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Abstract

This article presents a qualitative study of future teachers’ conceptions of democracy in Ukraine, Palestine,
and Norway during a pre-war and pre-pandemic period. In recent years, there has been a noticeable
decline in the understanding of the democratic concept and reduced engagement, particularly among
youth, coinciding with an assumed global recession of democratic recession. However, democracy also

evolves with societal developments, whereas education holds the mandate to renew democratic values in
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society. This study therefore aims to explore student teachers’ own definitions of the democracy concept.
Employing a grounded theory approach, we compare the written responses of 619 student teachers from
Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway. The analysis reveals that despite different emphases, democracy is
articulated along five dimensions: 1) political systems, 2) political culture, 3) values, 4) actions, and 5)
actors. However, the study also indicates a striking finding: To our surprise, there were many identical
responses across the data material, interpreted as wikied copy-paste responses, which indicate a distance
and irony towards standardized democracy concepts. Consequently, democracy education is in a limbo
between standardization and fostering new dimensions, whereas the teachers’ tasks will be challenging in
providing democracy concepts born anew for the next generation.

Keywords: Democracy and citizenship education, democracy conception, comparative education, Ukraine,

Palestine, Norway

Introduction: The challenges of conceptualizing
democracy and the role of education

This article presents an international comparison of the conceptions of democracy among future teachers
in a pre-war context in Ukraine, in Palestine, and Norway. At this present moment, two of the participating
countries are at war. Global ideals have faced threats due to war and conflict all over the globe and even
within so-called stable democracies (Sant, 2019). Democracy represents a global hope and is considered a
premise for peaceful coexistence, sustainable development, and societal diversity (United Nations, 2022).
In the past decade, however, there has been a worldwide diversification of democracy and a so-called

“democratic recession” (Schulz et al., 2018, p. 199; Diamond, 2021; Economist Intelligence, 2023).

Education is considered to play a crucial role in securing the ideals of democracy at local, national, and
international levels (Council of Europe, 2022; Schulz et al., 2018). School authorities are not only supposed
to provide subject knowledge about democracy but carry a broader mandate to ensure that students
possess the attitudes, and skills necessary to become active democratic citizens. Higher education and
teacher education programs are expected to play a significant role in shaping democratic citizens, requiring
a high level of professional development and up-to-date conceptual knowledge (Biseth & Lyden, 2018;

Eriksen, 2018; Tierny, 2021).

Yet, the world-wide and largest study on democracy in education, the International Civic and Citizenship
Education Study (ICCS), displays a generally weak understanding of democracy and decreasing civic
engagement among young people (IEA, 2023; Storstad et al., 2023). These findings make a contrast to the
high standards of democracy as a central value for political stability and economic development. The results
raise questions about the usefulness of the standards and concepts of democracy communicated in

education today.
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3 Future teachers conceptualizing democracy

This study is a comparative case study exploring the future teachers’ own conception of democracy in
Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway, representing widely different contexts for democracy. Norway is one of
few countries in the world counted as a ’stable democracy’ (Stokke et al., 2019)* or a ’full democracy’
(Economist Intelligence, 2023). Ukraine is categorized as a "hybrid regime’, having oriented itself towards
Europe during the last decade. Yet now, during the present war, everything is put on hold and is under
martial law. Democracy in Palestine falls now under the category of 'hard autocracy’. Palestinian territories
have been split under different regimes of Fatah and Hamas, yet also the political system and elections
become paralyzed by Israeli interference with core infrastructure and occupation (Oppenheim, 2021; Tveit,

2023).

The three countries in this study make up a contrasting case between three countries of widely different
conditions for democracy development. They have one issue in common, though: they all have had a long-
standing commitment to a vision of democracy that puts steadfast hope in education and its potential for
developing democratic citizens (Ministry of Education [Palestine], 2017; Ministry of Education and Science
of Ukraine, 2017; The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2017). In times of decreasing
understanding of the democracy concept, studying future teachers’ expressions of democracy can be
critical. Their voices might reflect their own democratic experiences in school and society, their present

understanding, as well as mediating future hopes — or despairs about democracy.

On this background, the study aims to explore and compare the conceptualizations of democracy among
student teachers across three vastly different countries Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway. We seek to
establish a discussion about the possible shared challenges in promoting democracy in education. The
research question addressed in this article is therefore: How do future teachers in Ukraine, Palestine, and

Norway conceptualize democracy?

