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What is an
Educated Canadian?
JOHN R. WIENS AND DAVID COULTER

request for everyone to think of someone they considered
“educated”, followed by a time when everyone shared
responses within a small group. From these individual
“stories” the groups chose one or two to share with the
entire group. Most of the “educated” people chosen were
family members, friends and close acquaintances; for
example, one group of six identified two grandmothers, a
husband, a father, a son and a sister. It became increasing-
ly clear, as all groups reported back, that our concepts of
education, while differing in some very real senses, had
some striking and often unexpected similarities. Very little
mention was made of formal schooling. The conversation
was dominated by descriptors like respectful, courageous,
empathetic, critical, knowledgeable, open and humble, as
well as by the dawning realization that none of these peo-
ple would, in fact, consider themselves as yet educated.
Probably the most frequently used word was wise. What
was astounding to some was how common our under-
standings about what it meant to be educated were –
derived as they were from personal and individualistic
experiences and perspectives. What was notably reassuring
and affirming about this exercise was the enthusiasm and
thoughtfulness that accompanied it and the enjoyment
that seemed to permeate it.

As we reflected on the conversations and reports that we,
as leaders and participants, have often engaged in previous-
ly (but usually with less diverse groups), we were encour-
aged not only by the efforts to achieve common ground,
but also by the common language and vocabulary that
seemed to rise effortlessly from the groups. There was no
talk of the privilege, advantage or entitlement so often
associated with schooling. There was no talk of exclusion

What could possibly compel 100 people from very different
walks of life from all parts of Canada to gather in
Vancouver in the middle of winter? They were Canadians –
young and older; female and male; Aboriginal and visible
minority; policy makers (elected and non-elected); business
leaders; academics; not-for-profit volunteers; public ser-
vants; teachers and students; artists and plumbers; poor
and rich – it’s hard to imagine a more diverse group agree-
ing to spend two days together. What had they agreed to
do? They were gathered to discuss the question, “What
is an educated Canadian?” They had been invited by the
Canadian Education Association (CEA) to consider, from
the vantage point of being Canadian, what it meant to
be an “educated person”, and they took to the task enthu-
siastically. 

CEA, in formulating this question and in conceptualiz-
ing a Canadian dialogue on education, had in mind an open
and unconstrained look at one of the most fundamental
human questions: how do we help our children, each other
and ourselves to lead better, more worthwhile lives? The
planners recognized that the answers to this question can-
not be addressed without the participation of others, nor
can worthwhile lives be determined for others. The question
of what it means to be educated in a democracy extends no
preferential status or privilege to any individual or group.
Put this way, the meaning of education is too important to
be left in the hands of some “stakeholder” group or groups
to define and enact. In Canada, everyone has a legitimate
interest in defining and pursuing education, that is, in
refining our understandings about what it means to live
good lives and continually strive to lead better lives.

The “good and worthwhile life” dialogue began with the
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only our common language and common vocabulary but
also our will to maintain a common space.

In retrospect, perhaps we needed to spend more time
reminding ourselves of the threats to democratic spaces
posed by our institutional identities. For example, systems
reinforce hierarchy, power differentials and regulatory
arrangements that predetermine people’s places, create
barriers that emphasize differences and establish distance
between people. Too often, contemporary systems focus on
winners and losers; on credit and blame as if credit is in
limited supply; on advantage and privilege as if entitlement
accrues naturally or deservedly to some and not to others.
When we believe these arrangements are necessary, practi-
cal and inevitable, we stifle the human imagination and
thwart human possibility. 

Where might we have gone if our conversations had con-
tinued as they began? We will never know, but in the many
groups we have worked with on the question of the educat-
ed person, several general, albeit abstract, perspectives have
been achieved:
• as Canadians we are very fortunate to live in a country

where our political futures are not pre-determined by
either autocratic edict or meritocratic judgment; in
other words we can engage freely and without fear or
overt prejudice in our own affairs and in the affairs of
our communities, our country and even beyond;

• education is first and foremost about preparing our chil-
dren for democratic participation and about assisting
each other in providing opportunities and support for
democratic participation;

• we owe it to ourselves, our communities, and our world to
prepare our children for human freedom, and our respon-
sibility for achievement of that human ideal is commen-
surate with our individual and collective circumstances,
that is, ability and opportunity to contribute; and,

• in a global context, all democratic countries and all peo-

or exclusivity. Conversely, there was a great deal of discus-
sion about acceptance, inclusivity, private obligation, and
public responsibility. Telling our stories had created a pub-
lic space where our personal biases and differences, our
institutional affiliations and loyalties, and our private fears
and societal anxieties were somewhat set aside to consider
what made us the same, what inextricably bound each of us
to others. Education was not only preparing to live the
worthwhile life individually and collectively, the good life
was educational and educative in our most complete
understandings of the concept. We were reminded of Jean
Behtke Elstain’s words:

