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Over the last sixty-five years, Canada has charted a course unique among 
nations in pursuit of a sometimes elusive and controversial vision of a 
multicultural society. In this vision, people retain their heritage languages 
and their cultural identifications while enjoying the full benefits of a citizen-
ship founded on shared rights, freedoms, and obligations: “Canada, with its 
policy of ‘multiculturalism within a bilingual framework’ and its recognition 
of Aboriginal rights to self-government, is one of the few countries which has 
officially recognized and endorsed both polyethnicity and multinationality” 
(Kymlicka 1995, 22).1

	 Canada’s journey toward the vision of a cohesive, multicultural society 
has taken a number of detours and experienced a number of delays. Not all 
Canadians have benefited equally from or embraced with enthusiasm the 
goals of multiculturalism. Nor have all of the implied promises of multicul-
turalism been fully realized. Some critics have said that multiculturalism has 
been a way for political parties to win the support of immigrants by offering 
them multicultural programs actually designed to promote their assimila-
tion. Other critics have said that multiculturalism was an attempt to reduce 
anti-French feelings among nonfrancophones angered by Canada’s policies 
of bilingualism and biculturalism. Still others have expressed concern that 
the emphasis on multiculturalism might increase cultural group identifica-
tion at the expense of Canadian social cohesion. Now, after more that thirty 
years of multiculturalism as official state policy, it is appropriate to ask what 
Canada has achieved that distinguishes it from the United States, where 
multiculturalism is neither an official nor unofficial state policy but where it 
is possible nonetheless to speak of multicultural policy.
	 This volume is dedicated to a cross-border dialogue on the development 
and impact of multicultural policies in Canada and the United States. As a 
border crosser, I am well positioned to comment on the benefits and pitfalls 
of cross-border dialogues – especially ones involving the United States and 
Canada. I was born and educated in the United States and have spent more 
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than half of my life in Canada. I often traverse what is frequently called 
“the longest undefended border in the world.” My educational preparation 
in political science, sociology, and education, and my vocation in applied 
sociology and educational research, incline me to the analysis of social  
phenomena and the application of such analyses to public policy.
	 In my capacities as associate dean for teacher education at the University of 
British Columbia and deputy minister of education for the Province of British 
Columbia I had many opportunities to host international visitors interested 
in various dimensions of Canadian society. Over time I came to realize that I 
was as much a beneficiary of these sessions as the visitors were. My ability to 
describe and explain the phenomena of interest to my guests improved over 
time. Recurrent themes included concern for Canadian identity, social cohe-
sion, the role of the state in the lives of citizens, collective versus individual 
orientations, and policies that addressed issues of equity and social justice. 
The clarity of my expositions and their intelligibility to my visitors increased 
as I learned to connect them with contexts familiar to my visitors and iden-
tify important similarities and differences. Many of those conversations were 
catalytic in promoting my understanding. The questions prompted me to 
consider taken-for-granted experiences in new light or to penetrate surface 
understanding in search of deeper meaning. These sessions heightened my 
own understanding of familiar Canadian policies and practices as well as my 
appreciation of their strengths and shortcomings.
	 Identity was an inevitable point of entry to conversation with many  
visitors. Some visitors from the United States were interested in explor-
ing the application of the “melting pot” to the Canadian context. In the 
United States, democracy was considered the crucible in which differences 
among immigrants would be melted and forged into a new American alloy. 
Many US visitors challenged the American melting pot shibboleth and were  
curious how – and how successfully – Canada had responded to the challenge 
of integrating newcomers into the social fabric and ensuring that Canadian 
society accommodated immigrants.
	 I explained that Canada has developed a different response to the questions 
of how much and what kind of diversity it can and should accommodate 
while preserving its identity and cohesion as a nation. Over the last sixty-five 
years, Canada has tried to become a society in which its citizens can retain 
the characteristics and values of the groups with which they identify. The 
belief – and belief is the operative word – is that Canadians should be able 
to retain the characteristics and values of their ancestors, so long as that 
retention does not create inequality.
	 Many visitors from the United States commented on the American 
penchant for, and preoccupation with, the individual. Some opined that the 
emphasis on the individual was attributable to two of the animating forces of 
the American state – liberty and the pursuit of happiness – and consequent 
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efforts to ensure that the rights of the individual take precedence over  
those of the group. These border crossers were eager to know how Canada 
managed the tensions between the individual and the group.