Theoretical underpinnings of democracy conceptions in
education

This study adheres to the field of Democracy and Citizenship Education (DCE). In education, democracy can
be described as a topic of teaching social science, comprising forms and developments of political systems,
laws, and regulations. However, a foundational thought in DCE establishes democracy as a more
foundational value and carries a broad societal mandate, whereas education contributes to the formation
of democratic citizens in and through education (Apple, 2004; Biesta, 2014; Dewey, 1916/1997;

Westheimer, 2015). By ‘formation’, DCE directs the focus on the school’s promotion of democratic citizens.

! See also the Democracy Matrix for ranking of democracies: www.democracymatrix.com/ranking
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Rather than seeing democracy as a typical subject knowledge in e.g., social science, democracy can be
viewed as a value and a general competence across school subjects, involving critical thinking, solidarity,
problem-solving, freedom of speech, diversity, tolerance, dialogue, etc. (Dewey, 1916/1997; 1980; Freire,
1996; Westheimer, 2015). Teaching about democracy as knowledge content alone will not fulfill the
democratic mandate in education. Instead, many representatives of DCE see democracy as a process,

whereas democracy is mediated in and through education (Biseth & Lyden, 2018).

However, the next question is how the normative ideals of democracy concepts should be implemented in
education. One significant measure is to establish democracy as a standardized and internationally
recognized knowledge content in education. Such standardization has been influential in the Reference
Framework of Competencies for a Democratic Culture in education (Council of Europe, 2022), as well as in
teacher education (Council of Europe, 2023). This framework offers a coherent and instrumental approach
and comprises teaching, learning, and assessment of four key competencies: knowledge and critical

understanding, values, attitudes, and skills.

However, other voices within DCE, such as those from the field of critical pedagogy, also argue that
democracy concepts cannot be implemented top-down (Dewey, 1980; Giroux & Giroux, 2008;
Mollenhauer, 1996). Values are not just delivered, they come into being through co-creation and lived
experience. Dewey (1980, p. 139) states that “In the hands of the students, democracy has to be born anew
every generation, and education is its midwife”. Democracy must be conceived of as an open-ended
concept, with education playing a transformative role (Freire, 1996; Gandin & Apple, 2002). By open-ended,
conceptualizations of democracy must be understood within the context of historical trends and can evolve
(Davies & Lundholm, 2011). According to such an approach, democracy cannot be acquired through the
"right’ teaching methods or as pre-defined content but must take the students’ voices and critical
perspectives into account. Democracy concepts are understood as social practices within a community, and
they do not have fixed, definitive meanings. The conceptualization of democracy, then, has a particular
interest, as the very content of democracy evolves through an examination of how it is articulated over
time and in different contexts (Biesta, 2014; Sant, 2019; Tgnder & Thomassen, 2005). Thus, critical
pedagogy maintains that the concepts of democracy draw upon historical, political, and material conditions
as well as discursive contexts. In this way, democracy is understood as a dynamic concept, and the

students’ own perceptions of democracy are of particular interest.

Within the DCE field, various empirical, qualitative studies explore how the democracy concept is defined
from typical everyday descriptions. Several studies categorize the conceptualizations as either ‘thin’ or
‘thick’ democracy concepts in education (e.g., Biseth & Lyden, 2018; Lambert, 2022; Mathé, 2016; Zyngier,

2016). A major finding in these empirical studies indicates a prevalent ‘thin’ understanding of democracy,
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focusing on the knowledge content related to elections, governmental systems, and aspects of a liberal
democracy. Many of these studies argue that there is a need for a ‘thick’ approach to democracy in
education that can promote the values and the transformative potential of democracy (Gandin & Apple,
2002). This present study seeks to move beyond the somewhat rough distinction between thin and thick,
for more elaborate empirical dimensions of the democracy concept. Exploring and comparing this
democracy concept among student teachers across three vastly different countries, Ukraine, Palestine, and

Norway, we seek to discuss contextual and shared challenges in promoting democracy in education.

Empirical contexts and research in pre-war Ukraine,
Palestine, and Norway

Over the past two decades, Ukraine has undergone significant societal changes as a post-Soviet country,
redirecting its focus toward the European community (Shyyan & Shyyan, 2023). Recent empirical research
in pre-war Ukraine has primarily pivoted around the challenges of implementing civic education within a
strong system of public education (e.g., Fediy et al., 2021). Several initiatives have developed national
programs for democratic schools, aiming to raise awareness of democracy (The European Wergeland
Center, 2021). However, until 2015, there was limited emphasis on aspects like active citizenship, personal
responsibility, civic participation, or tolerance towards other viewpoints, nations, ethnicities, and cultures

(Kovalchuk, 2015), leaving democracy education a relatively new field of research.

