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Abstract: This study is proposed to find out the feasibility of enhancing the
democratic values among the students of English in the Yemeni
universities. This was done by using two kinds of research methods,
namely survey and action research both of which were used to find
out the level of awareness among the subjects of the study (teachers
and learners) and their views on the possibility of making English
language classrooms more democratic. The findings of the research
using different tools of data collection including action research show
that all the subjects of the study exhibit a substantial degree of
awareness of the role and importance of democracy in English
learning. They also show that democratic practices are possible in the
English departments in the Yemeni universities situations. The
research concludes by giving a number of recommendations to
teachers, educators, governmental bodies, parents and students; all
are advised to think seriously of the idea and play their role in
enhancing the democratic values and practices in their field and range
of responsibility.

L. Introduction
1.1 Aims of the study: This paper aims at the following:

1. Finding out if the teachers and learners are aware of the need for
democratic style of teaching and learning.

2. Assessing the feasibility of adopting such a democratic style of
education at the English classroom situations.

1.2 Problem Statement

In an environment where true democracy is the exception rather than the
rule, and where many constraints present themselves in the way of true
democracy, there is still a possibility to implement some kind of behavior in
the English language classroom that one can claim to be democratic. This
study, therefore, is an attempt to find out the extent of the possibility of
enhancing democratic practices in the, English classrooms in the Yemeni
Universities. g
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The sub problems

1.

Are the different parties (teacher and learners) involved in the
English language classroom aware of the need for democratic
education?

2. Is it possible to implement democracy in the English classes?

3. What are the possible ways of enhancing democracy in the English
classroom?

1.3 Hypotheses

1. It s hypothesized that teachers and learners are not aware of the
needs for democratic behavior in the English classroom situation.

2. Itis also hypothesized that both learners and teachers do not believe
that it is possible to make interaction, in the English classroom, more
democratic.

3. It is further hypothesized that it is possible to adopt some kind of

democracy in the various activities in the English classroom
situation,

1.4 Assumptions

1.

Teaching and learning in the language classroom is teacher-centered.
The teacher in the language classroom is the only person who
determines the content and the way of teaching and learning.
Students are required to follow their teachers willingly or
unwillingly.

The students’ views when expressed are not often taken into account
by the teacher.

Learning activities beyond the prescribed handouts and textbooks
are rare.

Little creative thinking is exercised by the people involved in the
classroom activities.

1.5 Delimitation of the study

This study was limited only to the university level and particularly to the
Departments of English. This means all that school education as public and
private schools and the like were excluded. The focus was on the students
and teachers of English in the Departments of English in two main state
directed Universities in Yemen. As far as the place of study is concerned, the
main focus was University of Ibb where the researcher is teaching. But other
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universities in the major cities were also represented for the sake of
generalizing of the findings. The study dealt only with democratic practicing
involving the teacher and learners in the classroom context. It, therefore, did
not touch on other democratic concepts such as equality of opportunity, sex,
race, election or any similar terms that come under the umbrella of
democracy.

1.6 Definition of terms

Democratic values; Democratic values are the values that are considered
democratic such as the collective decision making in the language
classroom, respect for the other’s points of views and attitudes, the space
that is given to the other (here the student) to express his opinion on what
and how he wants to learn.-

Democratic practices: The actual application of the above-mentioned
values in the classroom situations including the student’s active role in the
classroom. It covers, in addition to that, his role in the solution of other
academic and perhaps social problems.

Thinking: It is defined, as an activity that influences who a person is, how
he or she lives, and the meaning he or she gives to his or her existence
(Gordon, 1988: 55). Thinking: In this research it is taken to mean the activity
in which the student is required to use his mind to solve problems real or
similar to those of real life inside and out side the classroom context.

1.7 Rationale

The importance of this research emanates from the fact that education in
general and English language education in particular should address the
different policies of the society whether are they political, social, economic
or educational. It also has to be in a reasonable harmony with what is going
on internationally. As democracy is both a national and international
demand, education should serve this end. It common sense that education
itself is ineffective without a real democratic atmosphere in the classroom.
Therefore, for effective English learning (in our case English), democracy
needs to be enforced; hence emerge the importance of this study in
investigating the situation in the language classrooms (lecture halls) and
probing the different factors that either enhance or slow down the democratic
behavior.



