behaviours, including acting with 
kindness, being tolerant and welcoming, and acting morally. Following this, a loud nationalism 
ran through slightly under half of the responses in mentions of: having pride, cultural symbols, 
comparison with America, symbols of the natural world, and knowing history. After pride, 
responses were next characterized by institutional symbols, noting legal status, noting residency, 
political symbols, and a sense of duty. Closely related and closely following were mentions of 
Canadian rights, freedoms, and privileges, and finally, values, including: a shared moral system, 
environmentalism and the land, multiculturalism, global awareness, and making the world a 
better place often through taking a political stand. The small but notable feeling that being 
Canadian means “nothing” because Canadians are global is significant in light of former studies. 

National Citizenship Themes: "In my opinion, being Canadian means..."   
  # % 
Behaviours    63% 

 Acting with kindness 18   
 Being tolerant and welcoming 18   

 Acting morally 4   
Pride and Asserting Identity  44% 

 Having pride 12   
 Cultural symbols 9   

 Comparisons with America 3   
 Symbols of the natural world 2   

 Knowing history 2   
State-based Responses    41% 

 Institutional symbols 12   
 Legal status 5   
 Residency 4   
 Political symbols 3   

 A sense of duty to country 2   
Rights, Freedoms, and Privileges  24  38% 

     
Values    22% 

 A shared moral system 4   
 Environmentalism and the land 3   
 Multiculturalism 3   
 Global awareness 3   
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 Making the world a better place 1   
Nothing 2  3% 

 
Students felt that there is something about Canadians that makes them distinct from other 

cultures (69% agree or strongly agree, 17% neutral). There is a slightly tempered but still strong 
feeling across the sample that there is some difference between “being Canadian” and “being a 
Canadian citizen” (50% agree or strongly agree, 34% neutral). 

 
Global Citizenship 

Open-ended descriptions of global citizenship emphasized being active (55%), being 
aware (41%), having a sense of belonging (25%), and being collaborative (9%).  

 
Global Citizenship Themes: "To me, being a global citizen means..." 

 #  % 
To Be Active   35 55% 

 Active 15   
 Make the world better 8   

 Care for others 6   
 Environmentalism 6   

To Be Aware   26 41% 

 Aware 12   
 Open / tolerant / kind 9   

 Individual rights / respect 3   
 Multicultural 2   

To Be Collaborative   6 9% 

 Shared values 4   
 International collaboration 1   
 International governance 1   

To Belong   16 25% 

 To a community 4   
 To multiple nations 2   
 To the world 10    

 
Significantly, students felt able to balance multiple subjectivities, generally reporting that 

being a global citizen is compatible with having a national identity (50% agree, 34% neutral). 
 

Enacting good citizenship 
In line with results from quantitative Likert items from IEA’s ICCS study of 38 countries 

(Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 2010), students generally ranked behaviours associated 
with conventional and social-movement-related citizenships as more important (52% and 54% 
respectively) than not, with “joining a political party” being the least valued (only 14% ranking it 
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either somewhat or very important) and “voting in every election” being the most valued (75% 
somewhat or very important) across the item sets.  

 
Conventional Citizenship Items 

  

1 Not 
true/ 

important 

2 
Minimally 3 [not sure] 4 Somewhat 5 Very true / 

important 

1 votes in every election 1.56% 
(1) 

6.25% 
(4) 

17.19% 
(11) 

34.38% 
(22) 

40.63% 
(26) 

2 joins a political party 21.88% 
(14) 

23.44% 
(15) 

40.63% 
(26) 

9.38% 
(6) 

4.69% 
(3) 

3 knows about the 
country's history 

1.56% 
(1) 

4.69% 
(3) 

23.4% 
(15) 

50.00% 
(32) 

20.31% 
(13) 

4 
follows political issues 

in the newspaper, on the 
radio or on TV 

3.13% 
(2) 

15.63% 
(10) 

25.00% 
(16) 

39.06% 
(25) 

17.19% 
(11) 

5 

shows respect for 
government 

representatives [leaders, 
officials] 

6.25% 
(4) 

7.81% 
(5) 

32.81% 
(21) 

37.50% 
(24) 

15.63% 
(10) 