	 I acknowledged that Canada has tried – not always successfully – to achieve 
a balance between the rights of the individual and the rights of the group. 
Canadians enjoy protections of fundamental freedoms – of speech, asso-
ciation, and religion – similar to those enjoyed by Americans. But Canada 
recognizes group rights. What is addressed less formally in the United 
States, receives formal attention in the Canadian context. For example, 
Canada protects minority language education rights of French and English 
speakers as denominational, separate, and dissentient rights and privileges. 
Canadians value their multicultural heritage and mention it explicitly in their 
Constitution. Canadians seek to preserve and enhance links to their ancestral 
origins by ensuring that their Charter rights are interpreted in a manner con-
sistent with that heritage. Treaty rights of Aboriginal peoples, their rights and 
freedoms enshrined in the Royal Proclamation of 1763, and the rights they 
have obtained or may obtain by means of land claims settlements are also 
guaranteed. Canadians have also committed themselves to addressing dispari-
ties by promoting equal opportunities for all Canadians no matter where they 
live. The Canadian government encourages economic development so that 
inequality of opportunity is reduced or eliminated. Essential public services, 
such as health care and education, are provided to all Canadians.
	 American visitors have observed that although recent immigration to the 
United States continues to belie the melting pot thesis, the United States 
still enjoys strong allegiance to the state – even among groups for whom  
the American dream has remained elusive. The apparent success of the 
United States in securing the attachment of newcomers is attributed to the 
communication of American norms and values, intensified in recent years 
by external threats. These values permeate the mass media, school, religion, 
and even the workplace to reinforce a “we-feeling” among Americans despite 
their social location or circumstance. 
	 According to some of my border-crossing informants, the self-confidence 
of the United States is due to more than simply its military and economic 
might, though these factors certainly contribute to a strong national self-
image. Its revolutionary origins contribute to an image of the United States 
as uncompromising. Its survival of a civil war – which they point out is 
commonly defined in moral rather than economic terms – seems designed 
to reinforce the image of an enduring and strong central government. Even 
its enduring racial conflict, they say, helps to contribute to the self-image of 
a nation struggling to ensure that freedom and equality triumph over bigotry 
and discrimination.
	 After spending some time in Canada, many of these same visitors observe 
that Canada’s sense of self seems weak in comparison with the United States. 
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Some ask directly what is on the minds of all who visit Canada: how does 
Canada manage to remain a socially cohesive society with an apparently 
weak sense of self in the face of such forces as regional alienation, Quebec 
nationalism, ethnocultural diversity, economic globalization, proximity to 
the most powerful nation on earth, and increasing individualism?
	 They observe that demographic and social patterns seem to militate 
against social cohesion of the Canadian state. They note that Canada is 
sparsely populated for its size, with its 32 million people living primarily in 
cities along a narrow corridor in close proximity to the US border. Canadian 
travel patterns seem to follow a geography that has them moving from north 
to south rather than east or west. So many Canadians live in Los Angeles 
someone quipped that it is Canada’s second-largest city.
	 Many have observed that, unlike the United States, Canada is unable to 
sustain its population through childbirth alone. To maintain its population 
and a standard of living that depends on maintaining a workforce sufficiently 
large to support social services, Canada’s survival depends on immigration. 
Immigrants have typically comprised about 15 percent of Canada’s popula-
tion. Recent immigration to Canada is about 18 percent of the population, 
while current US immigration is closer to 11 percent. Because a constant 
influx of newcomers is necessary for Canada’s survival, ensuring the integra-
tion of immigrants into Canadian society is a continuing task.
	 While the United States has a strong, enduring, and reasonably well-
integrated two-party political system at both the national and state levels, 
Canada’s political landscape is more fragmented. Four official parties are 
represented in the House of Commons, each with a more or less regional 
base. The Conservative strength is in the West and East, the Liberal strength 
is in Ontario and Quebec, the Bloc Québécois is exclusive to Quebec, and the 
New Democratic Party is supported here and there outside of central Canada. 
These regional differences and party differentiation account for the fact that 
the Liberals formed a majority government in 2000 even though they earned 
only 40 percent of the popular vote. In more recent years these regional 
differences have led to two successive minority governments.
	 Canada’s symbols are not evocative. Where the United States has the bald 
eagle, a commanding presence, Canadians have the beaver – a furry creature 
with a dental structure that is easily caricatured. Canada’s flag is less than 
forty years old, and “O Canada” is sung in both official languages, each 
version conveying subtle and not-so-subtle differences in meaning.
