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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to investigate the significance of worldview education 
for young people in the Finnish comprehensive school context. The study examines 
the students’ own perceptions of the significance of worldview education, and the 
context is in which the young people of today encounter worldviews and build 
their own personal worldview. Furthermore, this study explores the purpose and 
aims of worldview education in Finnish schools and society in general. The goal 
of the study is to give voice to the students of various worldview education groups 
– Religious Education (RE) and Ethics – and through their perceptions provide 
new perspectives and encourage development of Finnish worldview education. 

This article-based thesis takes a mixed-methods approach and is based on 
three refereed research articles (Kavonius, Kuusisto, & Kallioniemi, 2015a, 2015b; 
Kavonius & Ubani, 2020). The data were gathered from five lower secondary 
schools in Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa and Kauniainen in spring 2013. The quantitative 
data (articles I and II) were collected as a part of the European project known as 
REDCo2 (Religion in Education: A Contribution to Dialogue or Factor of Conflict 
in Transforming Societies in Europe, N=406), and the qualitative data (articles I, 
II and III) consist of semi-structured interviews (N=37). The interview was based 
on the themes of the original REDCo questionnaire. The quantitative data were 
analyzed with basic statistical methods and the qualitative data with qualitative 
content analysis. 

The research problem in this study is twofold: how do the students comment 
on their experiences in RE and Ethics contributing to their readiness to encounter 
worldview plurality and tolerance of diversity, and how do the students consider 
that RE or Ethics contribute to their personal worldview development. This 
research problem is explored through three research questions: 1. How do 9th 
grade students perceive worldview education and worldview diversity in the 
Finnish comprehensive school? (Article I). 2. How do students perceive religious 
and worldview education and their own tolerance of worldview plurality in the 
changing Finnish society? (Article II). 3. How is the contribution of religious and 
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worldview education in the development of worldviews perceived among 9th grade 
students? (Article III).

The main findings of this study answer the research questions by showing 
that the students’ perceptions of worldview education were mostly positive and 
most of the participants considered that worldview education had contributed to 
their tolerance and understanding of worldview diversity. Some contribution in 
worldview formation was also articulated by most of the interviewees. However, 
there is an evident variance in the students’ perceptions about the contribution 
on the formation of their personal worldviews. Predominantly, RE groups were 
considered having differences between majority and minority RE. Teachers’ 
worldview seemed to be important, especially in minority RE, thus perceptions 
of RE appeared to be quite teacher reliant. The model of religious and worldview 
education according to one’s ‘own’ worldview appeared particularly challenging, 
and some participants did not adhere or feel connected to the tradition presupposed 
by their group of instruction as students’ ‘own’ tradition, in the means of a personal 
worldview nor family background. Furthermore, the subject contents seem to vary 
and depend on the teachers’ choices and emphasis.

The results indicate that the Finnish worldview education could benefit 
from an update. The concept of worldview education according to one’s ‘own’ 
tradition would be a beneficial topic for investigation in a post-secular societal 
setting in which worldviews are increasingly diverse, fluid and complex (according 
to recent studies). More focus on the core idea of worldview education could 
sharpen the focal purpose, main goals and contents of worldview education as 
whole. From the perspective of teacher professionalism and teacher education, 
worldview reflection and teachers’ self-reflection ought to be highlighted further to 
develop worldview-consciousness in school context. The current Finnish model of 
worldview education has many components that the results of this study support, 
yet there are components in need of further consideration. Thorough investigation 
of the current model as a part of the whole school context in Finland might open 
up new viewpoints and options for worldview education in a changing, plural 
Finnish society.

keywords: worldview education, religious education, ethics education, worldview 
diversity, basic education
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Helsingin yliopisto, Kasvatustieteellinen tiedekunta
Kasvatustieteellisiä tutkimuksia, numero 123

Marjaana Kavonius
Nuorten kokemuksia katsomusopetuksen merkityksestä  
muuttuvassa suomalaisessa yhteiskunnassa

TIIVISTELMÄ

Tämä väitöstutkimus tarkastelee katsomusopetuksen merkitystä nuorille suoma-
laisessa peruskoulussa. Tutkimuksessa selvitetään katsomusopetuksen merkitystä 
moniarvoisessa yhteiskunnassa, jossa nuoret kohtaavat erilaisia katsomuksia ja 
samalla rakentavat omaansa. Tutkimus tarkastelee katsomusopetusta peruskou-
luaan päättävien oppilaiden omien kokemusten valossa. Tutkimuksessa myös 
pohditaan katsomusopetuksen laajempaa merkitystä ja tavoitteita suomalaisen 
koulun ja yhteiskunnan kontekstissa. Suomalaisessa katsomusopetusmallissa tar-
jotaan opetusta useassa eri uskonnossa sekä elämänkatsomustiedossa. Tämän 
tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on kuulla nuorten kokemuksia näistä eri ryhmistä ja 
näiden kokemusten valossa avata uusia näköaloja suomalaisen katsomusopetuk-
sen kehittämiseen.

