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Abstract

This article investigates student teachers’ perceptions and experiences in teacher education regarding
codetermination and participation as a part of education for democracy and citizenship, along with how
they visualize their future teaching in this interdisciplinary theme as teachers in schools. The data material
includes 16 extensive interviews with six student teachers in their final year of teacher education in
Norway. The results demonstrate a discrepancy between their perceptions and praxis concerning
participation. First, the student teachers in their last year of teacher education felt the ability to participate
in and through their education was present, but they chose not to take advantage of this possibility. They
underlined the importance of participation and agency in education for democracy but did not seem to
assign the same importance to their involvement in education. Second, when visualizing how to teach
democracy and citizenship in schools, they suggested facilitating pupils’ self-determination in situations
where the pupils’ decisions and participation do not change or impact anything. In so doing, they described
participation and agency as an illusion; something that is important, necessary, and valuable but with no
practical implications. The student teachers seemed to transfer this same illusion of pupils’ agency and

participation in their planned teaching in the future.
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Introduction

Democratic education is highly relevant in these turbulent times with polarized stances, antidemocratic
movements, and the uprising of right-wing activists that have proven to be forceful, even in well-
established democracies. Historically, the link between education and democracy has been discussed for
decades, formally stated in the Norwegian curriculum in 1939 (Koritzinsky, 2021). The current study focuses
on how student teachers experience codetermination and participation as a part of democracy and
citizenship in teacher education, along with how they plan to teach democracy and citizenship as teachers
in schools. These students will enter the Norwegian school with a curriculum that was reformed in 2020,
and the renewed curriculum has three overall interdisciplinary themes that run throughout all the
disciplines: public health and life skills, democracy and citizenship, and sustainable development

(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2017). The current study examines the following:

e How do student teachers perceive democratic education?

e What experiences do student teachers have with democratic education and participation in
Norwegian teacher education?

e How do student teachers plan to practically implement their visions of teaching democratically as

teachers in Norwegian schools?

In 2017, Norway reformed the teacher education program to a five-year master’s education (Norwegian
Directorate for Education and Training, 2016a, 2016b), and extensive interviews with six of the first
students to complete the new master’s program from two different universities in Norway showed that
they chose not to be actively involved in shaping the practical, structural, and theoretical content of
teacher education while demonstrating uncertainty regarding how to teach democratically in schools.
There appears to be a discrepancy in how student teachers perceive democratic education and how they
transfer these perceptions into action. Previous research has demonstrated that there is often a
discrepancy between ‘theories of action’, which is values and perceptions, and ‘theories-in-use’, which is

what we do (Argyris, 1995, p. 1).

First, the current article will display frameworks of perceptions on democratic education (Feu et al., 2017;
Sant, 2019), demonstrating the diversity of understanding of education for democracy and citizenship.
These frameworks illuminate how student teachers might have perceptions aligned with certain discourses
while simultaneously demonstrating praxis or experiences within another. Further, through the lens of
critical pedagogy, the present study critically examines the student teachers’ omission to participate and
their lack of experienced agency in teacher education, along with how these experiences are mirrored in

their planned teaching as teachers in schools. Because the focus stretches from the student teachers’
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experiences in teacher education to their planned teaching in the future, it is necessary to comment on
discourses and development in education from primary school to the university level. This is because the
student teachers’ previous and current experiences are relevant in understanding both perceptions and

praxis, along with the possible discrepancy between these.

Teaching democracy and citizenship is comprehensive. Such teaching should ideally empower students in
the growth of self-determination and agency (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2017,
Skaalvik et al., 2020), address power relations (Ronnlund & Rosvall, 2021), facilitate consciousness of social
justice and critical engagement, and stimulate political literacy (Westheimer, 2015, 2020). In the framework

for general competence in teacher education, the following is statutory:

[The graduate] can reinforce international and multicultural perspectives in the work of the school, contribute
to gaining an understanding of the status of the Sami people as indigenous people, and encourage democratic

participation and sustainable development (Ministry of Education and Research, 2016, p. 3).

This framework demonstrates and contextualizes democratic education in combination with a diverse
society and multicultural perspectives, indicating a broad understanding of democracy, where it is statutory
that student teachers should cultivate competencies for democratic participation. The student teachers’
experience with participation in their education is essential for their familiarity with teaching through
democracy because teacher education and academic content teach them how to teach (Lindstgl, 2017).
The importance of knowledge on how to facilitate an education that aims for students’ participation and
agency is urgent (Saljo, 2012) because ‘fostering student engagement and voice within and through teacher
education is a rare phenomenon’ (Cook-Sather, 2007, p. 346), and research on students’ experience and

role as active contributors in teacher education is limited.

Why Freire and critical pedagogy are relevant to the context of Norway
Paulo Freire (1996) is often regarded as the founder of critical pedagogy. He was born in Brazil in 1921, and

his critique is rooted in his own experiences as a poor student and as an educator with a specific interest in
adult illiteracy (Smidt, 2014). His critique and tradition have been further developed by other educators
rooted within a political tradition of Marxism. Because the perceptions and praxis for education are
dependent on history and context, it is challenging to compare theoretical traditions with different roots
than the ones inquired (Haugsbakk, 2013). However, it is necessary to focus on international discourse
developments and its critique with supranational organizations becoming more influential (Befring, 2022;
Haugsbakk, 2013) and with governments now monitoring progress in education through large-scale

international tests such as the OECD! Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends

! Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
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in International Mathematics and Science Studies (TIMMS) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022;
OECD, 2021; Séljo, 2012). PISA was introduced in Norwegian schools in 2000 and then repeated every third
year, indicating the level of skills in mathematics and Norwegian among 15-year-old students in Norway.
The PISA test revealed a decline in skills and competencies from 2000 to 2006. The low 2006 score is often
referred to as ‘the PISA shock’ in Norway, leading to school reform in Norway in 20062 and annual national
testing (Sanden, 2010). The renewed curriculum LK20, implemented in 2021, is a continuation of the 2006
reform (Sjgberg, 2022), demonstrating how supranational organizations such as the OECD influence

Norwegian education.

