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Abstract

As teaching assistant  and teacher-candidate  in  a Montreal  teacher-training program,  we 

undertook a qualitative approach of narrative inquiry with seven teacher candidates and the 

professor of a Multicultural Education course to examine how Québec’s distinct society 

identity interacted with the course objectives. The reasonable accommodation debates on 

how  best  to  integrate  Québec  immigrants  into  a  society  steeped  in  distinct  society 

narratives was the backdrop to both the course and the research. This article contributes to 

the growing research on how teacher candidates negotiate multicultural education program 

objectives.  Based on our analysis of two participant’s interviews we advocate for a more 

context-based  approach  with  course  content  specific  to  the  distinct  society  element  in 

multicultural courses. 
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1. Introduction

Canada is a country whose national identity is steeped in multiculturalism, Québéc’s 

official distinct society status aims to preserve Québécois culture and language, and 

Montréal is a burgeoning cosmopolitan site of multicultural immigration in Québec. Our 

impetus for writing the article came from our experiences, one as a teaching assistant and 

one as a student, in an undergraduate Multicultural Education course in the winter of 2007 

at McGill University.  As a result of a contingent of students from a Francophone 

university, our class was a fairly even mix of Francophone and Anglophone linguistic and 

cultural backgrounds.  The gamut of student identities ran from students who identified as 

Québécois de souche (old stock) or pure laine (pure wool) to international students who 

felt little ties to the debates of Canadian and Québécois multiculturalism.  During the 

course we noted how students either seemed to resist, reject, or embrace the concepts 

brought up in this critical teaching of multicultural education. This is notable but in no way 

exceptional to a multicultural education course.  What we find remarkable about this 

resistance and rejection was its complex relationship to the Québécois narrative of a 

cultural, linguistic, and political identity. We explore if there is something distinctly 

Québécois to this resistance to multiculturalism through interviewing students and the 

professor.

Many North American teacher-training programs include a Multicultural Education 

or Diversity course to prepare teacher-candidates for diverse classrooms, while opening a 

space where they can reflect upon their own concepts of diversity. The ubiquitous presence 

of Multicultural Education in teaching programs has led to research on various tensions 

arising from its intended instructional results. Most research from the United States focuses 

on resistance techniques commonly employed by white pre-service teachers destined to 

teach diverse classrooms (Lowenstein 2009; Macintosh 1990; McIntyre 1997; Rodriguez 
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2009; Sleeter 2001, 2004; Howard 2003). From a Canadian perspective, Carr and Lund 

(2007) examine Anglophone whiteness in education. There are similarities with the tension 

we encountered in our Montreal setting and the resistance of white teachers elsewhere, such 

as switching the discussion focus from systemic racism to individual circumstances of class 

or gender (Gay and Kirkland 2003).  However, an analysis of two teacher-candidate’s 

interviews uncovered their interpretations of Québec’s distinct society identity, which 

complicated their negotiations of the McGill University Multicultural Education course 

objectives. We explore if the resistance to multiculturalism is distinctly Québécois or if the 

resistance is common to majority groups in a minority position. Our article adds to the 

growing body of Multicultural Education research by showing how local narratives, such as 

Québec’s distinct society status, call for an allowance of the many local ways whiteness is 

broadcast in North America. In this way we address Lowenstein’s (2009) call for a de-

homogenization of white pre-service teachers as a “monolithic group” by depicting 

whiteness as enacted in the socio-political context of Francophone Québécois pre-service 

teachers (164). Although scholars are more interested in general trends and their 

relationships to larger social and cultural developments (Schloss 2009, 131), attention to 

local practices can lead to fine tuning multicultural education course objectives to local 

narratives. 

Multicultural education in unreasonable times

This is a unique time of re-imagining ourselves and our Others in the Québec narrative 

(Letourneau 1989, 2004). As one participant, Marie, quipped: “You know, of course, it 

takes a crisis to evolve into something else. What this something else will be, I don’t 

know.” From March 2006 to June 2007 Reasonable Accommodation was a frequent and 

popular headline, coming to be associated with the grey area between the rights of the 

collective Québécois and the rights of the individual immigrant. As a matter of law, 
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reasonable accommodation neutralizes indirect discrimination resulting from an inflexible 

application of an institutional standard, which in turn infringes on individual rights to 

equality (Bouchard and Taylor 2008). Generally, the concept of reasonable accommodation 

extends beyond the legal definition to include “all forms of arrangements allowed by 

managers in public or private institutions in respect of students, patients, customers and so 

on” (7). The media frenzy fed off a series of events that occurred in and around Montréal. 