Tämän artikkeliväitöskirjan aineisto koostuu monimenetelmällisesti kerä-
tystä ja analysoidusta aineistosta, joka on kerätty viidestä pääkaupunkiseudun 
yläkoulusta keväällä 2013. Aineiston määrällinen osuus on kerätty osana yleis-
eurooppalaista REDCo2-tutkimusta (Religion in Education: A Contribution to 
Dialogue or Factor of Conflict in Transforming Societies in Europe, N=406), jossa 
koostettua lomaketta käytettiin myös Suomen osatutkimuksessa, jonka tulokset 
on julkaistu tutkimusartikkeleissa osana tätä väitöstutkimusta. Tutkimuksen laa-
dullinen aineisto koostuu puolistrukturoiduista haastatteluista (N=37), jotka on 
analysoitu laadullisen sisällönanalyysin menetelmällä. Haastattelurunko koostui 
REDCo-tutkimuksessa käytetyn lomakkeen teemojen pohjalta. Tutkimustulok-
set on julkaistu kolmessa vertaisarvioidussa tieteellisessä artikkelissa (Kavonius, 
Kuusisto & Kallioniemi, 2015a & 2015b, Kavonius & Ubani 2020).

Tutkimuksen aihe on kaksiosainen: kuinka oppilaat kokevat katsomusope-
tuksen annin kyvylleen kohdata ja hyväksyä katsomuksellista moninaisuutta sekä 
kuinka oppilaat kokevat katsomusaineiden annin oman henkilökohtaisen katso-
muksensa kehitykselle.  Päätutkimuskysymykset ovat: 1. Kuinka yhdeksäsluokka-
laiset kokevat katsomusopetuksen ja katsomuksellisen moninaisuuden suomalai-
sessa peruskoulussa? (artikkeli I). 2. Kuinka oppilaat kokevat katsomusopetuksen 
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tukevan katsomuksellisen moninaisuuden hyväksymistä muuttuvassa suoma-
laisessa yhteiskunnassa? (artikkeli II). 3. Millainen on katsomusopetuksen anti 
henkilökohtaisen katsomuksen muodostumisessa? (artikkeli III).

Tutkimustulosten mukaan oppilaiden näkemykset katsomusopetukses-
ta ovat pääosin melko myönteisiä ja valtaosa tutkimukseen osallistuneista koki 
katsomusopetuksen tukeneen heidän ymmärrystään ja hyväksyvää asennetta 
katsomuksellista moninaisuutta kohtaan. Haastatelluista valtaosa myös koki saa-
neensa jonkin verran aineksia oman katsomuksensa muodostumiseen. Tutki-
mustulosten valossa eri katsomusaineryhmien välillä (erityisesti eri uskontojen 
välillä) oli selkeitä eroja. Erityisesti poikkeamaa oli siinä, kuinka opettaja vaikutti 
kokemuksiin oppiaineen luonteesta. Opettajan oma katsomus vaikutti erityises-
ti kokemuksiin vähemmistöuskontojen opetuksesta. Haastavana koettiin myös 
katsomusopetuksen malli, jossa opetusta järjestetään oppilaan ’oman uskonnon’ 
mukaan. Tutkimusaineistossa oli oppilaita, jotka eivät kokeneet katsomusaineryh-
män, johon osallistuivat, edustavan henkilökohtaista tai perheensä katsomusta, 
kuten on lähtökohtana suomalaisessa katsomusopetusmallissa. Eri ryhmien välillä 
ilmeni eroja myös ainesisällöissä.