6 engages in political 
discussions 

3.13% 
(2) 

18.75% 
(12) 

32.81% 
(21) 

34.38% 
(22) 

10.94% 
(7) 

 Averages 19.01% 28.65% 52.35% 
 
Social-Movement Related Citizenship Items 

  

1 Not 
true/ 

important 

2 
Minimally 3 [not sure] 4 Somewhat 5 Very true / 

important 

1 

would participate in a 
peaceful protest against 

a law believed to be 
unjust 

9.52% 
(6) 

11.11% 
(7) 

34.92% 
(22) 

33.33% 
(21) 

11.11% 
(7) 

2 
participates in activities 
to benefit people in the 
community [society] 

4.69% 
(3) 

6.25% 
(4) 

26.56% 
(17) 

48.44% 
(31) 

14.06% 
(9) 

3 takes part in activities 
promoting human rights 

3.13% 
(2) 

15.63% 
(10) 

32.81% 
(21) 

32.81% 
(21) 

15.63% 
(10) 

4 takes part in activities to 
protect the environment 

3.13% 
(2) 

6.25% 
(4) 

31.25% 
(20) 

42.19% 
(27) 

17.19% 
(11) 

 Averages 14.93% 31.39% 53.69% 
 

Items related to more globally-relevant conceptions of responsibility demonstrated a more mixed 
response. In particular, conflict between global ethics and national law posed a challenge to 
student value systems.  
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Globalized Responsibility Items 

  

1 Not 
true/ 

important 

2 
Minimally 3 [not sure] 4 Somewhat 5 Very true / 

important 

1 

lives according to a 
global code of ethics, 

even when this 
contradicts the laws in 
his or her country of 

residence 

1.59% 
(1) 

17.46% 
(11) 

42.86% 
(27) 

22.22% 
(14) 

15.87% 
(10) 

2 

obeys the laws of 
whichever country they 

live in, regardless of 
personal beliefs 

3.13% 
(2) 

14.06% 
(9) 

21.88% 
(14) 

43.75% 
(28) 

17.19% 
(11) 

3 
would be willing to 

ignore a law that 
violated human rights 

20.63% 
(13) 

23.81% 
(15) 

17.46% 
(11) 

19.05% 
(12) 

19.05% 
(12) 

 Averages 26.89% 27.40% 45.71% 
 
The role of educational institutions 

Asked whether it is important to learn “what it means to be a Canadian,” students 
generally felt that this topic held value, with 33% agreeing strongly, 41% agreeing, 14% feeling 
neutral, 8% disagreeing, and only 5% disagreeing strongly. 

Those who felt it was not important (12.5% total) cited individuality, that it is not helpful, 
and that it doesn’t matter or that other things are more important. Those who were neutral (14% 
total) expressed that: youth should already know about this topic or that other topics are more 
important; the importance of personal choice or a feeling that education would have no impact; 
and that it is best learned outside of the classroom. In responses from students who felt that it is 
important for youth to learn what it means to be Canadian (73.5% of total; 47 students, of which 
45 commented why), 45% based their answer on learning about oneself either through the 
connection between place and identity or the way that learning about history and about others 
can influence personal growth and values. The importance of pride, unity, respect, or 
appreciation featured in 23% of responses, and a sense of awareness or the possibility to change 
behaviours underpinned 17% each. 

 
Knowledge and actions 

Students generally feel confident in their understanding of how federal (94%), provincial 
(80%), and municipal (83%) political systems work, with only 5% of respondents claiming not to 
know how any of the above function. They report similarly high levels of intent to vote in 
municipal (73%), provincial (83%) and federal (94%) elections when eligible, with only 5% 
responding that they would vote in none of the above. Of the three students in the latter category, 
the reasons given were current age, not being Canadian, and finally a statement of independence 
and cynicism regarding the honesty of politicians. Students feel an equally strong responsibility 
to address political, social, or environmental issues in their local (59%), national (55%), and 
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international communities (51%), with approximately 20% feeling minimal or no responsibility 
across the same categories. This sense of responsibility is also evident in the self-reports of 
strong engagement thus far in their lives, with a mix of activities from social activism (volunteer 
in community, 87%; use social media to raise awareness for a cause, 45%) to more politically-
based engagement (researched political parties and candidates 77%; participated in face-to-face 
discussion or debate about political topics, 52%; voted in an election of any kind, 47%).  