	 Observers comment that the image of Canada communicated by its media 
is dominated by political fragmentation and differences. Whereas American 
media provide a clear and constant image of the United States, the image 
of Canada reflects its fragility. Observers are puzzled that even the national 
media – the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation and the National Film 
Board of Canada – communicate different messages about Canada in English 
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and French. That Canadians have greater access to cable television networks 
than any other country in the world – many originating outside of Canada’s 
borders – makes the communication of common norms and values tenuous. 
Canada has systematically fettered its national broadcasting service to the 
point that its audiences are small, demographically isolated, and linguisti-
cally fragmented. Despite assertions to the contrary, Canada has no national 
newspaper and no national news magazine to convey to Canadians a sense 
of themselves as a cohesive nation.
	 Canada’s indigenous film industry is insignificant in comparison to that 
of the United States. Canadian films do not draw the audiences that films 
from the United States do. Canadian radio and television must meet quotas 
for the inclusion of “Canadian content,” but no Canadian content quotas 
ensure that Canadian films receive screen time or distribution. Canada dares 
not even dream of invoking preferential measures for its film industry for, 
if it did, representatives of American producers would fly north to threaten 
Canadian policy makers and theatre owners with retribution.
	 Like the United States, Canada is a confederation. Like the US states, 
Canadian provinces have fought to retain and exercise powers not accorded 
to the Government of Canada and have successfully maintained their 
distinctive identities. While American politicians seem anxious to proclaim 
their allegiance to the United States, few Canadian politicians seem capable 
of seeing beyond the horizon of their local and regional interests. As a con-
sequence, Canada’s central institutions do not exert the influence that is 
exercised by the US federal government.
	 Canadians do not refer to the Government of Canada as their “national” 
government, since “nation” – in the Canadian context – refers to founding 
nations: English, French and more recently Aboriginal, implying differences 
based on ancestry. Consider that the provincial legislature of Quebec is called 
the National Assembly – proclaiming what many of its residents regard as 
both reality and aspiration.
	 As this volume makes clear, ironies are at work with respect to multicul-
tural policies in both countries. For example, despite its self-definition as 
the crucible for ethnocultural differences, the United States is populated 
by people who cling tenaciously to their heritage cultures and languages. 
Neither sustained messages encouraging assimilation nor episodic attacks 
such as English-only laws seem capable of completely eradicating differ-
ence. In Canada, with its officially declared vision of a society in which it 
is permissible – even desirable – to retain one’s cultural self-identification 
and home language, heritage-language retention beyond the second genera-
tion is infrequent and beyond the third a rarity, and exogenous marriage is 
commonplace.
	 This suggests that while our heritage culture and languages are important 
reference points for self-definition, they are susceptible to influence by the
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context in which we find ourselves. It also suggests that the state – though 
influential – is not determinative in matters such as self-identification. The 
state can affect the environment in which ethnocultural identities develop 
and contend. But as the events of the last ten or fifteen years have shown, the 
state can neither eradicate ethnocultural identifications that provide salient 
points of self-reference or attachment for those who wish to retain them, nor 
cause them to flourish when they no longer serve us.
	 In addition to important insights into multiculturalism in the United 
States and Canada, this volume contains lessons for those interested in 
border-crossing policy analysis. The policies pursued under the ambit of 
multiculturalism are indicative of the value preferences at work when the 
policies were adopted and pursued. Policy change also reflects contemporary 
exigencies and values. Thus, it is important to inquire about the implications 
of the policies implemented at a particular time and the values that underpin 
them, as well as the universe of alternatives available to decision makers and 
the constraints – cultural, social, political, economic, and historical – under 
which they worked.
	 Border-crossing policy analysts should be sensitive to context. The success- 
ful analyst is part historian, part sociologist, part economist, and so on, avoid-
ing the temptation to judge past decisions by today’s standards. For if today’s 
standards had existed at the time, it is likely that different decisions would 
have been made and different policies adopted. As this volume makes very 
clear, real-world policy making is temporally and contextually specific. It is 
the contextual sensitivity and temporal immediacy that cause the adrenalin 
rush for border-crossing policy analysts. Enjoy it!

	 Notes
	 1	 Canada is a state that incorporates distinct and potentially self-governing groups – First 

Nations, Métis, Inuit, English, and French – as well as immigrants from many national 
communities. See Kymlicka 1995, 10-33.