Tutkimustulosten pohjalta voidaan esittää, että katsomusopetusta olisi 
suotuisaa päivittää muuttuvan, monikatsomuksellisen yhteiskunnan tarpeisiin. 
Käsitettä ’oman uskonnon opetus’ tulisi tarkastella post-sekulaarissa yhteiskun-
nassa, jossa tuoreiden tutkimusten valossa katsomusten kenttä moninaistuu ja 
muovautuu jatkuvasti; katsomukset itsessään ovat monitahoisia ja muuttuvia. 
Katsomusaineiden ydinaineksen terävöittäminen selkeyttäisi myös katsomusai-
neiden keskeisiä tavoitteita ja sisältöjä. Katsomusopettajan profession ja esimer-
kiksi opettajankoulutuksen näkökulmasta opettajan ammatillisen itsereflektion 
ja katsomustietoisuuden merkitystä koulukontekstissa tulisi korostaa katsomus-
opetuksen peruslähtökohtien selkiyttämiseksi.

Tämän tutkimuksen valossa suomalainen katsomusopetus näyttäytyy mo-
nin osin merkityksellisenä oppilaiden näkökulmasta, mutta myös kehitettäviä 
osa-alueita on. Katsomusopetuksen kokonaisvaltainen tutkimus olisi tarpeellinen 
uusien näkökulmien ja mahdollisuuksien avaamiseksi muuttuvassa, monikatso-
muksellisessa yhteiskunnassa.

avainsanat: katsomusopetus, uskonnonopetus, elämänkatsomustiedon opetus, 
katsomuksellinen moninaisuus, perusopetus
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1 INTRODUCTION

This study asks what the significance of worldview education for young people 
is. The aim of the study is to examine what the purpose of worldview education 
is in the light of their own perceptions and what the context is in which young 
people of today encounter worldviews and build their own. Furthermore, this 
study explores worldview education’s purpose in the Finnish school and society, 
in general. The goal is to provide new perspectives and encourage thought about 
future developments and possibilities in worldview education. 

Worldview education has had many aims and goals that have varied over the 
course of history. This and previous studies indicate that worldview education in 
general is seen as being purposeful, especially in lower secondary school. However, 
research indicates that there are grounds for clarifying some of the core elements 
and core identity of worldview education to meet the needs contemporary societal 
landscape sets for education on worldviews. This study explores young peoples’ 
perceptions through research findings published in three research articles. The 
main themes of the research articles are student perspectives on how worldview 
education has contributed to young peoples’ readiness to encounter diversity, 
tolerance towards diversity and to the development of their personal worldview.

In the following, chapter 2 explores theoretical starting points of this study 
and landscape of worldviews in post-secular societies. Chapter 2 also looks into 
current key questions of worldview education from global and Finnish perspectives 
and presents an overview of Finnish religious and ethics education. Recent research 
is introduced in chapter 3 and research problem of this study in chapter 4. The 
philosophical and methodological framework is examined in chapter 5, and 
chapter 6 outlines the results from the original research articles. Finally, chapter 
7 explores the practical implications of this study and suggests possibilities for 
further research.

In the following, religious and worldview education refers to Finnish 
school subjects Religious Education (henceforth RE) and Ethics (in Finnish 
elämänkatsomustieto). Diversity (in Finnish moninaisuus, diversiteetti) used 
in a heuristic manner, refers to inclusion of a variety of people from different 
social, ethnic or worldview backgrounds and also of different genders and sexual 
orientations (see Cambridge English Dictionary 2020; Ubani et al. 2020,1).

Pluralism (in Finnish pluralismi) means that individuals are plural and 
complex and have no single, distinctive identity that should somehow be recognized 
(e.g. Poulter et al. 2015, 10). Pluralism also refers to an ideology that positively 
welcomes the encounter of diversity. Education for tolerance about diversity has 
been a goal of, not only worldview education, but for all education for decades (see 
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Jackson 1997; Kallioniemi 2007; Salmenkivi 2007). According to UNESCO’s (1995) 
Declaration of Principles on Tolerance, Tolerance means ‘respect, acceptance and 
appreciation of the rich diversity of our world’s cultures, our forms of expression 
and ways of being human. It is fostered by knowledge, openness, communication, 
and freedom of thought, conscience and belief. Tolerance is harmony in difference. 
It is not only a moral duty, it is also a political and legal requirement. Tolerance, 
the virtues that make peace possible, contributes to the replacement of the culture 
of war by a culture of peace’ (UNESCO 1995). Tolerance has differing meanings 
that ought to be considered when using the term as such, for it has been also a 
target of critical remarks especially when tolerance is seen simply as a personal 
trait or a way of behavior, as ‘weak’ or ‘passive’ or merely an act of acceptance 
(Ferudi 2010; Schweizer 2007). For instance, in the current Finnish curriculum 
(NCCBE 2014), tolerance has been replaced by the term respect and this is also 
how the term is referred to in this study.
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2 WORLDVIEW EDUCATION IN  
FINNISH SOCIETY