 
Discussion 

 
National citizenship, global citizenship, and conflicted narratives 

What does the term citizen actually entail, and what vocabularies do young Canadians use 
to construct their civic subjectivities? When asked about their citizenship without preamble, that 
students in this sample generally self-identified with one nation (83%; none skipped), suggests a 
more tethered formal identification process than some post-national cosmopolitan theorists might 
suspect. However, if asked about culture, the answers became much more difficult and diverse: 
20% listed two or more responses, 39% skipped or answered “none/non-applicable,” and only 
19% of self-identified Canadian citizens also felt associated with a “Canadian” culture. The 
diverse range of responses to the culture prompt – including atheism, anarchism, life, nature, and 
“white” – suggest that young people feel more room for creativity and self-expression in the 
undefined space of culture, whereas the term citizenship denotes a more rigid labeling system. 
Most blatantly, when asked directly, students do feel that Canadians form a distinct group on the 
world cultural stage and that “being Canadian” is different from the legal or technical status of 
Canadian citizenship. This raises the question of whether citizenship should be defined for 
curricular purposes, or explored with the same sense of creative curiosity and openness to 
perspective as cultural ways of knowing the self. 

This is not to say, however, that the nation holds no weight in shaping student 
subjectivities. Although a common criticism runs, “[m]odern multicultural Canada is no more 
sure of its role in the world than it is of its identity” (Bliss, 2005, p 5), recent scholarship – and 
indeed the evidence above – emphasizes a need to reexamine the assumption that youth or 
Canadians outside Quebec have no shared sense of national identity. On the whole, Canadian-
born students identify themselves as Canadian citizens, describe their citizenship in terms of 
behaviours and values in statements often marked by loud nationalism, value both Conventional 
and Social-Movement-Related forms of action, and feel that it is important to learn about being 
Canadian. That there is the greatest range in Conventional Citizenship items (between 14–75% 
somewhat/very important rankings) – while Social-Movement-Related items are generally 
between 30-40% ranked as important – suggests a greater tension or confusion around the 
desirability of conventionally accepted citizenship behaviours. 

With a similar focus on vocabularies of citizenship, Hildebrand’s (2007) interview-based 
inquiry into what “being” Canadian means to youth revealed 9 themes: the three most common 
themes spoke to negation and plurality (Being Canadian means nothing much; being 
multicultural; being un-American), then, in order of frequency, emotions, values, and privileges 
(being peaceful and safe, being proud, being free, involves symbolism, having democratic rights, 
being fortunate). While Hildebrand reported that, for young Calgarians, being Canadian means 
primarily “nothing much” (60%) followed most closely by “being multicultural” (43%), the 
current findings show only 3% of the sample disregard national citizenship, and this because of a 
greater attachment to a globalized subjectivity. More consistent with the current findings, 



Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education, 2017, 12(1), pp. 32-52. 
ISSN 1718-4770 © 2017 University of Alberta/Centre for Global Citizenship Education and Research 
http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/JCIE 
 

43 

Levesque’s (2003) study found Canadian youth to be patriotic, multicultural, and globally-
minded, but with different experiences having brought them to these “big three” characteristics. 
(Incidentally, that these three core themes also characterized results of Myers & Zaman’s (2009) 
results in American youth provides evidence that globalized young adult experiences and values 
may be more similar across borders than between generations.) Based on the strong national 
identity responses, Lee and Hébert (2006) argue that “in practice, a diversity of ethnocultural 
identities does not necessarily diminish association with the national identity in Canada” (p.  
517).  

In recent years, rooted cosmopolitanism has gained momentum in scholarship on 
citizenship based on its ability to explain the interplay between global and particular duties, 
especially in post-colonial and arguably post-national mosaic cultures such as Canada (Kymlicka 
& Walker, 2012). The behavioural and attitudinal factors emphasized in descriptions of global 
citizens, versus the sense of self-definition and identity woven through national citizenship 
themes suggest that global citizenship is associated more with altruistic reactions to the world, 
whereas national citizenship provides a framework from which youth position themselves in 
relation to the world. Both are primarily frameworks through which young people describe the 
importance of pro-social behaviours: active ways of engaging with and respecting others in 
community-building and values-enacting. The nationalism reported through this sample seems to 
provide a sense of “where I come from,” while narratives of global citizenship are used to 
explain questions of “how I engage with.” This is in line with other studies that suggest that 
global citizenship is primarily “a moral commitment framed in universal language” (Myers, 
2010, p. 497). 