Salj6 (2012) argues that we need to focus on how children are enabled to participate in schools and the
implications their involvement has for their future lives, not only focusing on whether they can repeat
specific knowledge and use practiced competencies alone. Critical pedagogues are alarmed by the
neoliberal tendencies in educational discourse and fear that the ambitions for education have drifted far
from John Dewey’s principle of ‘[education as] a process of living and not a preparation for future living’
(Dewey, 1897, p. 7). To facilitate and strive for all citizens to be involved in society should be a guiding
principle to sustain a viable democracy, one in which education plays an essential role (Dzur, 2017). Crises
such as climate change, war, and the COVID-19 pandemic have demonstrated the importance of people’s
engagement, along with the importance of enabling citizens to criticize and discuss to resolve conflicts and

experience enabled to do so (Armeni & Lee, 2021; Carvalho, 2010; Chan et al., 2021).

Democratic education

Multiple means of categorizing democracy and democratic education have resulted in diverse sets of
frameworks (Feu et al., 2017; Sant, 2019). These frameworks highlight the complexity of what democratic
education is or should be. Through an extensive literature review, Sant (2019) demonstrates eight
discourses of democratic education, while Feu et al. (2017) separate the different dimensions of democracy
into governance, inhabitance, otherness, and ethos. Because the dimension of governance seems to be
prevalent in a liberal understanding of democracy and in teaching democracy, a broader understanding of
what democratic education could be is timely. Governance democracy describes the form and structures of
a form of state governance, the inhabitance dimension entails the conditions which citizens inhabit,
otherness acknowledges how recognition of each other is essential for peaceful dialogue and coexistence,
and ethos is a way of being in the world, consisting of the values and virtues that allow for democracy at all

levels to prevail (Feu et al., 2017).

| have combined Feu et al.’s (2017) four dimensions with Sant’s (2019) eights discourses in a table (see

2 The Knowledge Promotion Reform (Kunnskapslgftet)
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Table 1). Sant (2019) illustrates that democratic education can be perceived in eight differentiated ways,

and Feu (2017) demonstrates how democratic education can be understood in depth through these four

dimensions. | have placed a different name for the dimensions in brackets, where | have interpreted the

content of the dimensions to be understood in educational settings.

Table 1. Eight discourses of democratic education

Discourses >

Dimension J,

Educational
main aspects

Governance
(Power
relations)

Inhabitance
(Resources)

Otherness
(Recognition)

Ethos
(Democratic
values)

Elitist

Differentiatin
g students’
education
based on
social role
and future
expectations.

A competent
small elite as
power
holders.

Accepting a
socioeconomi
¢ hierarchy.

Not initiating
egalitar-
ianism.

A
knowledgeabl
e elite will
secure
stability.

Neoliberal

Students and
their parents
as consumers
where
schools are
competing
for students.

The power to
choose is in
the hands of
students and
parents to
decide school
content and
organization.

Logics of the
free market
with
competition
for resources.

Recognition

of individual

freedom for
all.

Individual
preferences
and
competition
are regarded
best
pathways to
personal
freedom.

Liberal

Oriented on
rationality
based on
equal and
universal
opportuniti
es.

Representa
tiveness
where
students
have equal
rights and
liberty to
participate.

Pluralism
and
freedom
are
essential.

Recognition
of
individual
freedom for
all.

Freedom,
rationality,
and
equality are
central
values.

Deliberative

Oriented on
communicati
on and
plurality of
opinions and
seeking
consensus.

Co-decision
process
where
students,
parents, and
educators
are all
included.

Schools and
communities
should
facilitate the
participation
of all those
involved.

Recognition
of ambition

of consensus.

Involvement
and allowed
plurality
should be
guaranteed.

Multicultural
ist

Devotion to
culture and
difference is
democratic
education.

Rejects any
normative
perception
that does not
acknowledge
plurality.

Learn
language,
culture, and
religion, and
have spaces
for
intercultural
interaction.

Recognition
for others is
the core but
does not
presume
consensus.

Diversity and
plurality are
superior to

freedom.

Participatory

Action-
centered
education
where
student
participation
is essential.

Involvement
of all where
participation
is regarded
as acting as a
responsible
citizen.

Schools and
communities
should
facilitate the
participation
of all those
involved.

Child-
centered
pedagogics
that
recognizes
students’
abilities.

Democratic
practices are
a way of
being in a
world where
acting is
central.

Critical

Deficits in
society can
be solved
through the
realization of
the unjust
social reality.

Identify
hidden
power
structures
and liberate
oneself and
society.

Education is
also a fight
for resources
and the
ability for all
to social
mobility.

Claim a truth
of repression
and do not
recognize
other
perspectives.

Solidarity
through
close
interaction
with
communities
to overcome
injustice.

Agonistic

Favor conflict
and dialogue
as the basic

premises for
democracy.

Equality
through
perceiving all
as equally
intelligent
with a
possibility to
be
reasonable.

Creating an
educational
space
welcoming
dissent and
emotional
expressions.

Recognizing
the diversity
of opinions is
important for
coexisting.

Openness to
disrupt the
hegemonic
orderis a
democratic
way of life.

The table is relevant for my analysis because it provides a language that differentiates the perspectives on

democratic education while visualizing how education for democracy and citizenship is contested and

perceived differently. Working within the field of democracy, it is essential to understand and recognize

this diversity. First, recognition of different perspectives is democratic because we do not always

experience democracy in education as the same thing, and disagreements and controversies could offer
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important discussions. Second, illustrating this diversity and then placing oneself within such a framework
can help display political, ideological, and normative perceptions. Third, a broad understanding of different
ways of understanding education for democracy contributes to identifying how discursive tendencies are
connected to societal and political developments. Sant (2019) and Feu (2017) highlight the diversity and

complexity of democratic education.

This article is theoretically placed within the participatory and critical discourse of democratic education
and focuses on agency as an interpersonal psychological process that is developed and cultivated in the

social space, where agency and self-determinization are regarded as essential democratic competencies.
The studies theoretical perspective is based on stated regulations concerning democratic education, and

critical pedagogy.