In this chapter, the contextual and theoretical foundations of this study are 
outlined. First, worldview as a blanket concept is examined, and second, how 
worldviews are positioned in the post-secular contexts of Western societies and 
education is explored, with emphasis on the Finnish context. The latter part of the 
chapter illustrates the current model and curricular standing of RE and Ethics as 
school subjects, and, finally, the recent academic discussion on these is portrayed.

2.1 Worldview as a blanket concept in religious and 
worldview education 

The concept of worldview (in Finnish maailmankatomus, elämänkatsomus or 
katsomus; also maailmankuva) has a central role in this study as an inclusive 
concept and as both a content and an object of religious and worldview education. 
Recently, worldview has also become one pivotal object of interest in the context of 
international discussion on religious and worldview education, and education, in 
general. In this study, the concept is understood as katsomus, in Finnish (meaning 
personal or institutional/organized worldview; these concepts will be elaborated 
below).

Worldview, as a term, is found in the literature with a variety of definitions, 
extensively elaborated in philosophy, psychology and the social sciences (e.g. Naugle 
2002, Koltko-Rivera 2004). The definitions often overlap to provide some insight 
into the complex and contested nature of the concept (Hirsto et al. 2019, 6; Flanagan 
2021, 474-475). According to Aerts et al. (2007, 7), building on Apostel’s extensive 
philosophical work, worldview is: ‘a system of co-ordinates or a frame of reference 
in which everything presented to us by our diverse experiences can be placed. It 
is a symbolic system of representation that allows us to integrate everything we 
know about the world and ourselves into a global picture, one that illuminates 
reality as it is presented to us within a certain culture’. Worldview contains an 
explanation of the world, a futurology, values and answers to ethical issues, a 
praxeology and an epistemology. (See also Sire 1988; Niiniluoto, 2006; similarly 
van der Kooij et al. 2013, 2017). 

The English word worldview has its origins in the German word 
Weltangschauung which is also used in the English language. Weltangschauung 
is composed of the words Welt, world, and Angschauung, view or perception. 
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Weltanschauung is a fundamental concept of German philosophy, understood 
variously by a number of German thinkers and appearing first in Immanuel Kant’s 
Critique of Judgement (Kritik der Urteilskaft) in 1790 (Kant 1790; Naugle 2002, 
55-59). Here Kant stresses that to be understandable, human experience ought to 
have some prior framework for organizing experiences of the world. In his extensive 
work on the history of the concept worldview, Naugle (2002, 59) suggests that for 
Kant, Weltangshauung meant simply the sense perception of the world, and he 
apparently used the term only once. However, Kant’s significance in philosophy, 
his emphasis on ‘the knowing and willing self’ as the cognitive and moral center 
of the universe, created the conceptual space in which the notion of worldview 
could flourish’ in the forthcoming German and European intellectual times (ibid.).

After introduction of the concept Weltanschauung by Kant, William Dilthey’s 
reflections on worldview, as well the importance of the concept in his philosophy, 
is considered to have the most unique contribution in the early history of the 
concept (see Naugle 2002). Dilthey emphasized the role of lived experience in 
the formation of worldview: ‘Every true worldview’, he argued, ‘is an intuition 
which emerges from the standing in-the-middle-of-life’ (Bulhoff 1980, quoted 
in Naugle 2002, 82-83). ‘The ultimate root of any worldview is life itself’, as Sire 
(2004, 25) quotes Dilthey. Thus, Dilthey introduces the idea of lived experience 
to the concept, instead of merely seeing it as a sense perception of the world (as 
in the early Kantian view suggested) or set of abstract beliefs.