Contrary to propositions that globalization has made national attachments irrelevant to 
youth, Levesque (2003) found that students express patriotic – though sometimes ahistoric – 
collective identities in addition to strong attachments to the ideal of multicultural society. 
Moving south, Myers and Zaman’s (2009) mixed methods investigation in America placed 
student beliefs in three categories: post-national citizenship (9 students), cosmopolitan patriotism 
(rooted cosmopolitanism; 9 students), and liberal nationalism (2 students). In interviews, a 
greater number of students from immigrant backgrounds than students from the dominant culture 
ascribed to a post-national view of citizenship, while the exact opposite ratio was evident in the 
rooted cosmopolitan category; dominant culture students in the rooted-cosmopolitan category 
“expressed concern that global and national citizenship are at odds” and “fear that the universal 
nature of global citizenship requires conformity to a totalizing set of values and beliefs” and, 
therefore, described their own subjectivities with vocabulary that avoided conflict between 
universal responsibilities and their attachment to national citizenship (p. 2611).  

Although a large-scale survey of West Coast Canadians suggests that the general public 
identifies more strongly with geographic – especially national – identities than with personal 
identities (age, religion, ethnicity), studies of North American youth point to ambivalent and 
still-evolving constructions, which are no less strongly held (Berdahl, 2006; Hildebrand, 2007; 
Myers & Zaman, 2009). In the current study, responses were characterized both by passion and 
by critical thought: “Students should learn this, but should also understand that citizenship does 
not define you as a person. Making a big deal out of being Canadian creates unrest in students 
who don’t feel particularly patriotic, and may make them feel like less of a person.” Rather than 
a conflicted sense of the metanarratives shaping their civic subjectivities, it seems evident that 
students have an increasingly nuanced sense of how to interact with multiple levels of self in 
their globalized world.  
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Good citizenship and the school’s role in educating modern citizens 

What does it mean to be a good citizen in a particular context and what role might the 
school play? Despite the flurry of research in the 1980s and 1990s, “we have very little 
information on what is actually going on in classrooms, or on how students or teachers see 
things” (Osborne, 1995, p. 27). A few notable exceptions point to important currents in youth 
understandings of participation, identity, and belonging, and in students’ negotiations between 
national and global narratives of citizenship (Giron, 2012; Hildebrand, 2007; Levesque, 2003; 
Lee & Hébert, 2006; Myers & Zaman, 2009). Generally, research holds that students hold active 
citizenship in high regard, use a vocabulary of rights and freedoms to describe their civic 
subjectivities, and work to negotiate between strongly held national patriotism and attachment to 
globalized value systems. 

This study probed the salience of national sentiment by asking whether “what it means to  
be Canadian” should be taught in schools and inviting open-ended explanations for each 
response. For those who felt that learning what it means to be Canadian is not important, 
individuality was the strongest theme, featuring in over a third of negative responses: 
“…[besides] Canada is an immigrant’s country, it don’t really have a meaning of ‘what it means 
to be Canadian’ cause every one’s answer are different” [sic]. Essentially these students didn’t 
see the point of teaching the topic. Similarly, those who selected “neutral” felt that being 
Canadian is frankly not a useful area of study for the classroom: “If we really need to know what 
it means to be Canadian in my everyday life, [I] will learn it on my own when the time comes. 
[O]therwise, there are other things that could be viewed as more important to learn in school.” 

The majority, however, spoke passionately about the links they perceived between 
learning about being a Canadian and issues of community membership at national and global 
scales, pride and respect, and behaviours that promote unity and proactive community 
improvement. These students argued that  

It is important to teach youth about what it means to be Canadian because it is not 
thought about often and it is crucial to understand what it means to be a part of a 
community and be part of a country.  

and that  
[Youth] will eventually grow up and they need to know what [it’s] kind of like out there 
people-wise…there’s more than just themselves and I don’t think the majority can really 
appreciate how insignificant they really are and give yourself to something, to make a 
change.  