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Since at least the 1990s there has been considerable interest in compara-
tive studies of multicultural policies. In part this interest has been fuelled 
by a growing awareness of the multiethnic nature of most contemporary 
nation-states and the need to account for this aspect of pluralism in public 
policy. The Management of Social Transformations program of UNESCO, for 
example, was initiated in the 1990s to bring the attention of researchers and 
policy developers to issues of public policy in multiethnic societies (see, for 
example, Inglis 1996; Premdas 1998). The International Metropolis project, 
also launched in the 1990s, is dedicated to increasing knowledge on issues 
related to immigration and to providing a forum for discussions among 
researchers, policy developers, and nongovernmental organizations. It now 
involves participants from over twenty countries and several international 
organizations. As a result of these and other initiatives the past decade saw 
several international and comparative publications on multicultural policies 
(such as Inglis 1996; Wieviorka 1998; Young 1998) and immigration policies 
(such as Cohen and Layton-Henry 1997; Favell 2001; Joppke and Morawska 
2003). While many of these works made some reference to education, it was 
not a central concern in much of this research.
	 Comparative multicultural education has attracted some interest since 
the 1970s – the beginning of the current era of multiculturalism in Canada 
and the United States (for example, Tonkin 1977). But sustained interest in 
comparative multicultural education has been a recent development (Sutton 
2005). As Sutton notes, most of the current comparative work done in the 
name of multicultural education focuses on “issues of identity, diversity, and 
citizenship” (97). Typical comparative volumes present chapters on individual 
countries. Carl Grant and Joy Lei (2001), for example, edited an international 
volume that includes chapters on multicultural education in North America, 
South America, Europe, Asia, and Africa. More recently James Banks (2004) 
has prepared a volume on citizenship education in diverse societies that also 
includes chapters from each of these five continents. In addition, there have 
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been several works on comparative bilingual and multilingual education 
(for example, Baker and Jones 1998; Cenoz and Genesee 1998; Cummins 
and Corson 1997; Schiffman 1996). While the works on bilingualism and 
multilingualism recognize the multiethnic nature of societies, any discus-
sion of policy is typically limited to language policy. Among the studies on 
language, only one has focused specifically on Canada and the United States 
(Ricento and Burnaby 1998). To date there has been no attempt to look in 
depth at the full array of multicultural education policies in Canada and the 
United States.
	 Despite a deep-rooted multicultural policy history (see Chapters 2 and 3), 
we live in a time when diversity initiatives do not receive much support in 
either of our countries. Some scholars attribute this to the recent neoliberal 
turn in political and popular thought (see, for example, Apple 2004; Ball 
1998). Others contend that undermining diversity is consistent with the 
underlying premises of the democratic liberal state, which require drawing 
boundaries between those who are members and those who are not (for 
example, Cole 2000; Goldberg 2002). While we recognize these claims, we 
believe the competing impetus for equality, also foundational to the liberal 
democratic state, provides an avenue for work for diversity. As scholars inter-
ested in the study of multicultural and diversity policies, we are also activists 
committed to exploring ways to think about these policies that provide 
for possibility as well as critique. Our mutual quest has led us to engage in 
an extended dialogue over the last seven years about policy issues in our 
two countries, Canada and the United States, and to recognize the power 
of dialogue as a method for understanding policy. In the remainder of this 
introduction we recount briefly the major components of our own policy 
dialogue, speak to the insights we have gained though the process, and argue 
that systematic cross-border dialogue, as evidenced by the chapters in this 
book, is a productive approach to comparative policy study.
	 As policy researchers, we identify as pragmatic postpositivists. We are 
attracted to postpositivist approaches that emphasize critique and decon-
struction and draw attention to issues of power and discourse. As activists, 
however, we feel compelled to use our insights to engage with policy devel-
opers in ways that will move the policy process forward. We are sympathetic 
with Piers Blaikie (2001, 2), who notes, “There comes a point in the decon-
struction of policy truth claims and the rational model for policy making, 
when the reader asks, having witnessed another deft act of deconstruction, 
yet another description of contested terrains, ‘So what?’ and ‘What now?’” 