In 2017, the national curriculum in Ukraine introduced the promotion of civic competencies across all
subjects through the interdisciplinary theme of Civil Responsibility (Ministry of Education and Science of
Ukraine, 2017). Additionally, in 2019, an interdisciplinary subject titled “I explore the world” was
introduced based on dialogical learning methods (Andrusenko, 2019). Programs for implementing
democracy education in schools have gained significant international attention, drawing inspiration from
models proposed by the Council of Europe and the OECD’s 21%-century skills framework (Kolesnyk & Biseth,
2024; The European Wergeland Center, 2021).

Empirical research on democracy conceptions in Ukrainian education and teacher education is relatively
limited. However, a study by Matusevych and Kolesnyk (2019) indicates that while visions of democracy in
teacher education are strong, student teachers predominantly exhibit a focus on thin democracy concepts
related to teaching about government systems rather than value-based and thick democracy teaching.
Other recent studies in Ukrainian teacher education explore the use of dialogue and collaborative change

as a means of promoting democracy (Helskog, 2019; Matusevych & Kolesnyk, 2019).

In Palestine, education is significantly influenced by the ongoing conflict and the Israeli occupation. The

Ministry of Education in Palestine manages public schools, with international funding playing a crucial role
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in shaping education policy and teacher development projects (Itmazi & Khlaif, 2022). Democratic
citizenship is explicitly emphasized in the recent national curriculum for primary schools, aligning with
international standards (Ministry of Education [Palestine], 2017). Laws and regulations governing education
in Palestine, including teacher education, also emphasize democracy and democratization processes
(Ministry of Education [Palestine], 2017). However, the presentation of political participation and equality
principles and related explanatory concepts varies across subjects and lacks systematic integration. Civic,
Islamic, and Arabic subjects prioritize these principles to differing degrees, with Civic subjects having the
highest priority (Jalamna, 2016). Empirical studies are scarce on democracy in education and teacher
education, including studies on conceptualizations of democracy in Palestine. Nevertheless, as a country

under siege, issues of citizenship and human rights remain constant sources of attention (Hashweh, 2021).

Norway is widely recognized as one of the most stable democracies in the world (Freedom House, 2022)
with a robust public welfare society and educational system. Democracy and citizenship have played
central roles in Norwegian education throughout the last century, and recently, they have been introduced
as interdisciplinary topics to be integrated into all school subjects (The Norwegian Directorate for Education
and Training, 2017). Empirical studies on DCE have been conducted in Norwegian schools (e.g., Eriksen,
2018; Huang et al., 2016; Stray & Saetra, 2017), as well as in teacher education programs (e.g., Biseth &
Lyden, 2018; Mathé, 2016; 2019).

There are a few international comparative empirical studies on democracy in education. One example is
the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS), which conducts a comprehensive worldwide
survey every 7-8 years among 16-year-old students from 22 European countries and selected countries in
Asia and Latin America. The tendency from the ICCS 2016 and 2022 proves a significant decrease in the
understanding of concepts of democracy on a global basis (Schulz et al., 2018; 2022). Another smaller
comparative study is the Global Doing of Democracy Research Project (GDDRP), exploring the concept of
democracy among student teachers and educators in over 25 countries. The project examines perspectives
and perceptions of democracy in teacher education in various countries in Europe, Asia, Latin America and
Oceania (Zyngier et al., 2015). The project consists of nationally adjusted surveys and contains only a few
international comparative studies. Both ICCS and GDDRP studies have limited representation of East
European contexts (only one country), and Middle Eastern countries were not included in either of the
international comparisons. The present study aims to explore and compare democracy concepts among
future teachers across three vastly different countries of Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway, displaying

contextual and possible shared challenges in promoting democracy in education.
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Methods: A grounded theory approach to democracy
conceptualization

Given the varied practices of democracy and the apparent decline of democracy understandings, we seek
not top-down ‘checks’ about the correct understanding of democracy. Instead, assuming that democracy
also is lived practice (Dewey, 1916/1997), we take a grounded theory methodological approach (Charmaz
2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We aim to develop conceptual categories through grounded theory
analytical methods, then by comparing these categories' emphasis across the contexts of Ukraine,
Palestine, and Norway. A grounded theory approach is inherently inductive and forwards the idea that
society, reality, and self are constructed through interaction and rely on language and communication
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 7). Grounded theory is not a theory in the sense that it offers predefined categories of
what democracy is or should be. Neither is it theory-free, as it also rests on basic assumptions of
epistemology and how to acquire knowledge. Grounded theory is a methodological approach for a research
design facilitating the analysis of how democracy is formulated by the student teachers themselves and
analyzing the responses inductively. Thus, we seek to avoid predefined and fixed categories of democracy
conception and instead seek to explore its varied emphasis and interpretation across the contexts of

Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway.