These included the installation of frosted windows at a YMCA so that a facing Hasidic 

congregation would not see women exercising (Ferguson 2007), the adoption of 

Herouxville’s Code of Conduct limiting immigrants’ rights such as wearing religious 

garments (Bruemmer and Dougherty 2007), and food and prayer accommodations made for 

a Muslim group at the Mont Saint-Grégoire cabane à sucre (sugarhouse) (Bouchard and 

Taylor 2008). The Québec government institutionalized these debates with the Commission 

de consultation sur les pratiques d’accommodement reliées aux différences culturelles that 

came to be known as the Bouchard-Taylor Commission, whose mandate included the 

“formulation of recommendations to the government to ensure accommodation practices 

conform to the values of Québec society as a pluralistic, democratic, egalitarian society” 

(7).

Our paper raises the reasonable accommodation debate primarily as a backdrop for 

both the Multicultural Education course and our participant interviews, which occurred in 

Fall 2007. This backdrop will be especially relevant when considering the resistance of 

course content described by Marie who self-identified as Québecois de souche (old stock)  

(i). It is essential to note the debate because it speaks to the climate of tension and change 

within Québec that made itself visible in the course and throughout the interviews. The 

objective for our research was to investigate the atmosphere we experienced in an 

undergraduate Multicultural Education course in Winter 2007 at McGill University, one as 
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a teaching assistant and one as a student. Our unique researcher position addresses Sleeter’s 

(2001) suggestion that since most research on pre-service preparation for multicultural 

education is written by the course instructors themselves, there may be a bias toward 

highlighting the successes of their courses instead of examining what may not have 

worked. 

To satisfy the pedagogical support requirements, the McGill teacher-training 

program offers a choice between two complementary courses: Multicultural Education or 

First Nations and Inuit Education. The class under discussion was a fairly even mix of 

Francophone and Anglophone linguistic and cultural backgrounds and included 

international students who felt few ties to the debates of Canadian and Québécois 

multiculturalism. The course was designed to engage the students in a critical 

understanding of multicultural education. This is evident from the inclusion of critical 

pedagogy and multiculturalism texts, as well as the professor’s assignments and approach. 

In an interview she gives weight to:

 …how we can best make sense of living across differences so there’s an emphasis on 
[social differences and how they operate]... Everyone has to come to grips with what 
it means to be privileged and the limits of individual rights and group rights and the 
importance of those and negotiating all of that.

2. The Participants

In October 2007, we conducted seven one-on-one audio taped interviews. Despite the 

passage of time, the participants’ had little trouble recounting their stories of the 

Multicultural Education course. This article discusses two participants chosen, not because 

they were more important than the remaining participants but because they capture 

moments of resistance joined to Québec’s distinct society. Two considerations guided the 

approach for participation in the hour-long interviews: the level of engagement observable 

through course involvement or in conversations outside the lecture hall, and the unique 

perspective the participant brought to the project.  We approached fifteen students; as a 
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result of availability and interest the demographics were not as diverse as initially 

anticipated. The following unites the group: all are Montréalers who experienced the 

immediate effects of the Quiet Revolution (ii), lived through Bill 101 (iii), and were the first 

generation to be educated based on Québec’s intercultural education policies. 

3. Two participants negotiating multiculturalism, interculturalism, and their own 
Québécois narratives

Sofia: Whiteness and Quebequicite

Much literature focuses on white students’ reception of multicultural education; Sleeter 

(2001) refers to this as the “overwhelming whiteness” of research in the field.  Not all the 

participants identified as white but part of our research addresses white resistance. In 

Québec, whiteness is imbued with different dimensions and meanings. Although 

comparable to North American whiteness, making meaning of whiteness in Québec must 

be distinguished to understand Québec whiteness. Sofia exemplifies the complexities of 

whiteness in a multicultural education course and also of whiteness in Québec. Growing up 

as a first generation Greek immigrant in a historically multicultural and working class 

Montréal neighbourhood, Sofia takes noticeable pride in her neighbourhood roots. She 

attributes her openness to critical multicultural education to both her and her non-white 

friends’ neighbourhood experiences. 

In the lecture hall, Sofia felt as though her whiteness somehow worked against her 

when she voiced opinions on racism:  “…some people don’t know my background…like 

[if] I do speak about something, I don’t know like race, and they’d be like okay ‘who the 

hell are you? You’re just a white girl.’ This is a frustrating position for Sofia who does not 

even consider herself as a ‘white girl,’ but as a Greek immigrant. Sofia does not see herself 

as white because to her whiteness is associated with cultural, political, and economic power 

– all of which do not apply to her Montreal experience as a working class Greek-Canadian. 
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Consequently, before she ever enrolled in the course, her lived experience had already 

alerted her to some of the critical concepts raised in the course. So her visibility as a ‘white 

girl’ is incompatible with how she sees herself. 