The UN states in the Convention of Children’s Rights Articles 12, 13, and 17 that the right of children’s
freedom of speech, the right to express thoughts in matters regarding the child, the right to information,
and the right of being consulted in decisions have implications for the child (United Nations, 1989). In
addition, the Committee for the UN Convention on Children specifies the need for legislation regarding
pupils’ representation and participation in decision processes in schools (UN Committee on the Rights of

the Child, 2009). In the Committee’s general comments on Article 12, the following is specified:

States parties shall assure the right to be heard to every child “capable of forming his or her own views.” This
phrase should not be seen as a limitation, but rather as an obligation for States parties to assess the capacity of
the child to form an autonomous opinion to the greatest extent possible. This means that States parties cannot
begin with the assumption that a child is incapable of expressing her or his views. On the contrary, States
parties should presume that a child has the capacity to form her or his own views and recognize that she or he
has the right to express them; it is not up to the child to first prove her or his capacity. (UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child, 2009)

In the literary analysis of Article 12, the obligation is not only to allow freedom of speech but rather to state
an obligation to promote the capability of the ‘autonomous opinion’ of the child (UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child, 2009). Norwegian Educational Law 1-1 specifies, ‘They [pupils and apprentices] must
have joint responsibility and the right to participate’ (Ministry of Education and Research, 1998). This
paragraph entails that schools must facilitate pupils in experiencing responsibility and different ways of
participating both in formal representation and in everyday work in the classroom (Nordrum et al., 2019).
This paragraph is mirrored in the core curriculum and in the values and principles for primary and
secondary education, where schools are imposed to ‘prepare them for participating in democratic
processes. ... The school shall stimulate the pupils to become active citizens and give them the competence
to participate in developing democracy in Norway’ (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training,

2017).

Previous research on the different understandings of democratic education in Norway has indicated that a
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liberal understanding is prevalent (Grgnnestad, 2019; Marjavara, 2013; Mathé, 2016; Opphaug, 2022), with
the democratic competitive political election system where direct participation is traded off for
representation (Bgrhaug, 2008) and further defined as an individualistic and competitive-oriented
approach to democracy (Bragdg & Mathé, 2021; Solhaug & Bgrhaug, 2012). Practical participatory
approaches to cultivating and stimulating a democratic way of being in the world in a Deweyan tradition
appear as something that has been traded off for learning about the political system (Boyte & Finders,
2016). In her study of Norwegian textbooks for upper secondary schools, Grgnnestad (2019) finds that
participation was mentioned in every book, though never as a component that has the potential for

empowerment or self-development.

Research from Sweden indicates that student teachers connect their participation in education to their
learning and future work (Bergmark & Westman, 2018), which does not seem to be the case in the current
study. According to Bergmark and Westman (2018), the student teachers’ motivation for participation to
benefit the university was absent in their context of Sweden, corresponding with the results from the

present study.

A pedagogy based on agency

Agency is essential for democratic education because it entails self-determination, free will, and action
aligned with autonomy. It is a basic human necessity to be oneself in the encounter with others, which is
closely linked to participation and responsibility to be engaged for change, both for the collective and
personal good (Bandura, 2018; Brown & Westaway, 2011). Agency entails a certain degree of individual
autonomy in and through interaction with others. There is a division between the logic of individual agency
in educational settings where agency is regarded as pure individuality, in which students’ main purpose is
as laborers in a marketplace or individual agency as interconnectedness enabled to form social conditions
(Destigter, 2014). This division does not necessarily exclude the other but is a signal of differing pedagogical
perspectives on democratic education. The individual perspective is prominent in the elitist, neoliberal, and
liberal discourses on democratic education, while the other five discourses regard individual agency as

essential when it comes to the formation of social conditions.

Dewey (1897) draws a distinction between the psychological and social aspects of education, where the
psychological is in constant interplay with the social. For Dewey, these mechanisms cannot be separated
because mental capacities are shaped and adapted through involvement in social relations. To prepare
young people for the future, it is essential ‘to give him [the child] command of himself’ (1897, p. 6) with
abilities to use all of the child’s capabilities for acting according to one’s own best judgment, hence

converting education into psychological terms. Capacity is a central element of agency and is the individual

nordiccie.org NJCIE 2022, Vol. 6(2)


http://www.nordiccie.org/

Magergy 8

ability necessary to grow, learn, and act (Brown & Westaway, 2011): it consists of both psychological and
social aspects. Capacity is moving away from the role of ‘powerless spectator’ and ‘coping actors’ and into
the role of ‘adapting comanagers’ (Fabricius et al., 2007). Sen (1999) describes capacity as a person’s
abilities and resources that enable them to form their own life. Acknowledging the importance of agency,
both as a psychological and a social aspect of education, has been particularly highlighted by critical
pedagogues. Stimulating students’ agency through education is, for critical pedagogues, closely connected
to education for democracy, social change, and civic engagement (Freire, 1996; Giroux, 2014, 2020; hooks,

1994).

Critical pedagogy’s interconnectedness with societal change
In critical pedagogy, agency is an ethical, theoretical, methodological, and practical fundamental based on

the idea that teaching does not fill students with knowledge but that students themselves must interpret
what they are being taught to make sense of it (De Lissovoy, 2010; Freire, 1996; Giroux, 2020; hooks, 1994).
Hence, students’ learning is dependent on their agency, and Bandura (2018) describes the core of human
agency as metacognitive self-reflectiveness through one’s ability to evaluate themselves and their actions.
Agency is an ethical stance in addition to a pedagogical base because students within the tradition of
critical pedagogy should be perceived as independent and conscious (Freire, 1996; Giroux, 2020; hooks,
1994). Freire (1996, p. 61) criticizes what he describes as ‘banking education’, a pedagogical process where
the educator imagines good education to be a mere transfer of knowledge where students are seen as
passive recipients. Freire’s (1996) critique has been repeated by other pedagogical theorists (Befring, 2022;
Giroux, 2021), highlighting an education closely linked to social change, where the educator should
facilitate engagement for social awareness, here constructed on the premises of equality between educator
and student (De Lissovoy, 2010). The interconnectedness of schools and society is highlighted in critical
pedagogy, which defines schools as a mirror of society (Christie, 1971) that can impact and generate

societal changes (lllich, 1971).