The British report of the Commission on Religious Education, CoRE (2018, 4) 
makes a distinction between ‘personal’ and ‘institutional’ or ‘organized’ worldviews 
in recognition of the complexity of identifying, developing and defining worldviews. 
Another useful dimension has been noted by van der Kooij et al (2013, 2017): their 
definition of the concept, makes a distinction between ‘organized’ and ‘personal’ 
worldviews. An organized worldview, such as humanism, secularism, capitalism, 
materialism, has developed over time, has defined nationally or internationally 
recognized and is an established system with certain sources, traditions, ideals, 
sets of beliefs and values – a frame of reference (Aerts et al. 2007) – and often 
embedded in institutions. Instead of this, it is more complicated to analyze a 
personal worldview because it is important to emphasize both what a personal 
worldview means and what it implies when we say that an individual has a personal 
worldview. It can be seen as an individual’s attempt to make sense of the world 
in real life situations – an embodied worldview - the lived essence of self, is a 
living organism adapting to the challenges and experiences the individual faces 
and evolves accordingly, as Flanagan (2019) puts it (see also van der Kooij et al. 
2013; 2017). A personal worldview may be based on an organized worldview but 
can also be eclectic and particular, containing core and peripheral views, some 
more flexible or more resistant to change than others. Van der Kooij et al. (2013, 
2017) also borrow the term ‘bricoleurs’ from Hervieu-Léger (2006) to describe the 



15

concept of worldview: ‘bricolage’ is described as a ‘mishmash’ of ideas, symbols 
and practices from different traditions which are molded together to construct 
a personal worldview, for instance, a religious profile. An individual can have a 
worldview without being able to articulate it accurately.  

According to Flanagan (2019, 5), the shift in research and even every-day 
language from ‘religion’ to ‘worldview’ highlights the more attention that needs 
to be paid to personal lived experience, the plural, diverse and complex quality 
of worldviews at both institutional/organized and individual/personal levels, and 
the widening of the subject beyond the ‘world-religion paradigm’ and humanism. 

In addition, Taves (2018, 2) advocate a shift from ‘religions’ to ‘worldviews’ 
and understand worldviews as a complex set of representations related to ‘big 
questions’ (similarly to Aerts 2007 and van der Kooij et al. 2013 above): as ontology 
(what exists, what is real), epistemology (how do we know what is true), axiology 
(what is the good that we should strive for), praxeology (what actions should we 
take), and cosmology (where do we come from and where are we going), that define 
and govern a way of life. From a worldview perspective, atheism, agnosticism, 
and theism are competing claims about one characteristic of reality and can be 
combined with multiple answers to the ‘big questions’ to generate a wide range of 
worldviews (Naugle 2002). Taves  (2018, 2) further note that in religious studies, for 
instance Smart (2000) has advocated studying religions as worldviews. Droogers 
(2014) offers three contributions to the study of non-religious worldviews: first, it 
allows researchers to study the entire range of worldviews without worrying about 
whether they are religious or not. Second, it allows scholars to focus on both the 
explicit, highly rationalized attempts to address ultimate questions often studied 
by philosophers and scholars of religion and the answers implicit in the taken-
for-granted ways of life more commonly studied by anthropologists, and third, it 
allows explorations of worldview ‘dynamics’ as an interactive process embedded 
in social relations (Droogers 2014, 21-24). The concept of worldview may have 
the potential to function as an integrative framework with which to investigate 
the interaction of beliefs, values, and attitudes (Johnson et al., 2011; Taves, 2018; 
Taves et al. 2018). In education, it is similarly important to see worldview as fluid 
and flexible, evolving and dynamic not as a rigid, un-changeable installation of 
interpretations of the world, and personal thoughts and actions accordingly (see 
e.g., Droogers 2014; Aerts et al 2007).

Using the concept of worldview in education is not new. For instance, Valk 
(2017) and van der Kooij et al. (2013; 2017) argue that worldview as notion is 
important, necessary even, in the context of religious and worldview education. 
Using the concept allows the scope to view different types of worldviews in both 
personal and institutional contexts and avoids both the too secular viewpoint of 
minimizing the role of religions and the tendency to overemphasize the role of 
religion (Valk 2017). Using the concept also underlines that religious and non-
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religious elements are not mutually exclusive in an individual’s life. Instead, as 
noted by sociologists of religion, secular and religious attitudes can no longer 
be considered as opposing. Plurality of spiritual practices or ideas and secular 
values seem to portray the worldviews of many better (Taves et al. 2018). Also, the 
common use of the concept makes it impactful (see Wintersgill 2017; Freathy and 
John 2019; van der Kooij et al. 2017). However, even though there are common 
tendencies and undertones, there is a variety of uses of the concept worldview and 
there is a place for further conceptualization in the educational settings in order 
to acquire advanced understanding of the functioning of personal worldviews to 
support teachers and learning experiences of the students (Hirsto et al. 2019, 6).