These and other student responses focused on action, especially in national awareness as a path 
to personal growth and social justice. 

Similarly, Levesque (2003) found that students in Quebec and British Columbia each 
accord importance to the responsibility of active citizenship, with a similar “rights-based 
consciousness” and a vocabulary of citizenship revolving around rights, freedoms, and 
opportunities. A majority emphasized both voting and caring for their communities as their own 
salient responsibilities, while a minority felt cynical about Canadian politicians and institutions – 
a position the author noted seemed to be associated with “a relatively narrow and limited 
understanding of democracy, reducing everything to ‘elections’ and ‘referenda’” (Levesque, 
2003, p. 114). The preliminary results of this study lend support to these findings in that an 
overwhelming majority of students reported an intent to vote when they come of age, with one of 
three negative responses citing a strong cynicism about the efficiency (“If I want something done 
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I will do it myself”) and honesty of the political system (“Politicians lie, and I couldn’t care less 
for them keeping their high wages”).  

Rather than conflicted trans-national selves, then, research tends to reveal students with 
strong civic subjectivities and a desire to pursue active and socially-responsible forms of 
citizenship. Perhaps the strongest argument for conflict between national and global 
metanarratives comes not from the formation of subjectivities, but the potential conflict between 
global ethics and national law; the uncertainty that characterized responses to globalized 
responsibility items suggests that schools might play a role less in sorting out belonging and 
more in how to actually enact values associated with good citizenship. The question of action 
becomes key to classrooms. 

Contrary to students’ very active and behaviourally-based definitions of national and 
global citizenship, Fournier-Sylvester’s (2014) study of recent graduates found that courses were 
content-driven, passive, and using a “liberal democratic perspective that fail[ed] to address 
inequalities or inspire commitments to political participation or social justice” (p. 17). In the face 
of a strong body of research supporting active classes and brave conversations on controversial 
topics (Hughes, Peck, & Herriot, 2014), this study reveals a disjuncture between effective 
teaching practices for civic engagement and what student perceive is happening in their 
classrooms. In Fournier-Sylvester’s study, the most consistent suggestion was to make 
citizenship education a separate class.  

 
Limitations: Current Research and Current Policy 

 
This paper presents only the first results based on the first wave of data collection in one 

portion of a larger multiple-case studies design. As a descriptive case study, the results are not 
generalizable; however, the data have allowed comment on rooted cosmopolitanism as a means 
of describing youth conception of civic subjectivity. Further, this first analysis is of the full 
group, not taking into account possible within-group differences between international and 
domestic student status. It thus represents a good picture of our Canadian classrooms, but may 
not be as accurate in representing only Canadian students in Canadian classrooms. The full study 
of amalgamated student bodies across bounded communities, in contrast, will compare three sites 
as separate case studies and will allow for a more in-depth analysis of the framework of rooted 
cosmopolitanism.  

More importantly, while this paper represents a small portion of the larger project, the 
full study will address students’ classroom experiences with an emphasis on the student voice in 
recommending policy changes. McCowan’s (2008; 2009) theory of curricular transposition, 
focuses attention on disjunctures between the theorizing of ideal persons / societies, curricular 
program development, implementations of curriculum, and effects on students. In this model, the 
ideal end is envisioned by adult policy-makers and then embodied in a curricular program; this 
program is then implemented by administrators and teachers, which has various effects on 
students. At each juncture is the possibility for mediating variables, so that the final experiences 
of students and resultant effects may not resemble the original ideal. Given the gap between 
Canadian rhetoric – from university ideals (Philpott & Dagenais, 2011, p 96) to trends in 
political commitment (Hughes & Sears, 2006) to curricular development (Richardson & Abbott, 
2009) – and the reality suggested by systemic reviews and youth political engagement, the full 
project will seek to shed light on possible disjunctures between administrative trends and 
practical implication. Researchers acknowledge that students live and learn in settings shaped by 
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adult expectations of adolescents and that their general exclusion from policy development 
violates Article 12 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Child: “Children have 
the right to say what they think should happen when adults are making decisions that affect 
them, and to have their opinions taken into account” (Barber, Torney-Purta, Wilkenfeld, & Ross, 
2015, p 27; Sears, Peck, & Heriot, 2014, p 8). By investigating student perceptions of their own 
and ideal citizenship, as well as opportunities for civic skills development, this research will 
suggest a necessary and missing piece of McCowan’s model: that of the student voice impacting 
the imagined ideal citizen and society. In doing so, this work will provide evidence of how 
student voices are currently incorporated, and will point to areas for future research on active 
citizenship and participatory niches for adolescents’ emergent citizenship (Bron & Veugelers, 
2014; Torney-Purta & Amadeo, 2011). 
 