This study has a comparative case design with the starting point in exploring the theoretical construct of
democracy (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). A comparative case study seeks to “disrupt dichotomies, static
categories, and taken-for-granted notions of what is going on” (Bartlett & Vavrus 2017, p. 10). Data were
collected from Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway. Using a purposeful, qualitative sampling strategy of
maximum variation (Patton, 1990, p. 172), we expected a rich variation of democracy definitions between
the countries and across teacher education programs in different regions in each country. Instead of
establishing comparisons as national or regional profiles, we sought democracy as a rich phenomenon
across sites (Bartlett & Vavrus 2017, p. 6), pursuing conceptual saturation rather than statistical

representativeness or generalization (Flyvbjerg, 2011).

In Ukraine, we obtained a sample of n=274 student teachers from 110 teacher education programs in
vocational teacher education colleges and universities. In Palestine, a sample of n=205 student teachers
were collected from six pedagogical universities that offered bachelor’s degrees, master’s degrees, or
diplomas in teaching. In Norway, a sample of n=140 student teachers were obtained from 18 teacher
education institutions. The students participated voluntarily and by invitation via email, distributed by the
administration of each teacher education program. The links in the email lead to survey forms where
name/email/other identity marks were anonymized; in Norway through the standard university

Nettskjema, and in Palestine and Ukraine through Google Forms.
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The study explores the written responses to one open-ended and qualitative question: “How do you define
democracy?” We intended to be clear and concise while leaving space for the student teachers to include
contextual differences. Using a structured content analysis (Silverman, 2016), we employed partly the
software NVivo and then Excel for qualitative coding. Thematic codes emerged when finding frequent
terms. For instance, terms like “decide”/“choose,” and “participate” could denote a general category of
“action.” These codes were then counted and presented in a table. The percentages were categorized into
four frequency groups. In Table 1, the first column shows a relative percentage adjusted to the number of
respondents in each country. The second column shows the qualitative description of emphasis and

distribution of the thematic codes, such as “little” or “notable” emphasis, marked with color markers.

Table 1. Relative emphasis of democracy concepts of analytical, relative percentage in each

country.
Relative percentage adjusted to the Qualitative description of the emphasis and
number of respondents in each country distribution of the thematic codes applied to
each country
0-5% Little
6-14 % Delimited

30 % and above High

None of the terms in the data material exceeded a 61 % frequency. We approach the responses cautiously,
seeing them as potential comprehensive and meaningful signifiers (Walton & Boon, 2014) of democracy as
a social practice. Even modest occurrences, such as 10 % of responses, may carry meaningful information.

Our approach to interpreting the data focuses on frequency but prefers a qualitative method rather than a
statistical one. In the results section, we show how student teachers emphasize democracy, categorized as

“little,” “delimited,” “notable,” and “high” emphasis.

During the analytical process, surprising findings emerged. The responses from Ukraine and Norway
displayed a significant number of more or less identical responses. This led us to recognize the need for a
second qualitative analysis of the extent and degree of these identical responses, delving into reflections

about the landscape surrounding it among future teachers.

Regarding concept validity, we emphasized formulating one single, concise, and straightforward question,
“How do you define democracy”? and thus minimize potential uncertainty for the informants and address
possible linguistic misunderstandings. The collected data in each country was translated into English by
native-speaking authors and professional English translation services. The interpretation of the data

underwent extensive collaborative discussions among all the authors in the light of possible Ukrainian,
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Palestinian, and Norwegian contexts, seeking valid interpretations and implications.

In the work for the replicability of the analysis, we employed an anonymized and collaborative coding
approach using shared Excel tables, whereas excerpts of the data material were collected, discussed, and
then assigned to an analytical code. All authors reviewed the coding process, ensuring transparency and
space for discussions and refinements. By utilizing a collaborative coding analysis, we aimed to enhance the
replicability of our study, enabling others to follow the same coding procedure and potentially achieve

comparable results across the data sets.

The study might be limited by the absence of regulated distribution across regions or teacher education
programs or a specification of the subject-specific backgrounds or ages of the respondents. While it is
unlikely that these factors resulted in a nonresponse error in a quantitative sense, they may be relevant for
a more comprehensive understanding of the findings (Mhajne et al., 2014). The study could have benefited
from additional qualitative questions or a contextual group interview to explore more elaborate definitions
and conceptualizations of democracy, along with examples from local or national contexts. Variations in
data collection periods may challenge the study’s external and temporal validity, raising concerns about
dataset relevance based on timing (Munger, 2019). Responses and findings could differ in contemporary
democratic contexts from the ongoing conflicts in Ukraine and Palestine. However, it’s crucial to note that
this qualitative study aims to capture democracy conceptions within a specific timeframe, primarily
representing pre-war contexts, that might embrace long-term cultural development for concepts such as

democracy.