Indeed, these are questions we have asked each other and our colleagues. In 
part our response to these questions has been a historical examination of 
diversity policies that allows us to examine issues of power, uncover the com-
peting discourses that structured earlier struggles, and produce what Emery 
Roe (1994) might call new policy narrative contenders. By engagement in 
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cross-border policy dialogue we have attempted to use these alternate narra-
tives to rethink current approaches to issues in multicultural education.

What Do We Mean by Policy Dialogue?
The term policy dialogue is used in a variety of ways in the literature. Several 
scholars talk about deliberation or discussion as a central component of 
their approaches to policy analysis (for example, DeLeon 1997; Dryzek 1990; 
Fischer and Forrester 1993; Mansbridge 1997; Reich 1990). As Yusuf Bangura 
(1997) notes, the literature outlines at least five different models of policy 
dialogue. Common to all models is the understanding that dialogue involves 
discussion about a specific policy issue that brings together individuals and 
groups deemed to be stakeholders. Bangura explains, “Policy dialogue is 
defined as an organized deliberation between two or more actors on the 
allocation of values that is likely to result in new policies or modifications of 
existing ones. Implicit in the concept of policy dialogue is a clarification of 
the issues and an understanding of the interests and concerns of contending 
parties” (5). While some of these elements apply to our notion of policy 
dialogue, in our current endeavour we are more concerned with dialogue as 
a process that allows us to engage across national contexts about common 
policy issues that may have had different trajectories in our two countries.
	 For us, policy dialogue is a process through which the parties involved 
convey their own sense of, position on, and story about an issue. Unlike a 
simple conversation or discussion, dialogue implies coming to new under-
standings about issues of common concern by listening, asking clarifying 
questions, recognizing and talking about points of disagreement, engaging 
in critique and reflection on our own national contexts, and moving the 
project forward by asking the question: what new insight does this bring to 
our policy project?
	 Our particular approach to cross-border policy dialogue demands first that 
we understand that the policy area under study is broader than simply one 
policy statement or group of policy statements. We believe that the entire 
context and scope of the policy area must be taken into account and that 
dialogue helps us to uncover the links between specific policies in each 
country, identifying the “policy webs” (Joshee and Johnson 2005) within 
each country and internationally.

Multicultural Policy Webs
Most studies of multicultural education in Canada and the United States 
focus on explicating different theoretical approaches (for example, Dei 1996; 
Sleeter 1996), critiquing work in the field (for example, Lesko and Bloom 2000; 
Rezai-Rashti 1995), understanding how multiculturalism looks in practice 
(for example, Hudak 2000; Solomon and Allen 2001), or some combination 
of the above. While all of these approaches have implications for policies, 
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policy is generally not their focal point. The few policy studies in multicultural 
education that do exist have generally taken a narrow view by starting from 
a discrete policy statement and making links between that statement and 
what is happening in classrooms and schools (for example, McCaskell 1995). 
Because the statements and practices rarely match, policy analysts conclude 
that there is resistance or a lack of commitment to implementing the policy, 
or that teachers lack multicultural resources and a sufficient knowledge base 
about diversity (for example, Echols and Fisher 1992; Harper 1997; Tator and 
Henry 1991). This approach to linking policy and practice does not account 
for the fact that multicultural policies are generally embedded in states and 
organizations with histories of racism and exclusion. 
	 We believe that rather than being analyzed individually, diversity policies 
should be considered within the complex of policies that address the range 
of issues associated with multiculturalism. In both Canada and the United 
States, multicultural education is part of a larger complex of policies and 
programs meant to address social and cultural inequality. As Julia O’Connor 
(1998, 193) has noted with respect to education and class-based inequality, 
“Equality of educational opportunity does provide working-class children 
the right of access to a mobility route that is absent without such equality. 
The extent to which this right can be exercised is related to the degree of 
income inequality and the scope and effectiveness of programs directed to 
addressing this inequality.” We believe that this parallels the reality of poli-
cies in multicultural education. Their relative success is dependent on the 
scope and effectiveness of other policies and programs addressing related 
concerns.
	 Considering policy in the context of a web of interrelated, ongoing policies 
(Oquist 2000) provides a powerful metaphor for thinking about and map-
ping multicultural education policies in both the United States and Canada. 
In our view, this web has rings that represent different levels at which policy 
is formally located, and cross-cutting threads that, while connected, are not 
necessarily straight lines. These threads represent policies at different levels 
that address similar issues but are not necessarily harmonious. The points 
at which the threads cross the rings represent discrete policy texts, each of 
which is the result of historical struggles. Significantly, the web draws our 
attention to the open spaces between the threads. In these spaces individu-
als have some freedom to act in ways that support, extend, or undermine 
stated policy objectives and to introduce new ideas that may influence the 
policy discourse. The web metaphor acknowledges that the policy process is 
complex and involves actors from both within and outside of the state.