Marie: Negotiating a nationalist and pluralist Québécois identity

Bouchard and Taylor (2008) explain “it is not always easy for Quebecers of French-

Canadian descent to reconcile their double status as members of a majority in Québec and 

members of a minority in Canada and North America. It is a difficult apprenticeship that 

began in the 1960s and, which obviously, is not over” (75).  

For Marie a distinct society contains two populations:

I guess bottom line it comes down to Québécois de souche and those who were born in 
Québec but from French ancestors I guess what it would be I suppose….I consider people 
who have moved into Québec, Québécois, that’s why I have to say Québécois de souche…or 
Québécois as a distinct society.

 
In two sentences she conjures up both the melancholy and the cosmopolitan discourses: 

“Um, the thing is that Québécois de souche didn’t create ghettos because we were 

everywhere. Then people from a lot of places in the world came into Montréal because I 

guess it’s the most welcoming place in Québec for them and that’s alright.” Marie explores 

the dilemma posed by her double status as a member of the Québec majority and as a 

member of the minority in North America. “What I’m saying is that the Québécois de 

souche are moving out of Montreal in order to be able to look around and see people that 

look like them when they get out of their house. I don’t think it’s a racist thing.” In this 

instance, Marie appears to soothe the threat of survival by justifying flight from diverse 

neighbourhoods to areas where her majority status is easily recognizable. 

Marie’s real life experiences in homogenous settings confirmed her privilege as a 

de souche who has earned her independence. She relates:

I’m staring to see myself as being also someone that has been through being the fat child in 
the classroom all the time. At a time when we were all Québécois de souche, I was the one 
everybody was picking on…It has a real impact on my life. So I can say that I had some 
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trouble there just as much as a black person in the classroom would have been picked on. 
So I was a minority in a way. But that we don’t talk about.

By claiming that mistreatment of fat students in days gone by is analogous 

to today’s mistreatment of black students, Marie indicates just how daunting a task 

it is to become anti-racist. It requires Marie to be unmoored from who she thought 

she was and is. Yet, it is a task we must ask her to undertake. What concerned us 

next were the spaces and resources, if any, to help Marie along this path. Of course, 

it would take more than a semester to become anti-racist, perhaps even a life time, 

but as multicultural educators we must continually challenge methods to insure they 

address the needs and stories that students bring to the lecture hall.

4. Conclusions and Future Work

What This Means for Teacher Education

This research into our McGill Multicultural education course experience has drawn us into 

conversations and discourses we never imagined. From the participants’ insights (iv) we 

found that the limited inclusion of the Quebecois narratives especially when media 

coverage of accommodation stirred up “a time of turmoil” (Bouchard and Taylor 2008, 15), 

led to confusion, anger, and to extricating themselves from critical multicultural education. 

As pre-service teachers, both Marie and Sofia decided to extricate themselves from the 

discipline of multiculturalism. However, their motivations and strategies differed. Sofia 

describes how her definition of multiculturalism expanded, “Like when I went to the class I 

didn’t think we were going to talk about disability, sexual orientation….But now that I 

know like I think it’s more broader I put things like disability, sexual orientation, 

nationality, race. Everything, I put everything in the same block.” For Sofia teaching 

multiculturalism is context-dependant: 

I don’t want to be in a neighborhood, in a school where it’s only white rich kids. I 
wanna be somewhere where there’s a lot of people. Cause you know what, that’s 
when you get, not that you can’t introduce things like multiculturalism in a school 
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like that, but I think it would be more perceived in a positive way if you do it in a 
school where there’s all kinds of different things that you could see you know.

In effect, Sofia has turned away from the population resistant to critical 

multicultural education (McIntosh 2002), preferring instead to teach in schools 

similar to the “type of school I went to before…It was 30% Latino, 30% Haitian, 

Jamaican. And then the rest, Italian, Greek.” In this sense, we recognized Marie’s 

parallel society and our initial refusal to deny whites access to a critical 

multicultural space.

Although Marie chose not to provide a definition of multiculturalism because “I 

will have to experience it before I can truly talk about it,” she expresses her opinion about 

the course, “I guess I didn’t feel that there was a need for a class like that in our Bachelor’s. 