Biesta (2012, p. 585) urges for what he describes as a weakness of education, where the student’s
subjectification through the advancement of a person’s qualities should be the aim of education, rather
than endorsing a language that describes education as something fixed or strong, safe, and secure. Biesta’s
(2012) description of subjectification resembles Freire’s (1996) concept of conscientization, which is a
pedagogical process where an individual develops from an uninterested person who is accepting of the
status quo into becoming someone who sees reality as it is and reacts to this process through praxis or
engagement in change. Within the tradition of critical pedagogy, power relations are central, where
capitalism is regarded as an extensive ideological power mechanism that is destructive to students, as they
incorporate competition and hierarchical thinking, expecting subordination and domination (Giroux, 2021;

Giroux, 2014). Critical pedagogues are highly critical of the elitist and neoliberal discourse, claiming that
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these discourses have adopted the free market ideology as their main objective, maintaining a power
hierarchy created and upheld through competition and clearly stated roles. These structural limitations and
expectations from schools in deciding what to be done and when, have limited students’ possibilities to
develop autonomy within the school system (Skaalvik et al., 2020) and have been compared with prisons
and slavery, where the pupils are at the bottom of the hierarchy, unpaid but forced to partake and be
evaluated (Christie, 1971). Democratic education within the critical tradition is based on the notion that
both the student and educators are seen as learners together (Freire, 1996), a symbiosis closely linked to
society. ‘He [Freire] viewed capitalism as not only an economic system but also as a cultural and
pedagogical system that stripped people of their agency, condemning them to an ideology in which they
internalized their own oppression’ (Giroux, 2021, p. 3). To be freed from oppression, critical thinkers urge
for an education where students see the structures of oppression that exist and can act on this oppression.
In doing so, educators must move away from uninteresting classroom experiences toward an engaged
pedagogy characterized by active participants in learning (hooks, 1994). In doing so, everyone in the
classroom must be acknowledged as important to the learning process: ‘These contributions are resources
... Excitement is generated through collective effort’ (hooks, 1994, p. 8) where students are involved in their
learning process, here based on the perception that ‘to be voiceless is to be powerless’ (Giroux, 2020, p.

179).

Eberly (2002) argues that the current schooling system is built on the rhetoric of a corporate discourse in an
individual-oriented matter. This may be why Giroux (2014, 2020) requests a philosophy of education for the

public good instead of an individual right, stressing that education is far more than occupational training.

Methods

| have recorded 16 interviews with six student teachers in the process of writing their master’s thesis. Two
of the student teachers were interviewed two times, and four of them were interviewed three times.
Inspired by a democratic methodology, the students were chosen because of their overlapping interests in
the interdisciplinary theme of democracy and citizenship. | hoped the interviews would benefit their
research because the democratic approach carries the ambition to empower participants instead of just
harvesting empirical data (Beebeejaun et al., 2013; Bell & Pahl, 2018). | recorded interviews with each of
these six students from June 2021 to December 2021. The first interview was an introductory interview in
which | wanted us to connect, both thematically and personally. The introductory interviews were
nonstructured and based mostly on sharing our projects and discussing perceptions of how teacher
education and schools practice the interdisciplinary theme of democracy and citizenship. The second
interview was semi-structured, and the third interview was semi-structured, here based on the previous

two. Close cooperation and connecting through several rounds of interviews altered the structure from
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interview to dialogue interviewing (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), and | experienced the student teachers as
interested in my project as well. This approach developed progressively, and the strategy inspired the
different steps in the research process (Bengtsen & Munk, 2015). | have translated the excerpts from the
interviews in this article from Norwegian to English, and in the process, | removed utterances such as ‘ehm’

and ‘hmm’ to present reader-friendly quotes.

Ambition for a democratic methodology
Several rounds of interviews with the same participant, here centered on the same thematic area, provided

the opportunity to see whether the arguments and narratives were consistent over time. Repeated
interviewing and talking also allowed us to connect on a personal level, which is an advantage when
interviewing someone on sensitive subjects (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Toft et al., 2021). Because | wanted
to investigate the student teachers’ own experiences with agency, participation, and the ability to dissent in
and through their education, it was essential that the student teachers could talk openly. Although the
interview developed into a dialogue interview, where we shared perceptions and experiences (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009), there could have been power asymmetry because |, as a researcher, had contacted the
student teachers, asked for the interviews, defined the conversational content, and controlled the
interpretation of the data (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Leavy, 2017). | had an ambition of a democratic
methodology, with cooperation, analyzing, or even writing up together, but | experienced that the student
teachers had busy schedules and seemed to desire independence regarding their master’s thesis. | realized
that a democratic methodology might necessitate a common ambition and required planning together

from the beginning.

Coding

The project was approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) (Norwegian centre for
research data, 2022), following the guidelines for research ethics in the social sciences and the humanities
(NESH guidelines) (The Norwegian National Research Ethics Committees, 2021), and the participants signed
consent forms before audio-recording the interviews. These interviews were transcribed verbatim, coded in
vivo, and categorized thematically. Because the coding was in vivo, | ended up with over 1,000 codes. |
coded all the statements | regarded substantial at the time to get an overview of the material and to be
familiarized with the data. | categorized the codes into 34 categories based on the codes’ thematic content
to investigate the commonalities and discrepancies in the material. The largest categories were ‘Democracy
and citizenship education’ = 117 codes, ‘The important praxis/internship’ = 105 codes, and ‘Teacher-
students codetermination/Teacher students’ participation’ = 95 codes. Although the codes and categories
were empirically based, the initial questions in the interviews were rooted in theory and, hence, an
abductive approach (Tjora, 2021). The data collection and analysis were aimed at investigating student

teachers’ perceptions of education for democracy and citizenship, along with practical examples of how
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they experienced teacher education regarding teaching democratically. In the initial phase, | was
particularly interested if they felt they were able to disagree (Ranciere, 1991, 1999; Ranciere, 2010), and
the role of dissent in teacher education and their internship and planned teaching at schools. Their
expressed lack of participation emerged as essential during the interviews, changing the project from
agonistic (Mouffe, 1999; Ranciere, 1991, 1999; Ranciere, 2010) to participatory (Biesta, 2012, 2014, 2020;
Biesta & Lawy, 2006; Biesta et al., 2017; Biesta, 2011; Dewey, 1897, 1897/2000) and a critical theoretical
focus (Freire, 1996; Giroux, 2021; Giroux, 1988; hooks, 1994).