The History of the Canada-US Dialogue
This ongoing dialogue about diversity policies in Canada and the United 
States began with a cross-border conference on multicultural education 
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organized by graduate students from the University of British Columbia 
and the University of Washington that took place in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, in June 1998. Out of the conference grew a cross-border course 
that was designed to allow students from the United States and Canada to 
learn together about multicultural education policy in both countries. The 
course has been conducted twice with students from the University of British 
Columbia and the University of Washington and once at the University of 
Toronto and the University at Buffalo, with students travelling between the 
two universities for classes. Students engage with readings on the historical 
bases for policy, federal policies in the United States and Canada, immigrant 
education, multiculturalism and antiracism in the schools, and multicul-
turalism in higher education. Working in cross-border groups to facilitate 
online dialogues, they end the class by creating presentations related to the 
five areas.
	 We also built on our growing understanding of the dialogue process through 
engagement in joint scholarship. In the fall of 1999 we co-wrote a paper 
comparing multicultural education policy and practice in New York City and 
Vancouver, British Columbia. It took us about four months to realize we had 
very different frames of reference, in terms of both our national contexts 
and our approaches to policy. In the end we wrote a draft that we presented 
as a work-in-progress at a conference but never finished, because we realized 
that presenting side-by-side examples of diversity policies was not enough. 
We needed to find a truly comparative approach to policy analysis, a way to 
think about how our understanding of what happened in one context might 
inform our understanding of what happened in the other.
	 The resolution to our dilemma came as a result of a fortuitous conversation 
about some historical work we had been doing separately, one examining 
the intercultural education movement in the United States in the 1930s and 
1940s and the other the development of federal policy on multiculturalism 
and education in Canada. Comparing notes, we discovered that in the United 
States a radio program had been developed titled Americans All, Immigrants 
All, while in Canada a program called Canadians All was developed and 
broadcast in the 1940s. Working together with our colleague Yoon Pak from 
the University of Illinois, we eventually uncovered a number of links between 
the work of activists and educators in the United States and Canada at this 
time. Our ongoing conversations about this research led us to think more 
deeply about the differences and similarities between the two contexts. We 
developed a more comprehensive understanding of the historical develop-
ment of diversity policies and started to articulate the multicultural policy 
web in each country. We were also reminded that though Canadians freely 
took from what was happening in the United States, Americans rarely paid 
much attention to what was happening in Canada, even when they were 
invited to participate. We were determined not to repeat this pattern.
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	 By the spring of 2002 we had developed a plan for a publication that 
would bring together colleagues from the United States and Canada who 
could talk face-to-face on race-based policies, immigration and language 
policies, policies for First Nations and Native Americans, and employment 
equity and affirmative action policies. We chose these areas because mul-
ticultural education in both countries has a history of focusing on issues 
of culture, race, and ethnicity. In Canada, the official multicultural policies 
have been defined largely in these terms. In the United States, the origins 
of multicultural education are in the intercultural education movements of 
the 1930s (see Chapter 2), whose approaches and practices were revived and 
revised following the civil rights movement of the 1960s. Both movements 
were linked to struggles related to race, ethnicity, and language. While US 
multicultural education has expanded over the years to include gender, 
ability, sexual identity, and class, many still define it largely in terms of its 
original mandate (see, for example, Sutton 2005).
	 We began with a mini-conference sponsored by the Canadian Studies 
Center of the University of Washington in June 2002. A larger conference in 
May 2003, sponsored by the Baldy Center for Law and Social Policy at the 
University at Buffalo, brought together many of the people who contributed 
to this volume, as well as other scholars, educators, and activists. At this 
point we realized that we needed to think more deliberately about interna-
tional rather than just cross-border dialogue. We also realized that whenever 
two people were involved in discussion we needed at least a third person to 
move us from discussion to dialogue. The third person helped us to read our 
papers together in a way that created new insights. This is the pattern you 
will encounter throughout this book.

Organization of the Text
This book aims to simulate a policy dialogue process to help us better under-
stand the policy webs in Canada and the United States. To this end we have 
divided the book into parts by policy area; five include a chapter each on 
Canada and the United States, with a third dialogue chapter intended to 
draw insights from the previous two chapters and take our project forward. 