The study obtained approval from the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research
(SIKT) as an anonymous questionnaire, not requiring the inclusion of identity, affiliation, or other sensitive
data. In the case of Ukraine and Palestine, where there is no specific quality assurance instance for
research, the same ethical guidelines for data management and privacy as the Norwegian study have been
applied. This ensures that data handling and privacy protection are approached consistently across all

countries involved in the study.

Results: Five dimensions of democracy concept and a
wikied response

In the following sections, we will outline the conceptualizations of democracy as defined by student
teachers in Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway. The findings do not mirror any pre-defined categories but show
a model of actual dimensions that the student teachers emphasized. First, we will present the various
dimensions of the content within the democracy concepts and highlight the emphasis placed on these

dimensions by student teachers in each country. In each section, we will briefly discuss the implications of
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the findings from Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway, offering insights into the understanding of democracy
within these contexts. Additionally, we will analyze the response mode, examining how the students

formulate their democracy concepts.

Exploring the dimensions of democracy conceptions of future teachers

The content analysis of the responses revealed five overarching dimensions of democracy. These
dimensions include student teachers’ own phrases describing democracy as a political system, democracy
as political culture, democracy as values, and democracy as actions. Actors were part of all the descriptions
and, therefore, made up a fifth dimension. In Figure 1, these dimensions are shown along with examples of

typical terms used by the student teachers:

Figure 1. A model of five dimensions of the democracy concept with frequent terms from the data
material

eGovernment of/rule
by the people
eElections/voting
*Representatives
ePolitical Regime

*Freedom of speech
*Rights

*Power

*Majority

Political Political
system culture

Actors
Individual/State

/Community

Actions Values

eDecide/choose

eHaving/giving an *Respect
opinion eEquality
eInfluence *Freedom

eParticipate *Rights

We will present and provide brief commentary on each dimension of the democracy concept, highlighting
how the respondents in each country emphasize different terms within these dimensions. We will also
discuss some of the variations observed between the countries. The degree of emphasis will be indicated

by relative frequency, categorized by color codes.
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Dimension 1: Democracy as a political system

The dimension of democracy as a political system appears in terms like ‘government of the people’/’rule by

the people’, ‘elections’, ‘voting’, ‘representatives’, and ‘political regime’.

Table 2. Central terms of democracy as a political system and their emphasis in Ukraine, Palestine,
and Norway

Central terms labelling democracy Emphasis among students

as a political system ‘ Little | Delimited | )\[si€]s] (50 [f4}

Ukraine Palestine Norway

Government by the people, rule by
the people

Government

Elections, voting

Representatives

Political regime _

Democracy as a political system is a prominent dimension in the definition of democracy among student

teachers in all three countries. The most used term in Norway and Ukraine is ‘government/rule by the
people’, which is mentioned by only a few Palestinian respondents. The term ‘government’ has a high
response rate across all countries. Ukrainian respondents specifically utilize the term ‘political regime’,
while its usage is comparatively lower in Norway and Palestine. Norwegian student teachers generally
employ a more varied and elaborate vocabulary for democracy as a political system than in Ukraine and

Palestine.

The differences observed in the emphasis on democracy as a political system among Norwegian, Ukrainian,
and Palestinian student teachers can be explained by historical and contextual factors to a certain degree.
As a long-standing independent country, Norway has a well-established governmental order that dates to
the Constitution of 1814. The Constitution has played a pivotal role for narrative of the creation of an
independent nation-state. Through the Constitution, important democratic laws and systems were also
initiated and gradually developed into what is now counted a stable and strong democracy. Norway now
displays a general high level of trust in its government and electoral processes (Freedom House, 2022).
These factors likely contribute to a strong emphasis of democracy as a political system among the

Norwegian student teachers.

On the other hand, Ukraine has experienced a more complex political landscape, characterized by hybrid
and fragile democracy systems. Nevertheless, democratic ideals are highly valued in Ukraine (President of
Ukraine, 2021). Despite the absence of parliamentary elections in Palestine since 2007, Palestinian

education laws and regulations acknowledge the need for systematic efforts in developing democracy

nordiccie.org NJCIE 2024, Vol. 8(3)


http://www.nordiccie.org/

Christensenetal. 12

(Ministry of Education [Palestine], 2017; Oppenheim, 2021). These contextual factors may contribute to the
emphasis placed by Ukrainian and Palestinian student teachers on democracy as a political system, even in

the face of challenges and limitations. While the historical, political, and contextual factors may explain the
variations in emphasis, it is important to note that democracy as a political system remains a significant

dimension in the conceptualization of democracy by student teachers in all three countries.