The discrepancy between how the student teachers saw participation as important but did not act on it was
visualized when studying the codes. Seeing these categories together with ‘Pupil’s participation/pupils’
codetermination’ = 113 codes illuminated the similarities with how the student teachers experienced
codetermination, along with how they planned on including pupils in codetermining in schools. This was
particularly interesting when investigating the category of ‘Democracy and citizenship education’, where

the student teachers underlined the importance of participation in teaching democratically.

Ethical considerations
The current study is based on a small number of participants and illuminates a snapshot of a limited

number of student’s experiences. The student’s area of interest overlaps with this project, hence not
including student teachers with other experiences from different subjects of teacher education. This close
cooperation could have led the students to elaborate in our interviews when and if noticing that | was
intrigued or less interested. Instead of striving for objectivity, | responded genuinely in and through our
interviews but was conscious not to correct their perceptions. This approach was necessary because my
philosophical and ethical stance on the methodology was sharing, not harvesting. Therefore, the

implications of my effect on the participants are necessary to bear in mind.

Participants
The six student teachers | interviewed came from two different universities in Norway. They have been

anonymized and given pseudonyms. The participant table below is an overview of the student teachers
interviewed, affiliation, and the number of recorded interviews with each of these student teachers (see

Table 2).

Table 2. An overview of student teachers interviewed

Student teacher: Affiliation: The number of recorded interviews with
the student teacher:

Thomas University 1 3

Asif University 1 2

Elisabeth University 1 3

Thea University 2 2
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Sarah University 2 3
Marcus University 2 3

The discrepancy between perceptions and praxis on
democratic education among student teachers

The results from the current study illuminate two important aspects where one presumably influences the
other. The first main result is that the student teacher feels that the ability to participate and act in and
through their education is present, but they choose not to take advantage of this possibility. They see a
close connection between participation and teaching democratically but do not seem to assign the same
importance to their involvement in education. The second main result is on how they plan their future
teaching on democracy and citizenship in schools, which exemplifies how they plan to facilitate pupils’
autonomy and self-determination in schools. The student teachers explained how they will be facilitating
pupils’ co-determinization as future teachers in schools in situations where the outcome of the pupils’
decisions does not matter much. They indicated that pupils’ preferences should be limited within the
frames of the pedagogical intentions and not change or alter the planned teaching. The interviews revealed
a discrepancy between the students’ perceptions of education for democracy and real-life praxis, both as

students in teacher education and in their planned teaching as educators themselves (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. A discrepancy between student teachers' perceptions and praxis

Perceptions among teacher students on education for
democracy and citizenship:

Critical, participatory, agonistic, multiculturalist, and
deliberativ education discourse.

Real-life praxis amongst teacher students on education for
democracy and citizenship:

Neoliberal and liberal education discourse.

The student teachers explained how they would rely on elected student representatives to initiate critiques
or suggestions to the university and place themselves on the sideline regarding such involvement. In
addition, the student teachers explained how they would facilitate mock elections in the future when
practicing democratic praxis in the classroom. Describing a democratic praxis as elected representatives
and elections indicates a neoliberal or liberal exercise of education for democracy (Sant, 2019). When
discussing democratic education more generally, the student teachers noted participation and the ability to
disagree as important aspects of learning democratic coexistence. Marcus highlighted how a multicultural
classroom facilitates and provides opportunities for practicing democracy, indicating a multicultural

perception (Osler & Starkey, 2010; Sant, 2019).
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Agency in teacher education
Hpgheim and Jenssens (2022) report that student teachers experience that their frustrations with teacher

education are not considered because they feel a lack of impact and openness from universities. Some of
the student teachers in the current study reported the same because they experienced limited space for

being involved in teacher education.

Interviewer: What experiences do you have with participating in teacher training?
Marcus: No, little.
Interviewer: On both subjects, content, and methods?

Marcus: Yes, and | would think that the teachers have guidelines to follow in a way, but it is sort of like when |
show up for class, the plan for the day is set, right? And we are not allowed to take part in deciding: they have a
plan, and it is carried out. It is still the case that if they have planned for it to be an hour of lunch is not, so we
think it’s a bit long, so then we have to decide that it should be half an hour instead or if we want to shorten
the breaks a bit to go home a little earlier: they listen to such things, but not like the content and the method
and stuff like that. There has been very little of it.

Previous research from the Icelandic context has indicated that students in upper secondary school would
rather try to influence how pedagogical practices were carried out in the classroom than the content, such
as curriculum and what they would learn (Bjarnadéttir et al., 2019). Marcus expressed how the student
teachers were not invited to have an opinion on the educational content of teacher education but could be
included in organizational aspects such as the length of their lunch break. This was also expressed by Thea
in the quote below, where she expressed that ‘what is important [the syllabus] they have decided in

advance’, taking for granted how the content is predetermined by educators.

Interviewer: Yes, do you feel that you can participate, then, in teacher training? Do you feel that you can
influence or express your opinions about what education should be like?

Thea: | may not have been the one who is the most engaged, but | would say that if | wanted to, | could have
influenced teacher training.

Interviewer: Do you feel that you are being listened to?
Thea: Yes, | feel that ...

Interviewer: Are there any subjects or teachers or situations during your course of study in the teacher training
program where you experience participation?

Thea: Yes, | think so. | think it varies from teacher to teacher. Some teachers are very open to us being able to
decide a little bit, at least, how we are going to go through things. What is important, they have decided in
advance with the syllabus and such, of course. But there are, yes, some teachers who are very open to it. There
is talk of feedback after each lecture, then, and the teacher chooses to do something different the next time.
Then other teachers are more decisive on, ‘it is my teaching that counts’. And then there is the difference in
subjects as well. In social science, | think they have been quite open. CREE3 (Christian and other religious and
ethical education) may be a little less open, as | have experienced, at least.