The first part of the book provides some historical context for what follows, 
the second examines policies for Native American and First Nations peoples, 
the third discusses policies for immigrants and language policies, the fourth 
investigates race-based policies, and the fifth looks at affirmative action and 
employment equity. Part 6 moves from our position in North America to 
examine race and policy in the United Kingdom, with a dialogue response by 
a panel of Canadian and American scholars. The chapter on England stands 
in dialogue with the previous five parts. Having thought through the issues 
related to multicultural education in Canada and the United States, we felt 
the need for a voice from outside to help us think again about the questions 
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we may have missed. A voice from Britain was the obvious choice because, as 
we see in Chapter 16, current policy trends in education in the United States 
and Canada echo earlier moves in the United Kingdom. The organization 
of the book responds to the question, What can we learn from these policy 
studies in relation to each other that we may not have learned from each 
individually? In this way we have attempted to bring our ongoing compara-
tive policy dialogue to this book.
	 Part 1 explores the historical context of diversity policies. Both the chapter 
on Canada and the one on the United States find multicultural education 
more deeply rooted in the history of our respective countries than do 
conventional policy narratives. The stories begin in the 1930s and 1940s. 
Reva Joshee and Susan Winton link diversity work in Canada to work in the 
United States, showing how it was the source of a variety of initiatives that 
helped define early Canadian multicultural education policy. They postulate 
reasons why these initiatives took root in Canada in ways they did not in 
the United States and suggest that the comparatively deep roots of multicul-
turalism in Canada, no matter how symbolic in nature, persist in the face of 
the neoliberal assault on social justice and equity. Lauri Johnson’s chapter 
shows that from the beginning multicultural education policy in the United 
States has been reactive, a strategy to address problems of racial conflict and 
intolerance by educating children about the equality of all. Johnson demon-
strates historical moments that created spaces for innovative leadership and 
community activism around diversity issues. In her dialogue chapter, Yoon 
Pak reminds us that the work done in the name of multicultural education 
can exoticize and marginalize some groups through its own kind of myth 
making, underscoring the need to look at policies in connection with exist-
ing discourses and relations of power.
	 Part 2 introduces issues in the centuries-old struggles surrounding educa-
tional policies for Native American and First Nations peoples. Both chapters 
show that policies designed by the federal governments of the United States 
and Canada have largely failed by standard measures. Jan Hare points out 
that the Canadian government’s policy stance of Indian control of Indian 
education will never be a reality until capacity building is introduced to the 
equation. She argues that earlier discourses of “civilizing,” “assimilating,” and 
“integrating” First Nations have effectively stripped these communities of the 
capacity to exercise true authority over their own education. John Tippeconnic 
and Sabrina Redwing Saunders suggest that we need to introduce new ques-
tions as well as new approaches into existing policy processes to address the 
issues facing American Indian and Alaskan Native communities in terms of 
schooling. Augustine McCaffery’s dialogue chapter extends Tippeconnic and 
Saunders’ discussion by considering the participation of American Indian 
and Alaskan Native students in higher education and connects the issue of 
capacity building to their participation in graduate education.
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	 Part 3 examines immigrant and language policies. Tracey Derwing and 
Murray Munro note that the Canadian context differs from the United States 
because of Canada’s official policy of bilingualism. While some programs 
encourage the acquisition and retention of languages other than English 
or French, the major focus of language policies for immigrants is on the 
acquisition of one of the two official languages. Yet there is little attention 
to ensure that students are given adequate instruction in English. Derwing 
and Munro warn that without serious and sustained attention to this matter 
Canada risks creating a perpetual immigrant underclass. Carlos Ovando and 
Terrence Wiley discuss the conflicted nature of language education policy in 
the United States. This conflict arises when a strong national identity, linked 
to a monolingual English populace, meets the ideal of equal educational 
opportunities for all. The continuing opposition to bilingual education in 
the United States indicates that this conflict is far from being resolved. In 
her dialogue chapter Karen Gourd notes that in both countries, language 
policies have served as both a means of control and a space for dissent and 
change. Educators need to be cognizant of this tension if they are to imple-
ment language programs that respond to the needs of learners and, where 
necessary, push the limits of existing policies.