Dimension 2: Democracy as a political culture

Democracy as political culture encompasses key elements in the data material such as “freedom of

n u

speech,” “rights,” “power,” and “majority.” These terms exemplify the cultural aspects of democracy and

are the product of historical and cultural developments within society (Balkin, 2016).

Table 3. Central terms labelled democracy as culture and their emphasis in Ukraine, Palestine, and
Norway

Central terms labelling democracy Emphasis among students

as culture \ Little \ PEIUNEE I Notable | High

Ukraine Palestine Norway
Rights __
Power
Majority
Freedom of speech/expression

The three countries emphasize terms related to political culture in significantly different ways. In Palestine,

the most used terms in the entire Palestinian dataset are freedom of speech and freedom of expression,
along with mentions of rights. In the Norwegian dataset, there is a notable emphasis on rights, while a
notable part of Norwegian respondents stresses the term majority. Surprisingly, power and freedom of
speech/expression receive comparatively little attention. In Ukraine, the concept of democracy as a cultural

aspect is given little conceptual emphasis, except for the term power.

The Palestinians put strong emphasis on the cultural dimension and the term freedom of speech can be
attributed to their status under siege, strict surveillance, and the desire to be heard in the international
community. Additionally, Palestine demonstrates a generally high level of engagement in political
organizations (Oppenheim, 2021). The term rights also receives attention in the data material. In Norway,
the focus on majority may reflect a belief in the influence of citizens within a well-functioning political
system. As for Ukraine, the limited emphasis on rights or freedom of speech could be connected to its
history as a post-Soviet country with a history of authoritarian rule. However, the issue of power appears to

be important to a small number of students.
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Dimension 3: Democracy as a value

Democracy is also described as values by the informants and can be exemplified in terms like respect,

equality, freedom, and rights that, according to Franck (2020), are connected to democratic values.

Table 4: Central terms labeled democracy as values and their emphasis in Ukraine, Palestine, and
Norway

Central terms labelling democracy | Emphasis among students

as values ‘Little |Delimited Notable | High

Ukraine Palestine Norway

Freedom
Respect
Rights
Equality

Among Palestinian student teachers, the dimension of values stands out as the most prevalent and
elaborated aspect when defining democracy. More than half of Palestinian respondents mentioned the
term respect, highlighting its importance. The term freedom was also prominent, while rights and equality
remained notable themes. In Norway, there is a specific emphasis on the value dimension, particularly the
term rights. In comparison, the value dimension of democracy in Ukraine is relatively low compared to the

other two countries.

In Palestine, democracy appears to be less of a concept for a system and more of a deeply ingrained value,
representing assumptions, hopes, and formal values within the country’s education strategies (Ministry of
Education and Higher Education [Palestine], 2017). The values of freedom, respect, and rights are crucial
issues in Palestine’s occupation and conflict with Israel, and they serve as cornerstones for Palestine’s
legitimacy as a state and its international support from organizations such as the United Nations and major
global society organizations (e.g., the United Nations, 2022). The very existence of democracy then seems

to rest precisely on the ideas and values of freedom and human rights.

The emphasis on freedom and rights in the Norwegian results may reflect its position as one of the leading
countries in terms of freedom worldwide, often advocating for and taking pride in its role in promoting
human rights (Freedom House, 2022). However, concepts such as respect or equality are surprisingly not
established as integral components of democracy. Although the Ministry of Education in Ukraine also
highlights these values (Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, 2017), Ukrainian student teachers do
not appear to be particularly preoccupied with them. One possible explanation is that Ukrainian student
teachers may place more emphasis on individual opportunities rather than collective values and virtues

(Borysenko, 2017).
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Dimension 4: Democracy as actions

Respondents had several descriptions of actions and activities in their descriptions of democracy, labeled
"democracy as action’, which can be connected to Dewey’s elaborations of action in democracy education

(Dewey, 1916[1997], p. 88).

Table 5. Central terms labeled democracy as action, and their emphasis in Ukraine, Palestine, and
Norway

Central terms labeling democracy | Emphasis among students

as actions | Little | Delimited FTSEIE IR0

Ukraine Palestine

Influence* (influenced, influencing)
Opinion
Decide/choose (decision, decision-
making)

Among Norwegian student teachers, democracy as an active process has received significant attention.
Most students in Norway describe democracy as a means of making decisions or participating in decision-
making processes. Having influence and expressing one’s opinion are also notable aspects within the
Norwegian dataset. In Palestine, about a third of the student teachers emphasize the expression of their
own opinion, while being involved in decision-making holds some importance. Democracy receives minimal

attention in terms of actions among Ukrainian student teachers.