Now that I’ve had it I can understand that it has its place….Then again, it did contribute to 

the fact that it scares me to teach in Montreal.” Similar to Sofia, she seeks familiarity; in 

contrast, Marie prefers a homogenous classroom. Motivated by the near-impossible 

teaching task, she explains her willingness to move away from what she fears:

But so far I’m not interested in working in Montreal….As I’m learning to become a good 
teacher I see the multi facets that are required to become a good teacher.  The inclusive 
classroom, be able to adapt your teaching to all the different learning styles, being able to 
address this and that and think about gender and think about culture and think about parents 
and think about parents from immigrant parents and, you know, your teachers that are from 
other cultures!  All of a sudden this is becoming a lot.  It’s just as if we’re expecting so 
much of me.…So I think maybe I’m going to be able [to] skip a component there if I move 
away.  So I may just move away because of that.  It’s just an extra stress…I’m lacking 
experience maybe.  

The participants’ decision to extricate themselves from multicultural education may be due 

to a lack of teaching experience combined with learning pedagogical theories without any 

practical application. Their decision suggests that, similar to McGill faculty surveyed in 

1989 (Ghosh and Tarrow 1993), as future teachers they may claim to address 

multiculturalism without being able to specify related course content. 

Reflections
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Responses like Sofia and Marie’s call for more research into multicultural and 

intercultural training of teachers in Québec and elsewhere, especially since both women 

were among the first to be educated under Québec’s intercultural policies. This may reveal 

whether or not a correlation exists between failure rates in Québec public schools and 

teacher and school staff proficiency to teach and serve diverse populations. 

Distinctly Québécois or a majority group in a minority position?

Both participants revealed how their interpretations of Québec as a distinct society 

interrupted the course objectives. For Sofia, racism is a by-product of a separatist stance; 

therefore, racism can be solved if Québec is the same as Canada. For Marie, as the 

homogenous population evolved into ethnocultural diversity, bullying evolved into racism. 

While Sofia opts out of Quebequicite, Maria opts in by leaving unchallenged racist 

attitudes voiced by members of a distinct society. From this perspective, the 

accommodation debate publicized Québécois resistance to multiculturalism. This resistance 

departs from majority groups (in relation to immigrant groups) in a minority position (in 

relation to the national situation) because of a difference in Québec’s situation. Bouchard 

and Taylor (2008) explain that although Québec’s reasonable accommodation debate 

resembles challenges to ethnic diversification experienced by a number of Western nations 

(76), multiculturalism is not suitable to Québec for four reasons:

(1) Anxiety over language is not an important factor in English Canada;
(2) Minority insecurity is not found there;
(3) Citizens of British origin account for 34% of the population compared to 

Québec where roughly 77% of the population is French-Canadian;
(4) English Canada is less concerned with the preservation of a founding cultural 

tradition (39).

While the course objectives were interrupted by Québec’s distinct society 

identity, the disruption created a powerful teaching moment. Despite the specifics 

of Montréal’s cultural history –Montréal’s identity as a burgeoning cosmopolitan 
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site of multicultural immigration, Québec’s aim to preserve Québécois culture and 

language through its official distinct society status, and Canada’s national identity 

steeped in multiculturalism– we learned that the ongoing research of multicultural 

education must continue to examine varied experiences other than white teachers’ 

multicultural classrooms. We believe this heterogenization of multicultural and 

intercultural education research recognizes the many faces of racism and invites 

teacher educators to diversify multicultural education course material in Québec and 

elsewhere. A more widely varied research base equips teacher educators and pre-

service teachers to address the specifities of local and cultural narratives. Further, 

we learned to constantly bring unstated backgrounds to the forefront—to 

continually question the unquestionable and deconstruct the assumed. As 

Letourneau (1989) eloquently worded, we must make the “unthinkable history” 

thinkable. This we feel is a lesson that applies to learning institutions the world 

over. 
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iNOTES
() A French term denoting French settler ancestry; French Canadian is the English term.
ii () Until 1960 Québec was ruled by a church-government coalition through the firm grip of an autocratic 

government. The Quiet Revolution was a rejection of the prevailing ideology to be replaced by an “expanded 
state role in all aspects of Quebec life” (Magnuson 1980, 102). The revised ideology held up the secular state 
model as a method by which French Canadians’ social, economic, and political problems could be solved 
(103). 

iii () The Charter of the French language (Bill 101) stipulates that French is the language of Government and the 
Law, as well as the normal and everyday language of work, instruction, communication, commerce and 
business (Bouchard and Taylor 2008, 37). Further, Bill 101 “limits access to English-language instruction to 
parents who had been educated in English in Québec” (Burgess 1993, 70). 

iv () Many  participants advocated mise en place (role playing) as a pedagogical approach to supplement their 
lack of experience and allow them -in a safe classroom setting- to work through the conflicts they might face in 
the future. 