	 Part 4 examines race-based policies. Adrienne Chan argues that Canadian 
policies have historically sanctioned race-based inequality, with patterns of 
segregation similar to those in the United States. Despite more recent race-
based policies that attempt to create the conditions for racial equality, she 
posits that the discursive legacy of racialization continues to limit the educa-
tional experiences of students of colour. Christopher Span, Rashid Robinson, 
and Trinidad Molina Villegas demonstrate that race-based policies are deeply 
rooted in the US educational system and that historically race has played a 
more significant role in educational success than any other factor. Through 
the efforts of community and parent activists, policies that systematically 
segregated or denied education to minoritized racial groups were challenged 
and ultimately changed. In her dialogue chapter, Njoki Nathani Wane shows 
that we find greater similarity between the two countries in race-based poli-
cies than in any other area of policy related to multicultural education. The 
most notable differences arise between the racialized groups in each national 
context. That is, racism affects different racialized groups differently. Until we 
can have productive conversations about racism and race-based policies in 
multiracial settings, we will fail to move beyond understanding to action.
	 Part 5 moves us from discussions of policy in K-12 schools to an examina-
tion of an issue more central to the postsecondary realm: affirmative action 
and employment equity. Carol Agocs notes that, unlike affirmative action, 
employment equity policies in Canada do not address student recruitment 
at the postsecondary level. While employment equity policies apply to  
only a small percentage of the Canadian workforce, they have provided a  
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framework for thinking about equity beyond the more narrowly defined 
terms of multiculturalism policies. Centring her discussion on the parliamen-
tary review of the federal Employment Equity Act, Agocs shows how larger 
political discourses inhospitable to diversity can limit possibilities for action. 
Edward Taylor’s critical account of affirmative action policy, using the case of 
Washington State, shows how tenuous equity policies can be. Through the 
lens of critical race theory he argues that policies based in a liberal paradigm, 
like affirmative action, can be successful only to the extent that they benefit 
the White majority. He argues for a new paradigm based on racial realism. 
In her dialogue chapter, Michelle Goldberg draws on critical race theory 
and postpositivist approaches to policy to think more deeply about issues of 
discourse, particularly in relation to the dismantling of employment equity 
policies in the province of Ontario. Collectively these three chapters provide 
specific examples of how multicultural and diversity policies can be chal-
lenged and overturned. They also provide tools for activists to deconstruct 
prevailing discourses so we might mount our own challenges.
	 The final part of the book extends the cross-border dialogue to England, 
where the diversity of the student population provides similarities as well 
as contrasts to the US and Canadian contexts. David Gillborn asks us to 
consider a current incarnation of citizenship education, a movement that 
spurred the development of progressive diversity policies and practices in 
Canada in the 1940s and 1950s and is now being used in England to mask 
the fact that issues of racism in education are not being addressed. In their 
panel response, Catherine Cornbleth, Rinaldo Walcott, Carlos Ovando, and 
Terezia Zoric each reflect on the issues Gillborn raises in light of the United 
States and Canadian policy contexts. We end with the understanding that 
while diversity policies may not ensure that multicultural educational pro-
grams are enacted in schools, they can create spaces of possibility that exist 
when we recognize the limits of policy texts, the possibilities of prevailing 
discourses, and the necessity of everyday political action.

Conclusion
The current dominant ideology guiding educational policy development is 
rooted in a neoliberal approach that replicates existing inequalities based 
on race, class, and gender. This approach to policy making stands in stark 
opposition to efforts to create a more socially just society. As Apple (2004) 
notes, however, struggles for social justice in education continue. In this 
book we aim to document the erosion of diversity policies, as well as form 
cross-national alliances to continue the struggle for socially just policy mak-
ing. Like Blaikie (2001), we believe we must advocate for the kinds of policies 
we believe are necessary. He argues, “It would seem … that there are good 
rational grounds for talking reason to power, but also to engage policy actors 
with the demonstrable results of previous courses of action. Of course this 
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engagement will be political and involve alliance making across national 
boundaries and with a wide cast of actors in civil society” (7). A central chal-
lenge is that multicultural and diversity education policies have traditionally 
been studied in ways that produce few demonstrable results. Consequently, 
we cannot say with any certainty what difference a single multicultural 
education policy might make. But we do know from history and the present 
what can happen when social injustice is allowed to flourish. Using policy 
dialogue to compare the policy webs in both nations and examine their 
discursive struggles over time, we hope to show how a complex of policies 
can make a difference.
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