In Norway, there is a high emphasis on engagement in decision-making, influencing outcomes, and sharing
and expressing opinions are considered crucial actions within a democracy. While Norway has a
representative electoral system at the national level, local democracies provide children and young people
with numerous rights and opportunities through student councils and various political youth organizations,
and a focus on active citizen and student-centered learning in the Norwegian school curricula throughout
the last century (Lgvlie, 2022). Among Palestinian student teachers, there is a notable emphasis on
expressing opinions, which aligns with their active participation in political grassroots movements (Mhjane,
2017). In Ukraine, the repertoire for democratic action receives minimal emphasis. This could be attributed
to the prevalence of corruption, which appears to engender passivity and hopelessness among young
people (Vollmer & Malynovska, 2016). The passivity of Ukrainian youth has been a longstanding issue for
the Ukrainian state, characterized by low civic and political activity and limited access. Post-Soviet values
and a lack of trust in state institutions remain significant challenges for youth participation and civic

engagement in Ukraine (Council of Europe, 2019).
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Dimension 5: Democracy actors

The descriptions of democracy also encompass the identification of responsible and active participants.
This aspect forms the dimension of ‘"democracy actors’, which includes descriptions of the individual, the
state, and the community. This dimension provides insights into the diverse forms and conditions of

democracy while also serving as an indicator of student agency (Biesta, 2011).

Table 6. Central terms labeled ‘democracy actors’ and their emphasis in Ukraine, Norway, and
Palestine

Central terms labelling democracy | Emphasis among students (in %)
actors ‘ Little ‘ Delimited [)\[1= 10Nl IT-0)

Ukraine Palestine Norway

Individual/self
State
Community

In the Ukrainian data material, the most prevalent actor mentioned is the state, which is a huge contrast to
the almost absent mentions in Palestine and Norway. In Palestine, the individual or self was mentioned in
19% of responses, indicating a stronger focus on individual agency. In contrast, there is little emphasis on

actors as such in the Norwegian data.

The dominance of the state as an actor in the Ukrainian sample can be explained by its historical context as
a former Soviet state and its association with a subdued, collectivist, and communist culture. Additionally,
the state plays a significant role in recent civic and patriotic movements (Shore, 2018). However, it is
important to note that Ukrainian culture has historically been considered individualistic and independent

(Borysenko, 2017, p. 60), although this aspect does not appear prominently in the current data material.

The emphasis on the individual among Palestinian student teachers is indeed surprising, considering that
Arab culture is generally regarded as more collectivist than individualistic (Weishut, 2020, p. 93). However,
one could interpret the results as an expression of individual responsibility or individual agency. This may
be influenced by the perceived inefficiency of governmental parties and the increasing grassroots activism

within Palestine (Weishut, 2020).

On the other hand, Norwegian student teachers do not place particular emphasis on any specific actor. One
could possibly infer that Norwegian students do not strongly advocate for any predefined role in terms of
either the community or the individual. Alternatively, they may present more objectified notions of

democracy.
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A discouraging finding: The wikied turn of the democracy concept

When exploring the democracy conceptualization among student teachers, a discouraging finding was
revealed in the process, that might raise doubts about the former findings: It was observed that many of
the students tend to give identical, or maybe duplicated responses, particularly evident in the Ukrainian
dataset. Many of the Ukrainian responses are identical, with some variations. The question “How do you
define democracy?” seems to generate two types of identical answers among the 274 Ukrainian

informants:

1. “The political regime in which the people are recognized as the only source of power in the state”, is a
response from a total of 30 Ukrainian student teachers.

2. Democracy is also defined as “the form of the political organization of society, characterized by the
participation of the people in the management of the state” by a total of 31 Ukrainian respondents.

Only a few answered more individually, making up exceptions to the general tendency: Democracy is “...
your own thoughts [...] expression, feeling comfortable in the environment we are in, respect, and mutual

understanding”.

However, it should be noted that the tendency to provide standardized responses may also be present
among Norwegian students. They often offer brief and automated descriptions of democracy, with the
phrase “Government by the people” appearing 35 times and accounting for one-fourth of the responses.
Many of these responses lack further explanation or elaboration. In contrast, Palestinian student teachers
do not provide standardized responses and tend to offer more diverse and freely defined descriptions of

democracy.

This observation suggests a tendency towards a ’copy-paste’ practice in conceptualizing democracy,
resulting in what can be referred to as wikied responses. In the following section, we will reflect upon these
discouraging responses along with the dimensions of democracy and discuss some conditions for the

democracy concept in the field of DCE.