Education is always cast as the means whereby some, or all, cit-
izens of a particular society get their bearings and learn to live
with one another. Education always reflects a society’s views of
what is excellent, worthy, necessary. The reflections are not cast
in concrete, like so many foundation stances; rather they are
ongoing refracted and reshaped as definitions, meanings and
purposes change through democratic contestation.1

However, this almost euphoric moment either could not
be sustained or was sidetracked as we continued to delve
deeper into the focal question of what it meant to be an
educated Canadian, and, in retrospect we are reminded of
Hannah Arendt’s caution: 

To preserve the world against the mortality of its creators and
inhabitants it must constantly be set right anew. The problem is
simply to educate in such a way that a setting right remains actu-
ally possible, even though it can, of course, never be assured.2

This “education” stuff is hard work, and there are no
guarantees. In today’s world it is difficult to stick with the
task of constantly setting right anew; the path is not clear
and the ends are elusive. We have dispositions and loyalties
– even insecurities – that make the educational commit-
ments to democratic contestation difficult and improba-
ble, even rare. We find it hard to do what we need to do
when we wish to engage in true dialogue, that is, leave at
the door those things that will cause us to stumble. 

Thus, in spite of our initial commitments to maintain a
dialogical space, we slipped – aided by our institutional
identities – into ever more monological spaces. In short, we
began to talk about education from our positions as
CEO’s, union members, advocates of various others – that
is, to talk from what we were rather than who we were. It
seemed so natural, so familiar, so comfortable, so right
and, indeed it was because, to some extent, our world is
arranged and our relationships are determined by our insti-
tutional roles. However, at this point we lost, it seemed, not
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EN BREF « Qu’est-ce qu’un Canadien instruit? » Voilà la question sur laquelle
s’est penché un groupe diversifié de personnes qui s’est réuni à Vancouver. Il a
été surprenant de constater à quel point nos idées sur ce que signifie le fait
d’être instruit convergent. Il a été très peu question d’études formelles, le mot «
sagesse » étant sans doute celui qui revenait le plus souvent dans toutes les
interventions. Au début, nous avons beaucoup parlé d’acceptation, d’inclusion,
d’obligation personnelle et de responsabilité publique. Puis, au fur et à mesure
que la conversation progressait, nous avons commencé à parler de l’éducation
du point de vue de nos perspectives respectives de dirigeants, de syndicalistes,
et de défenseurs de divers groupes d’intérêt; autrement dit, nous avons petit à
petit repris nos rôles institutionnels. Néanmoins, l’événement a permis de jeter
les bases d’un terrain d’entente. Il s’agit d’une conversation à poursuivre.

         



ples and people in democratic countries are somewhat
implicated in all that is meaningful, worthwhile and use-
ful in the world, as well as in everything that is not.
It is at this point – preferably only after agreement on

something like the “common ground” of the above has
been achieved – that we encourage people to consider what
these human perspectives might look like in institutional
policy and practice, sometimes to the point of questioning
the very purposes and/or existence of the institutional
arrangements within which they live, work and learn. The
capacity to consider these arrangements with honesty and
integrity – asking whether they contribute to a worthwhile
life for individuals with a view to a worthwhile lives for all
– seems like an essential next step.

Our experience with the educated Canadian dialogue
reminds us yet again of the fragility of any attempt to cre-
ate respectful democratic public dialogue in a world where
people so often identify themselves by what they do rather
than who they are. Generating, however ephemerally and
imperfectly, “islands of freedom” where people genuinely
listen to and learn from one another is the kind of educa-
tional responsibility that we neglect to the peril of our
children. H
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I’m AliveI’m Alive

when I smell the fresh scent of rain on hot pavement, I know my
Consciousness has kicked in
and I feel the sun on my back and,
touch the smooth, warm cheek of an Appaloosa called 
Promise.
I can feel the freezing Chinook filled water of the 
Tsolum River
and my breath slowing, ‘til 
I can’t move anymore, my muscles tense.
Then
I can taste the soothing flavour of
A liquid chocolate delicacy
and the sweet puffiness of a marshmallow floating,
and decaying slowly
in rich, milky, 
delight
muscles relaxing
When I hear a bird chirping a 
greeting to the brilliant morning sun.
I hear my second cousin, twice removed
singing of the day she walked off the edge 
of the earth
and other nonsense like that,
the happiness of youth
spreading itself
thinner and thinner on the 
Toast of life
Almost forgotten
And, still…

I’m Alive
today, and until the end
when the 
three little pigs are 
Just a 
memory of
what was 
and the 
Appaloosa died,
poor him,
but I’m
Alive

Brett Yerex

G.P. Vanier Secondary School

Courtenay, British Columbia
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