20 Mahmoud Al-magqtri,

As ever is the case in Yemen, English language has been the spark for
other changes in other areas; so, it is expected that other areas in different
educational institutions will be affected by the results of this research. In
other words, this research might draw the attention of not only teachers but
also of the educators and policy makers and make them think seriously about
the matter of democracy as a necessary value not only at university level but
at all educational levels as well. If schools (the matter is more urgent with
colleges) of a democratic society do not exist and work for the support and
extension of democracy, then they are either socially useless or socially
dangerous (Mursell, 1955: 3).

2. Review of the Literature
2.1 Democratic education

Democratic education is not a modern concept as one might think; it is
as old as the civilization itself. The Greek and Romans scholars demanded
that the teacher should respect the individuality of the pupil because the
latter knows as much as his teacher does (Al-makiri, 2002: 39). Plato says
that the function of education is to discover what fits each person and what
that person is able to master perfectly (Dewey, 1916: 272). The concept of
democracy in the form of consultation is an Islamic value (Qura’an: V.32
Chap. 27). It is presented as a comprehensive rule in different aspects of life
including, of course, education, which is fundamental in the Islamic
literature (Qura’an: Chap. xcvi). It was Rousseau who first stressed the
concept of democracy as the right of the child to learn according to his needs
and demands (Dewey, op. cit.: 35). Dewey fought relentlessly for democratic
education; for him it is the “democratic faith” (Apple and Beane 1999: 5).
The loyalty of democracy to education is real and common; and the simple
interpretation for this is that the government, which depends on the general
election, cannot succeed unless those who elect and obey their rulers are
educated (Ibid.: 81). There is a strong link between education, national
building, life and democracy. Beane affirms, “Education is life itself” (op.
cit.: xvii). And we say that democracy is a way of life; the two, therefore, are
inseparable. Educational institutions and particularly schools have a role to
play in expanding the democratic way life (ibid.: 5). Democracy then should
be part of the daily life of the young generations in the different educational
institutions. A democratic individual is abler to cope with the impending
demands of the society and he is, therefore, in a better position to help in the
reconstruction of his nation. Dewey maintains that if the people are to secure
and maintain a democratic way of life, they must have opportunities to learn
what that way of life means and how it might be led (Ibid.: 8). Shah (1999:
74) points out that democratic values should be initiated right from the
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home, the curricula and universities. Al-Magtari, referring to the situation in
Yemen, believes that:

. due to the role of education in the nation building, democratic
training in schools (more imperative at universities) will have its impact
on the social as well as the political levels. He adds, if the school brings
up its pupils with the democratic practices, this will result in individuals
who are self-dependent, creative and active members of the society;
individual who can face the demands of the rapidly developing
society... (2002: 8).

2.2 Democracy and teachers' role

Dewey best describes a situation similar to that of the Yemeni teacher as
follows:

The teacher intelligence is not free; it is confined  to receiving the goals
and objectives. Tt is very rare to find an individual teacher who is free
from the dictation of the supervisor, authoritarian inspector, the book of
teaching method, or the syllabus...etc, so that he lets his mind come
closer to that of the pupil and to his school subject. The mistrust on the
teacher’s experience shows the lack of trust on the pupils.. .(Dewey, op.
cit.).

Regarding the role of the teachers of English in imbibing the students with
the democratic values, Shah is of the view that teachers are the most
important influencing factors and they, therefore, should reflect an ideal
model for their pupils in behaving and thinking democratically (1999: 74).
He also argues that discipline by means of curricula can only be established
when the teachers themselves internalize the democratic values and
demonstrate those values through their overt behavior (ibid.: 75). To
succeed in developing his pupils’ autonomy, the role of the teacher and the
relationship of the teacher to the learner are of crucial importance (Tumber
1991: 25). Altman maintains that there are few, if any, prerequisites for
individualization [as step in democratic training] except for the willingness
of the foreign language classroom teacher to individualize (1977: 75).
Gordon believes that in a democracy where little thinking exists, a teacher
can still educate for democracy. But he puts some conditions:

. He should be an active participant in the public space.

. He should have a sense of justice.

. He should be willing to *hink and should endeavor to pursue activities
that are worthy in themselves such as striving for justice, beholding
beauty, establishing friendship.

