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Age is foolish and forgetful when it underestimates youth.  

J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, 2005 
 

In a strong democratic perspective, knowledge and quest for knowledge tend to 
follow rather than precede political engagement:  give people some significant 
power and they quickly appreciate the need for knowledge, but first foist knowledge 
upon them without giving them responsibility and they will display only 
indifference. 

Benjamin Barber – American political theorist 
 
If youth is so powerful, why are young people apparently turning off our democratic institutions in 
droves?  The numbers show that fewer and fewer young people are voting in Canada – one of the 
processes by which they could exert their power.  If Benjamin Barber is correct, it’s no wonder 
young people are disengaging from the democratic process.  They are rarely engaged or considered 
by politicians or policy makers.  In turn their thirst for knowledge about democratic institutions and 
their interest and capacity to exercise their rights and responsibilities as citizens is drying up. 
 
Prompted by concerns about this perceived democratic malaise, Canadian Policy Research 
Networks (CPRN) brought together 144 randomly recruited young people (ages 18-25) from 
across the country to discuss their ideas about the kind of Canada they want, what choices and 
trade-offs they are prepared to make as citizens and what others need to do to make their vision 
happen.  
 
It was clear that these young Canadians aren’t disinterested – but feel disengaged from 
democratic institutions and practices.  In their three-and-a-half days together they participated in 
a dialogue where they learned from each other and deliberated on four issues especially 
important to them:  learning, work, health and environment.  They also talked about democracy 
in Canada and how our institutions need to change to better support them and people of all ages 
in becoming active citizens.  For them this means an education system that places a stronger 
emphasis on public issues throughout students’ school experience, to develop their critical 
thinking skills and the capacity to engage with others in their social and democratic institutions. 
 
The workbooks prepared for the participants are written in a style appealing to young people.  
Several teachers have told us that they have found these documents to be very useful tools for 
their civics classes.  Encouraged by this response, we want to share them more broadly with 
teachers across the country.  We hope you find them useful in your important work to inform 
young Canadians and prepare them to become active citizens.   
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Workbook 
 
Section 1:  Background – How We Govern Ourselves in Canada 
www.cprn.org/doc.cfm?doc=1345&l=en 
 
In preparing for the dialogue, CPRN asked young people what issues they wanted to discuss, and 
how we could support them in those discussions.  They told us they need to have a better 
understanding of what government does and how it works.  Acting on their advice, we prepared a 
workbook that provides: 
• a factual snapshot of Canada and some of its strength and challenges;  
• an overview of how Canadians govern themselves, including the policy process, roles of 

government, business, communities and individuals; and 
• discusses some of the cracks in our democratic foundation.   
 
Section 2:  Dialogue Issues – Understanding, Deliberating and Making Choices 
www.cprn.org/doc.cfm?doc=1351&l=en 
 
This part of the workbook offers a model for a classroom dialogue to help students think through 
some specific challenges they face as Canadians, in four areas young people have identified as 
particularly important to them – learning, work, health and environment.  The workbook 
provides factual information on each policy area and different values based options for addressing 
them, outlining advantages and disadvantages for each.  You may wish to have students work 
through the issues in their classes, and compare their results with those of the young people who 
participated in the National Dialogue and Summit – Engaging Young Canadians.  The reports on 
the results of the Dialogue are in themselves useful learning tools and can be found at 
www.cprn.org/doc.cfm?doc=1415&l=en. 
 
A Note on Deliberative Dialogue 
 
Deliberative Dialogue for Public Policy Decisions: Finding Common Ground, Making 
Tough Choices 
 

[Dialogue] promotes the legitimacy of public decisions, encourages public 
spirited perspectives on public issues, promotes mutually respected decision-
making processes and helps to correct mistakes.1 

 
Deliberative dialogue refers to face to face methods of public interaction in which groups of 
diverse individuals share and weigh ideas and opinions about different public issues.  The term 
deliberation refers to the act of considering different points of view and coming to a reasoned 
decision.  Collective problem-solving is considered to be a critical element of deliberation – 
allowing individuals with different backgrounds, interests and values to listen, understand, 
potentially persuade and ultimately come to reasoned, informed and public-spirited decisions.  
Consensus may or may not emerge, but deliberative dialogue should result in people coming to a 
deeper understanding of the complexities of an issue and reaching an informed opinion.  

                                                 
1 Gutmann, Amy, and Dennis Thompson.  2004.  Why Deliberative Democracy?  Princeton University Press.  Pages 10-12. 
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Deliberative dialogue differs from traditional consultations and focus groups which elicit ‘raw’ 
or uninformed opinions from the public and offer little space for interactive discussion.  It also 
differs from public opinion research (polls and surveys) which take a snapshot of public opinions 
without giving people the opportunity to learn and think deeply about the issues.2 
 
Good deliberative dialogue serves as a catalyst for improved civic literacy.  By supporting 
people to learn about and think through policy choices together, they are able to bring a more 
collective orientation to public issues; better understand the broader implications of those 
choices; and grasp how their personal choices and actions influence the successful development 
and implementation of policies.  This is vital in many areas in the public domain where citizen 
cooperation and action is required – such as protecting the environment, maintaining personal 
health or voting. 
 
We hope you find these tools useful and we welcome your feedback.  You can reach us at 
jwatling@cprn.org and mmackinnon@cprn.org. 
 
 

                                                 
2 This definition draws from SEDL’s (Southwest Educational Development Laboratory) materials, Daniel 

Yankelovich’s writings on the subject and CPRN’s work on deliberative dialogue. 