3 KRLE: Kristendom, religion, livssyn og etikk.
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The student teachers reported that they did have the ability to impact but chose not to use this
opportunity. Thea described evaluation after a course in teacher education as participation, though
realizing that changes from such evaluation will not always benefit themselves because they have already
completed the course. The student teachers reported that they could address problematic issues if they
occurred in teacher education, and some of them have no problems addressing things they experienced as

a problem, while others reported that they did not feel comfortable bringing forward complaints.

In talks on agency, the student teachers automatically connected participation with the ability to address
the negative aspects of teacher education, leaving the more positive aspects by the wayside. A common
feature among the students was that they connected raising their voices with addressing problematic
issues, thus regarding involvement as complaining. They chose not to be involved because they either did
not see themselves as troublemakers, did not assign a leading role to themselves, or considered other

students to be better suited.
Interviewer: Do you experience that you can participate in your study program? Do you experience

participation there?

Asif: Yes, | feel that we can do so. We have student contacts, and we know where we can go if we want to
report something. We have someone in the class who is, if there is something wrong, they go straight to the
point that ‘we have to do this like that’, so | feel that we have them in the class, and then we have the others
who are like that ok, they can take the job, because they pay attention, so they know everything. So, |
experience that we can report on things. That’s good. But | do not know if things change very quickly.

The student teachers reported that they experienced teacher educators listening to them and that the
possibility for participation was present, but they described omission from management and teacher
educators in responding to such input. In addition to assigning a leading role of involvement to other ‘more
suited’ students in teacher education, some of the student teachers saw themselves as inadequate to

participate because of their lack of knowledge of theoretical or structural aspects of teacher education.

Sarah: No, | might disagree on things, but | might be wrong ... | have no previous experience with the university.
| am like that | do not express my thoughts on things that are unfamiliar to me.

The student teachers reported that the thought of codetermination and participation in teacher education
had not even occurred to some of them.

Interviewer: Do you miss participation in teacher training?

Elisabeth: No, well, no, | have not missed it; the thought has not struck me.

On the other hand, they reported that they could be included in theoretical discussions in classes.

Interviewer: Why do you think it is ok for you to speak your mind in professional discussions [in teacher
education] and not on how things are organized and things like that?

Elisabeth: It is kind of not my business. | do not like to start something, to create a bad atmosphere, or
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something. | know there have been some disagreements with some other students, but | am not a person who
says things like that, but | participate if there are professional discussions.

| asked Elisabeth how she would respond if she disagreed with how her study was organized, with the
theory, or with one of the teacher educators, and she replied, ‘l would not have said anything’. One of the
student teachers, Sarah, explained why she did not bother to engage that much in and through her
education with a quote that might seem like laziness: ‘As long as the grades are ok, there is no need to
make a fuss’, indicating that she prioritized just ‘getting through’. In addition, the student teachers often

referred to schools and education as preparation for society, not a part of society itself.

Relationship with educator
The student teachers often referred to having a good relationship between the educator and learner as

essential for an open classroom climate. They described the connection between themselves as teachers
and pupils in schools as decisive for cultivating the pupil’s learning, motivation, and participation. Not all of
them regarded this relational aspect as particularly important in their education, but those who had a
relational experience with a teacher educator frequently returned to this teacher when exemplifying ‘good’
didactical modeling. For the most part, the student teachers were frustrated with one-way communication

in classes, uninspired teaching, and nonexistent relationships with educators.

Interviewer: Because you said that someone teaches straight from PowerPoint, but then some manage to build
the relationship. Is it important to you that you have a good relationship with those who teach in teacher
education?

Thomas: Definitely, some transmit a sensation that they would like to get you involved, that see and realize
that this topic is—or this subject is—maybe a little heavy. Good educators manage to alter it, ‘we must do this
and that with the teaching plan’, and maybe even include our life events. They make it very personal, and they
invite us in, not only to the skills they have, but also to their personal lives and how they experienced things. |
find that very inviting ....

Interviewer: But what is your definition of a good relationship with a teacher educator?

Thomas: Two-way communication. You must have some social antennae to sense the room, to set up a scheme
that is not monotonous. | feel that there has been a lot of banking education, if | may say so, that it is just
communication one way, and maybe open to a question, but that is not what we need. We think more about
how we can contribute to an activity. It is quite clear that if we are to sit for four hours and someone is reading
from a PowerPoint, then yes, we could have done something completely different. To establish relationships is
to invite us to a vulnerable space, | may say.

Thomas refers to banking education, a concept developed by Freire (1996) in describing a perception of
education as a mere transfer of knowledge from the ‘knowledgeable’ to the ‘ignorant’. This model of
teaching was criticized several times by most of these students, often explained by the fact that many
teacher educators have no practical experience in teaching in schools and, therefore, were unable to use
practical narratives of exemplifying theoretical perspectives. The student teachers also mentioned class size
as important for whether they chose to be involved in classes. Most of the student teachers were less

comfortable in larger compared with smaller groups in teaching.
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Visualizing how to teach democracy and citizenship

The student teachers acknowledged the importance of pupils’ participation and agency in schools and
underlined young people’s involvement in and through their schooling as essential in democratic

education.

Interviewer: What is important to emphasize—to cultivate or stimulate, if you should have a democratic
education?

Elisabeth: Yes, | think the participatory, oral skills, and being able to take or that one should be able to speak
one’s mind, that students feel that they are heard and that what they say is heard. It will, in a way, maybe lead
them in becoming more confident in themselves. | think that is very important.

The student teachers mentioned participation as important for motivation, both for themselves as students
and for pupils in schools. But in practical examples, the student teacher did not pinpoint the importance of
their participation or the participation of pupils in schools. Some of the student teachers stated that they
did not experience much response from management and teacher educators to their complaints, and if
considered, this would improve their motivation for being involved. One student teacher mentioned the

ownership of their master’s thesis as important for motivation and the joy of learning.