W 1D -
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4. Underlined these demands, he should be a courageous person (Gordon
1988: 56).

2.3 Democracy and effective learning

Since it is the learner who eventually will determine his own learning,
he is supposed to be active in the classroom particularly in a foreign
language classroom. There is convincing evidence that people who take the
initiatives in learning [pro-active learners] learn more things and better than
do people who sit at the feet of teachers, passively waiting to be taught
[reactive learners] (Knowles, 1975: 92). Wakefield is against a teacher who
directs instead of guides his students. For him, such a teachers takes away
the students’ opportunities to develop autonomy and to learn how to direct
themselves confidently (Wakefield, 1993: 140). Piaget argues that for the
students to achieve autonomy they need to have repeated opportunities to
make decisions and think about the consequences of their moral and
intellectual decisions (ibid).

2.4. Democracy, learning and thinking

As there is a very intimate and close relation between education and
democracy, so is the case with thinking and democratic learning. It is said
that thinking is the way of intelligent learning (Dewey, op. cit.: 144), The
only way towards a continuous improvement in the teaching and learning
method is focusing on the conditions that require and examine intelligence
(loc.cit.). Gordon confirms this, saying that thinking is essential for
democracy to continue to exist (Gordon, loc. cit: 52). He continues, “ For
thinking to emerge, one must have political freedom to begin with (ibid.:
55). Of course, there could be democracy without thinking on the part of
people as is the case with many countries of which Yemen is one. In such a
situation, persons in power are basically ineffective because they strive to
transform political discussion into quagmire of insipid platitudes, which
serve the mediocrity of their own political interest (op. cit.: 54).

3. Procedures
3.1 Data and data collection
3.1a. Primary data

1. Action research: the researcher is actually a teacher of English teaching
students in classrooms where real problems are confronted. In other words,
he is in a situation where an action research is required because we are
dealing with English Language learning, an educational situation, and
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Table {2) Teachers’ responses
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4.2 Results of the guestionnaire (Sana'a)

The sample here consisted of three teachers and five students; all of
them share those of Ibb the same attitudes and they gave almost similar
responses to those of Ibb. That is why there is little need to present detailed
results here for economy and io avoid repetition.

4.3 Results of interviews

The sample of the interviews was confined only to swdents from
different levels in the English Department in Ibb University. Two students
of both sexes were randomly selected from each level. They were asked the
following four main questions:

1. Whether they preferred democratic teaching or else.

2. If there were teachers who were more democratic than others.

3. To provide examples of what they undersicod by democratic behavior.
4. If there was a need for democracy in the English classroom at all

In their answers to these four questions the subjects of the study who were
interviewed said they preferred a democratic style of teaching. All of them
opted for the idea of the necessity for democratic education. The examples
they gave (question 3) were like: taking students’ opinion, involving them in
the activities inside the classroom and the like."

5. Discussion
5.1. Action research

From the findings given above [see section 4.1 of the findings above], it
can be easily said that the students reacted positively to the activities

*
N.B. Detailed presentation of the interviews and action research were found rather unnecessary and time consuming.
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questions that democratic practicing enhances self-confidence of both
teachers and learners and that it improves relationship between teachers and
students. (See items: L,2,3). All of them believe that it does not put down
teacher’s dignity or degrades his personality (4 & 7). This is almost in
harmony with what the students believe. Like the students, teachers do not
think that a teacher s put in a difficult situation in a democratic atmosphere
(5). However, they differ with students over item (6) that democratic
application demands a |ot from the teacher. About 50% of the icachers see
that this democratic behavior is demanding. More than 50% of the Students
of all levels, however, do not agree with that. It should be noted that none of
the teachers s Yemeni. Yemenis are either not sure or disagree. This is the
only indication that may explain the reason why teachers have been avoiding
impiementing such practice so far, The students’ reaction, however, may
simply mean that they are not sure of this, as they have not yet been put in a
situation like that [democratic practice]. Or they might merely speculate that
this should not be so, ftems (8-25) show correspondent responses to those of
the students with » majority agreeing with ideas expressed (see the
questionnaire in table 1 above). In short, almost ajj respondents, whether
teachers or learners, show considerable awareness regarding democracy and
democratic practicing. So, one can say that the first hypothesis that teachers
and students are unaware of the advaniages of the democratic behavior in
the classroom is rejected [hypothesis 1]. The alternative hypothesis is thus
accepted. Why then democracy is not practiced is something that could e
attributed to the fact that teachers find it o little bit demanding as compared
to other traditiong] approaches (Item 6).