Challenging democracy education in times of democratic
recession

In this article, we have explored how future teachers in Ukraine, Palestine, and Norway conceptualize
democracy. The present study aims to explore and compare democracy concepts among future teachers
across three vastly different countries, displaying contextual and possible shared challenges in promoting
democracy in education. The recent development of the war in Ukraine and Palestine creates difficulties in
even speaking about democracy. Yet, the decline of democracy and increasing political tensions and wars

place additional pressure on institutions like education as a space for developing democracy in
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safeguarding peace and stability.

The analysis shows the emergence of five distinct dimensions of the democracy concept, namely 1) political
system, 2) political culture, 3) values, 4) actions, and 5) involved and responsible actors. An overall, and less
surprising finding across the three countries is a general emphasis on democracy as a governmental system.
The study shows also national variations, whereas Ukrainian student teachers predominantly describe
democracy as a political system and emphasize power and highlight the state as the major actor of
democracy. Palestinian student teachers place a strong emphasis on democracy as sets of values and a
political cultural concept, highlighting values such as freedom, respect, equality, and freedom of speech.
They consider the individual, not the state or the society, as a major actor. Many Norwegian student
teachers express varied conceptions of democracy, with a particular focus on democracy as a political

system and underline the concept of democracy in terms of actions and participation.

Despite the emergence of new dimensions in the democracy concept, the study also uncovers a highly
problematic and ironic finding in Ukraine and Norway: a significant number of future teachers provide
identical, copy-paste formulations. We refer to these findings as wikied responses. On the one hand, one
could conclude that the findings would undermine the trustworthiness of the data. The very findings in this
present study both confirm and challenge former studies. The respondents in this present study emphasize
democracy as knowledge about governmental systems, showing a similar thin understanding of democracy
in education (Biesta, 2014; Biseth & Lyden, 2018; Mathé, 2016; Matusevych & Kolesnyk, 2019; Zyngier et
al., 2015). Many former studies in DCE describe the core challenge of a weak and so-called thin
understanding of democracy in school. The repeated and identical wikied responses in this study can
reinforce the impression that democracy is understood as a thin democracy concept. A thin understanding
of democracy can have problematic consequences, such as reinforcing reproductive learning patterns
(Montuori, 2012), detaching democracy from its context (Gandin & Apple, 2002), and hindering the

development of student agency (Biesta, 2014).

However, there are reasons to problematize the possible discouragements of this present study. The
grounded theory analysis displays democracy as a multidimensional concept. It indicates the existence of
alternative versions of the concept of democracy. The findings are not only evaluated as thin and a lack of
fulfilling standards (Tgnder & Thomassen, 2005) but might work to establish nuanced additions to the
concept. For example, Palestinian student teachers place a strong emphasis on values in education,
representing an explicit thick approach to the democracy concept. Terms like freedom of expression do not
only describe the ideal of democracy but also reflect the daily challenges and tensions they face, whereas
the lack of freedom of expression is prevalent. The Norwegian student teachers emphasize democracy as

actions, providing a nuanced perspective that challenges previous notions of a thin democracy
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conceptualization among Norwegian student teachers.

The seemingly disappointing wikied and copy-paste responses in Ukraine and Norway also offer an
intriguing insight: What if these responses communicate more than passive repetitions? Perhaps these
students perceive democracy as what Laclau and Mouffe (1985/2014) would describe as an empty
signifier—a symbol that has lost its meaning but remains impossible to define, defend, or develop. The
repetition and copy-pasting can be interpreted as discursive nodal points (Jacobs & Tschotschel, 2019) of a
democracy that does not work. The wikied responses could be seen as a subversion, where student
teachers mock, invert, and highlight the irony of established and non-working standardized democracy

ideals.

Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) describe comparative case studies as a means of producing a “sense of shared
place, purpose or identity with regard to the central phenomenon” (p. 10). Handling the concept of
democracy in education has turned out to represent a dual and shared challenge: balancing democracy as a
standardized definition, while also stirring the critical voices of students. In times of a democratic recession,
it may seem like settled definitions and even standardized international frameworks fail. Therefore, this
paper might represent a call for studies that explore bottom-up and open-ended definitions of democracy
further (Ténder & Thomassen, 2005). Open-ended conceptions, however, do not mean that anything goes.
This study represents a case for diversified conceptions of democracy, taking in its failures, weaknesses,
and otherings. There is a need for more elaborate studies to support future teachers in exploring new

concepts of democracy, as their tasks as midwives for future democracy are anything but simple.
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