In sharing perceptions of how to teach democratically in the future, the student teachers underlined the
importance of codetermination and participation. When asked about practical methods of implementing
codetermination, they often exemplified situations in the classroom where the pupil’s codetermination did
not matter, even though they defined democratic education as a pedagogical approach where pupils

should influence its content.

Interviewer: How do you think democratic teaching can be in the classroom?

Sarah: Yes, | think it is important to practice it. Allow students to participate and decide. And that applies to
both indirect and direct democracy. It can be simple things ... And let the students influence their everyday
lives and things that you [as a teacher] see as completely insignificant. If it is a question of working on a project,
and the question is, do you want to have recess before, in the middle or do you want to quit five minutes
earlier? Then, there is one thing that is completely irrelevant to me as a teacher because there is so much
activity in the classroom that it does not disturb if we take a break. And | think it is important to bring in things
like that; it does not have to be big. It does not have to be that big and spectacular.

There also seemed to be an understanding that younger children should be provided fewer opportunities

to impact education than adolescence because they are ‘less capable’.

Interviews: You said the pupils can decide things that are not so important, but should they also be allowed to
decide things of greater importance?

Sarah: Maybe not in primary school. | do not think they can fully understand the consequences. No, | do not
think so. No, not so early. In upper secondary school, | think maybe they can be involved and influence more, at
least in tenth grade, because then they are more reasonable. Then, they can understand the consequences.
While in primary school, it has not been fully developed. Not that it has been fully developed in upper
secondary school, either, but to a much greater extent.
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Interviews: Do pupils’ participation have any limitations?

Marcus: Yes, it has its limitations, because you have the curriculum that you must deal with, at least for tenth
grade, | think it is difficult, because the students should have certain assessments according to certain criteria,
so you must take advantage of it [participation] at the beginning of secondary school and the intermediate
level.

Interviews: Do you think we can start with the first grade when they start school? Is this possible?

Marcus: Yes, | think, but when they are that small, you must not let them have too many choices because then |
think the students become insecure. But they can choose between two things, for example.

In the above excerpts, Sarah expressed that tenth-grade students should be more involved in their
education than smaller children. Marcus expressed that grading, because tenth-grade pupils in Norway are
graduates, is a hindrance for involving them, hence expressing assessment as the primary effort at this
level. Marcus, like Sarah, saw smaller children as less capable of participation, and their involvement should
be limited by, for instance, only giving them two choices to make sure they do not become insecure. The
student teachers communicated that participation and agency are competencies that should be cultivated

through schooling, but seemed critical of just letting pupils do as they please.

Interviews: Overview before you start and then set the framework and give room to participate within it?

Thomas: Yes, if you let the students participate all the way and have no structure on it, the students may think
that ‘yes, now | can just do as | want’. So having this framework is very important. And of course, be open to
learning from each other, but in the end, it is you [as a teacher] who decides the framework.

Thomas expressed a perception that regulation for participation is necessary and that limitations seem

easier to explain than possibilities.

Discussing perceptions and praxis for democratic
education

It is interesting how the student teachers reported that they did not seem to experience—or desire to
participate—in their education, while at the same time acknowledging the importance of active
involvement throughout all levels of education. The student teachers did not comment on their
participation as important in the process of learning (intrinsic motivation), in preparing themselves for a
future profession as teachers (altruistic motivation), or as a way to benefit the university (extrinsic
motivation) (Bergmark & Westman, 2018), as illustrated by the quote from Sara, ‘As long as the grades are
ok, there is no need to make a fuss’. Sarah mentioned grades as important, and the quote was a part of an
interview discussing why she abstained from being actively involved in and through her education.
Highlighting grades makes it appear that the formalization of occupational training is the main objective.

The student teachers’ approach to education was often referred to as mere preparation for future work,
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where society is seen as out there and the preparation is in the university, which might strengthen the
vision of the university as a closed-off entity disconnected from society. This illustrates an approach to
education to reach a goal with as good results as possible and then be done with it. Such a perspective on

education could impede the will to engage because it is seen as an individualistic hindrance.

Learners as disconnected from the world
Schools are also referred to as preparation for society ‘out there’. The student teachers discussed their

education as preparation for society and work in schools, while pupils in schools are prepared for society
and work out there. In so doing, learning and being the one who learns is regarded as a closed space
disconnected from the world, both as students in universities and pupils in schools, which can be a result of
an individualistic goal-oriented discourse. Biesta (2012) urges for an education that puts weight on
subjectification, linked to ‘action’ and ‘being in the world’ (Biesta, 2012, p. 589), highlighting the process of
education instead of the finalized results. Previous research has demonstrated that the liberal perception
of democratic education is prevalent in Norway (Grgnnestad, 2019; Marjavara, 2013; Mathé, 2016;
Opphaug, 2022), permeated with individualistic and competitive values. In an individualistic society, the
sense of obligation toward the collective could be fading, where the primary goal becomes one’s own
advancement. The competitive, individualistic, and result-oriented discourse that may have embossed
education is a problem (Klafki, 2011, p. 274), especially if this creates an image of education as obediently

following orders and keeping your voice to yourself rather than being engaged and emancipated.

In the part of our interview discussing how to be involved, the student teachers often referred to
participation as complaining, not referring to positive ways of being engaged and involved. A self-
reflectiveness on the importance of their agency seemed absent (Bandura, 2018), as illustrated by Asif’s
guote on how other students were more suited to influence teacher education, or as commented by Sarah,
who did not feel comfortable engaging because of unfamiliarity with the structures of the university. It
seems they experienced a lack in their capacities necessary to be involved (Sen, 1999), reducing their
opportunities for subjectification or conscientization, here in not taking the role of conscious,

knowledgeable agents who can take action (Biesta, 2012; Freire, 1996).