Conclusion 
 
The current project was born of observing inspired teachers. These teachers sought to 

address ambitious and relevant questions in their classroom: What does it mean to be a Canadian, 
and what is Canada’s responsibility to the world? Evident in these questions are the points of 
tension in any citizenship education program: they hope to address legal and social belonging in 
a highly diverse population, to reconcile the right to personally-held values with ethical 
obligations that unify on a global or national scale, and to bring attitudes and actions into the 
light so that students may be empowered in their own sense of civic subjectivity.  

The larger study of which this data is a part, strives to shed light on how student 
vocabularies of citizenship are subjectively constructed and salient, but also contingent on 
context. The data presented here investigates the foundation: what vocabularies of citizenship 
students use to describe their sense of national and global citizenship, and whether there is an 
acknowledged conflict between these levels. The data reveals a relatively engaged, thoughtful, 
and patriotic picture of Canadian youth on the West coast of Canada; a group that holds both 
national and global citizenship conceptions in mind, and that looks to interact with their 
communities. Lee and Hébert (2006) point hopefully to the fluidity and strategic nature of group 
and national identities as potential patterns for reducing social tension: “It will become 
increasingly difficult to categorize ‘others’ and locate them along racialized fault lines in 
Canadian society…Whether the youth are in Calgary, British Columbia, or Quebec, they are all 
children of multiculturalism” (pp. 514–515). 

Educators have a responsibility to make “a conscious effort to help adolescents build 
flexible and multiple civic identities,” using curricula that open spaces for students to see past 
simple national-global binaries and instead to recognize their diverse roles in the world and make 
connections between their lived experiences and the school curriculum (Myers & Zaman, 2009). 
The current project addresses calls for work “that digs beneath nationalist mythology” with 
attention to the ways salience and affective impact of one’s national identity conditions its 
consequences (Raney, 2010, p 119; Reeskens & Wright, 2013, p. 171). This study looked to 
describe student vocabularies but also to provide students with a valuable platform for 
communicating with the research and education communities: the questionnaire gave students an 
opportunity to voice their feeling about whether it is important or appropriate for the concept of 
“Canadian” to be addressed in schools. Overwhelmingly, students rated learning about being 
Canadian as important, and were able to articulate powerful reasons why. Those who disagreed, 
however, had thoughtful responses that spoke to a serious consideration of their civic 
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subjectivities. Furthermore, the group expressed a sense of responsibility to communities at all 
levels and strong confidence in their knowledge of and intention to participate in federal, 
provincial, and municipal voting. These positive results should encourage adult communities to 
question the common narrative about youth apathy and instead to consider the experiences or 
systems that may keep a motivated and emotionally invested generation from participating as 
they intend. 

This study and its larger counterpart hope to contribute to the uniquely Canadian 
conversation regarding pedagogy and citizenship, a conversation that too often is dominated by 
abstract theoretical discussions and European data. Hughes, Print, and Sears (2010) argue that 
“the research base for citizenship education [in Canada] is weak and fragmented” (p. 305), 
noting that comparative studies reveal “countries where national debate about citizenship and 
citizenship education was encouraged and conducted were more likely to produce substantial and 
widely implemented programs in the area” (p. 297). Civics and Social Studies classrooms aim to 
encourage young people to participate in national debate, but the adult world needs to make 
space for the student voice in meaningful ways through research and through policy 
development. The Canadian perspective will be critical to the future of citizenship education in 
this nation and abroad; the student voice must be heard in the conversation. 
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