B.1 Students’ views on the possibility

Coming to the second category, of the possibility concerning applying
democracy in the English classroom in future [items (26 to 30)], about half
of the respondents disagree with the claim that students are not yet prepared
10 cope wi'th.democracy. Those who believe that they are not prepared make
only 20% of the tota sample. More than 609 also think that teachers are
ready to implement democratic praciicing, Again those who think that
implementing democracy is not practical and too idea] 10 be used are [ess
than those who are not.

B.2 Teachers' views on the demoeratic possibility
As far as teachers’ responses are toncerned, 60% of the subjects see that

it is possible because the students are prepared to cope with it. Only 20%
believe that students are not yet ready to understand and internalize it, The
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remaining 20% are not sure. However, they are divided over whether
teachers are ready to cope with it. All the members of the sample are of the
view that democratic practicing is not too idea! to be implemented.

5.3 interviews

Generally speaking, one is in a position to say that democratic
practicing is possible in a situation like that in Ibb University. The second
hypothesis [see section 1.3] is, therefore, rejected as both teachers and
learners see that democracy is possible and practical.

Again, the results of the interviews are in harmony with the results of
the action research and the questionnaire. It confirms the three different
hypotheses and therefore, there is no need for spending time on any further
analysis.

6. Conclusions znd Recommendations
6.1 Conclusions

From the above discussion the following conclusions are reached:

1. The action research makes it clear that it is feasible to implement
democratic activities in the language classroom in Departments of
English.

2. Both teachers and learners are aware of the advantages of democratic
practicing in the English classroom context.

3. Most of the subjects of the two different samples (teachers and learners)
agree with the idea that it is possible to behave more democratically in a
situation like that of Yemen.

4. Teachers seem to show that they can be put in a difficult situation if
democracy is adopted for it is demanding. The students’ attitude is
different, however.

5. There is no significant difference among teachers or students in respect of
the type of city they represent. All teachers in the study sample, in Ibb and
Sana’a, share the same attitudes towards promoting democratic behavior
in English classroom situations.

6. There is no significant difference between male and female students in the
different universities and in the different levels in the same university.

7. All different tools of data collection have yielded almost the same results
of awareness and positive attitudes towards democratic education as far as
English is concerned.

8. Some teachers have already exhibited some democratic practices in their
classes.
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6.2 Recommendations

1. The teacking staff in the different departments (professors and teachers)
should:

- Start thinking of taking the matter more seriously regarding democratic
education.

- Take into account their students’ needs and interests by approaching
them in a democratic manner and allowing them express these needs and
interests openly and freely.

- Build the different courses on the basis of these needs and interests.

- Come down to learners and discuss with them the advantages and
disadvantages of the current courses and the teaching methodology.

- Encourage students to be critical and show their views on what they
learn or want 1o learn.

- Train students to accept others’ views objectively prudently and
wholeheartedly.

- Introduce them to the ethics of democratic behaviors such as objectivity,
tolerance, flexibility, acceptance, fallibility, modesty, and respect of
others’ opinicns and beliefs.

- Move from the four-walled environment of the classroom to the wider
social and political one to sensitize them to the real world of democracy.

- Show them real examples of what democracy yields: its benefits, as the
case in America, Europe and other democratic countries.

2. University authorities and government institutions should consider the
idea seriously as an advantage and not to take it as a threat to the
government but rather as an educational and social necessity which in turn
will heip the government in performing their tasks properly easily and
successfuily.

3. The Government should play its role through different means including
the mass media in establishing democratic education not only at the tertiary
level but aiso at the school levels.

4. Students should make the best use of any democratic opportunity in
expressing themseives and pronouncing their problems and needs. They
should abandon all that is reiated o pompous and showing off behavior and

)

work cooperatively with their teachers towards the goals of better education.
o
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5. Parents’ awareness is necessary, and the media has a crucial role to play
in creating and enhancing that awareness so that an integrated task is the
main concern of all political and social institutions of which the family is
one.
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