A utopian way of teaching in the future
Sarah and the other student teachers’ perspectives on democratic education as to ‘[glive students the

opportunity to participate and decide’ seemed absent regarding their education and appeared only as a
utopian way of educating in the future. One reason could be a lack of experience in positive involvement.
Another reason could be that the interviews also centered on the student teachers’ ability to dissent in and
through their education. It is still interesting and relevant because they had few practical experiences of

being included in a non-valuative way in teacher education. The student teachers seemed trapped in a
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pattern where they accommodated the position as passive objects when in the role of learners. One of the

student teachers, Thomas, expressed his opinion on why they avoided their involvement:

Thomas: | think many of my fellow students did not experience agency or the ability to participate in primary,
secondary, or upper secondary school, and based on that, they are not able to handle very well when placed in
a situation like that.

The student teachers’ agency in teacher education is like an illusion because of the hindrances experienced
by the students themselves, and they seem to have transferred this same illusion of real agency to their
visions of how to teach in the future The students have not experienced or expected to participate in the
University, and their unwillingness to do so makes it appears to be the student’s choice not to be actively
involved. Their approach to education could be based on expectations of what education is supposed to be
like as they fulfil their role as students in a system they are socialized into through many years of schooling
(Skaalvik et al., 2020). If previously unfamiliar with involvement and participation, it can be difficult to take

on a new role, especially if the structures of the university are not open to or expect such behavior.

To critical pedagogues such as Freire (1996), students themselves must interpret what they are taught to
make sense of, which depends on a method where the educator uses the students’ own experiences as a
base for further inquiries. This approach requires involvement, and hooks (1994) urges facilitating joyful
engagement, where everyone partakes (Giroux, 2020). Marcus pointed to his experiences in teacher
education as follows: ‘when | show up for class, the plan for the day is set, right’, illustrating how the
student teachers see their role and the role of the educator through this expectation of students as passive
recipients of education. Critical pedagogues have repeatedly pointed at power relations as essential,
paralleling the structures of power in society and education today to capitalism and neoliberalism while
arguing that the corporate world of hierarchy and competition has infused educational discourse, where
students internalize their oppression by incarnating the role as objects or consumers (Freire, 1996; Giroux,
2020; hooks, 1994). Critical pedagogy highlights how a neoliberal discourse immerses education, suggesting
that only by acknowledging these hidden structures are students liberated and can act for the individual

and collective good (Freire, 1996; Giroux, 2021; hooks, 1994).

Limiting pupils’ participation
These roles of objects-recipients-learner and subjects-providers-educator are visible in how the student

teachers discuss participation. On a theoretical level, when explaining democratic education, the student
teachers encompass pupils’ co-decision making. However, in practical examples, when explaining how to
facilitate pupils’ democratic education in future teaching, real co-decisions are absent and only exemplified
in situations where the pupils’ decisions do not matter much, for instance, as a recess before or after a

session. The student teachers had different opinions on when the pupils were mature enough or had
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enough time to be included in educational decision-making, even though the right to participate is a stated
regulation (Ministry of Education and Research, 1998) and should not be restricted to whether the pupil is
regarded as capable (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2009). Sarah expressed that pupils in
primary school are too immature to understand the consequences of their choices and should be less
included than pupils in secondary or upper secondary school. Marcus, on the other hand, felt that students
in tenth grade had a stricter schedule because they are graduating, so they had less time for participation
because of ‘certain assessments according to certain criteria’. The student teachers’ perceptions of when
and how to facilitate pupils’ participation in decision processes in schools were not unanimous, and the
student teachers seemed to explain practical limitations to a larger extent than practical possibilities for
pupils’ participation. Freire (1996) urges for an education where the hindrances to a human agency can be
visualized, and this process of becoming aware or ‘conscientization’ was seen as more important than
getting knowledge and being evaluated in education. Working with students to build awareness for change
and empowering their role as active citizens through the cooperation of learners and educators is essential
in critical thinking. The student teachers’ limitations of pupils’ involvement might reflect traditional

teaching in schools and a lack of experience with practical methods of participation.

In the laws and regulations for schools and teacher education, student agency and involvement are
regarded as essential and specified, not as a normative value but as a stated regulation (UN Committee on
the Rights of the Child, 2009; Ministry of Education and Research, 1998; Norwegian Directorate for
Education and Training, 2017). This could be one explanation of why there exists a discrepancy between
the student teacher’s perception and praxis on democratic education. The perceptions could reflect stated

laws and aims for education, while praxis could reflect the experience and traditional ways of teaching.

Conclusion

The student teachers in the current study seemed to perceive democratic education as participation and
critical thinking through, for instance, the benefits of a multicultural context in the classroom. They
highlighted ownership of tasks as essential for agency, motivation, and the development of democratic
competencies, and they were negative when it came to pedagogical praxis resembling banking education
(Freire, 1996). Their perceptions align with critical, participatory, multiculturalist, and deliberative
democratic educational discourse (Sant, 2019). They expressed a lack of experience with participation in
teacher education, explaining that teacher education does not facilitate their involvement, but at the same
time, they expressed that they did not want or expect such participation. Although they had perceptions of
the importance of pupils’ involvement and ability to co-decide, they had very few examples of how to
include pupils, even though they were aware of the limitations of such involvement. They described the

role of learners as consumers of education, an approach placed within a neoliberal discourse (Sant, 2019),
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demonstrating a discrepancy between their opinions and what they do.

The present study points to this discrepancy, but more research is necessary to explain why this
discrepancy occurs and how teacher education and schools can experiment to develop an education that is

aligned with real participation with the ambition to capacitate student and pupils’ agency.

A pluralist society needs cooperation, negotiation, and engaged citizens. These are essential competencies
for citizens living together and constantly resolving obstacles at different levels in life. Narrowing
democratic education to the mere transfer of knowledge about the elective system is, according to critical
pedagogues, a distortion of an exciting opportunity to empower students and challenge social hierarchies.
By combining democracy and citizenship in Norway’s renewed curriculum, the potential for a broader
understanding is present. Critical pedagogy highlights how the discourse of competition and individualism
might have influenced education while describing how education can be different and better, both for the
individual student and the collective good. If society is immersed in a neoliberal, competitive, and
individualistic way and education is a mirror of society (Christie, 1971), it can be almost impossible to
reform the school without reforming society. Freire (1996) is aware of the power of context in education,

and his vision for education stretches beyond the classroom.
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