Naturally, in every educational setting, worldview is also one significant 
implicit component: both the curricular and pedagogical structures acculturate 
students into means of reasoning and behavior (Kavonius and Ubani 2020). 
Learning involves evolving socialization into certain norms of behavior and ways 
of thinking shared in a specific community and processes of enculturation into 
the discourses of a community (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Putnam and Borko, 2000, 
5). It is perhaps impossible to systematically separate the impact of broader life 
experiences and other factors of influence - family, friends, religious communities 
and other aspects such as the ‘personal character’ or cognitive developmental 
factors of students - from those of educational experiences. Furthermore, it is 
essential to note that the absence or presence of worldview diversity in education 
itself, in school staff or in one’s group of peers can have indirect or direct effect 
on the development of young people and their worldview. (e.g., Bertram-Troost 
2011, 280-281; Helve 2015, 96-97, 109).

2.2 Religions and other worldviews in post-secular 
Finnish society

In many Western societies, secularization was expected eventually to remove 
religion from the public space (Habermas 2006; Casanova 2015). However, this 
process has reversed itself as religion has made a comeback to public attention 
and visibility1, having also new shapes of political significance (Poulter 2017, 188; 
Saarinen 2019). Both throughout Europe and internationally, revitalization of 
religion is evident and contemporary societies are often referred as ‘post-secular’ 
(Habermas 2006; Woodhead and Catto, 2012; Casanova 2015; Frank and Thalen 

1 ‘Public visibility’ may, of course, be something other than an actual role of religion, with an impact, in 
society. Desecularization may be a useful term when applied to the public visibility of religion, in particular 
and used in a limited sense. (See e.g., Hjelm 2014). Also, Beckford (2012) dislikes the term ‘post-secular’ 
for its focus on what it is not, rather than what it is.
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2020, 1-3). The idea of ‘post-secular’ is undoubtedly debatable. For instance because 
there remains a lack of agreement within academia about the nature and definition 
of ‘religion’ and how religion relates to society and politics in the contemporary 
world (Taira 2014; Franck and Thalen 2021). Nevertheless, religion has not left the 
public sphere, but instead is now understood in a broad framework: as internally 
diverse, liquid, dynamic, mixing traditions and elements of different worldviews 
(Taira 2006; Lassander 2012; Cush 2013, 121). 

Individuals construct flexible and hybrid religious identities and worldviews, 
many studies indicate an increasing number of personal worldviews which are not 
associated with a single religious or non-religious tradition (e.g. Taves and Kinsella 
2014; Kuusisto et al. 2017; Pew Research Center 2019, Singleton 2019; Halafoff et 
al 2020). Furthermore, the amount of those who identify as having ‘no religion’—
‘nones’—is growing rapidly in Finland, as in many Western societies (Taira 2014; 
Furseth 2018; Silfors 2020). The Pew Research Center (2015) has estimated that 
between 2010 and 2050, the number of religiously unaffiliated Europeans will 
increase from 140 million to 162 million, and in Australia, for example, Christianity 
is expected to lose its status as the majority religion during the same time period. 
Atheism is one manifestation of nonreligion for many (Pew Forum 2015), but they 
are not synonyms (Silfors 2020, 98). Furthermore, belief (e.g., in God) is only 
one of many aspects of religiosity (e.g., Smart 1996). Some non-believers may be 
active participants in religious institutions. For instance, between one-quarter 
to one-half of Finnish atheists are members of the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
(Taira  2014, 252). Moreover, disaffiliation from religious communities does not 
necessarily indicate complete rejection of everything religious. However, according 
to Pauha et al. (2020; 247-248), even though having beliefs and practices that 
resemble those of organized religion, some atheists prefer to identify as ‘spiritual’, 
instead of ‘religious’. Thus, although atheism and religiosity are often considered 
as opposites, there are reasons to see the two as partly overlapping categories. 
(See Salomäki et al. 2020; Pauha et al.2020). 

These complex, overlapping, dynamic, non-linear and at times fragile 
worldviews have been observed especially among contemporary young people, 
especially of the ‘generation Z’ and  the ‘millennials’ (see Kuusisto and Kallioniemi 
2014, 2017; Helve 2015; Salomäki et al. 2019; Halafoff et al. 2020, 3).  They are 
also changeable and often develop with significant ‘reflexive pauses’ (Halafoff and 
Gobey 2018). The nature of young people’s worldviews has been described also 
as ‘mosaic’ (Kuusisto and Kallioniemi 2017, 97) or ‘hybrid’ (Halafoff and Gobey 
2018, 273–275) referring to increased complexity and fluidity (see also Halafoff 
et al. 2020, 3). Albeit religious socialisation exists, and parents and grandparents 
affect the worldviews of their children, young people often redefine their own 
relationship to religion (Räsänen 2010, 153-154; Halafoff and Gobey 2018; Tervo-
Niemelä 2020). Additionally, peers, schools, social communities, mass media, 
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social media virtual worlds and pictoral symbols play a significant role in forming 
young people’s worldviews (Helve 2015, 96-97; Singleton et al. 2019). 

Following global changes, Finnish societal landscape of worldviews, religious 
and non-religious, has followed international processes in becoming increasingly 
multifaceted and diverse (Illman et al. 2017, 8; Ubani et al 2019, 9). Global 
influences, such as increased ‘new’ cultural diversity (Vertovec 2015), migration 
and consumerism have had their influence (Poulter 2019, 49). Institutional 
religiosity, both in terms of membership and participation, has become weaker, 
and the privatization of worldviews has cut the position of traditional, mostly 
Christian religion in public arenas (Salomäki et al. 2020). Simultaneously, the 
growth of new forms of religiosity in has brought religion back to public sphere 
(Poulter 2013; Sakaranaho 2019). Immigration has moreover increased the inner 
variety of Islam and Christianity (Kääriäinen et al., 2005; Sorsa 2018). Diversity 
via immigration has grown particularly in the bigger cities, though with variations 
between different parts of the cities. 

In Finland, the Evangelical Lutheran Church is the largest religious 
community, yet its membership percentage has dropped from 90% to less than 
70% during 2008-2018 (Church Research Institute, 2018, Sohlberg and Ketola 
2020, 50). The number of members is now approximately four million. This 
change is consequence of several factors: secularization, and at the same time a 
growing interest in new religious or spiritual movements. According to Poulter 
(2017, 191), secularization in the Finnish context can also be interpreted as a 
statement of individuality manifested rejection of institutional forms of religion 
and the shifting of religious connotations into the private sphere. Skepticism about 
authorities, the weakening of religious socialization and criticism of traditional 
state-church relations are all evidence of the decline in institutional religiosity 
(ibid; Kääriäinen 2011). Most of those who leave the church remain unaffiliated 
with any religious community and this adds to the clearly growing percentage of 
the non-religious population. Additionally, about 100 000 Finns have affiliation 
in some other Christian groups, the Orthodox Church being largest of these with 
over 60 000 members. The largest and most rapidly growing religious minority, 
however, is Muslims. Precise statistics lack but there are estimations between 
110 000-200 000 Muslims in Finland, depending on the source (Konttori and 
Pauha 2021, 238). From the perspective of immigration, the largest group are 
African Christians. (See Illman et al. 2017; Ubani et al. 2019, 9; Statistics Finland 
2019). Even though most Finns are still members of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church, only a small percentage of Finns believe in the God of Christianity, or 
attend religious activities weekly, according to the statistics of the Church Research 
Institute (2018). However, for many, religion still occupies a strong ritual position 
at turning points of life, and historically, Lutheranism has formed an important 
part of moral and societal hegemony in Finland (e.g., Salomäki et al. 2020).
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Riitaoja et al. (2010, 88) have introduced a concept of ‘Secular Lutheranism’ 
to describe the modern ethos of the Finnish worldview landscape. ‘Secular 
Lutheranism’ stands for a mixture of Lutheranism and secular humanism. Secular 
humanism, in this description means ‘humanism based on the idea that ‘man is the 
measure of all things’, self-sufficient or exclusive humanism which is in the heart 
of modern secularism’ (ibid.). By defining Finns and Finnish society as ‘secular 
Lutheran’, Riitaoja et al. mean that the Finns and Finnish society are Lutheran, 
yet otherwise endorse many tenets of secular humanism, including ethics and 
morality. They state that in Finland, Lutheranism and secular humanism are 
often intertwined, supporting the separation of life issues into public and private 
(ibid; see also Kuusisto and Gearon 2019). It is not quite clear, however, what this 
culturalised idea of ‘secular-Lutheranism means in terms of Finnishness or as part 
of educational ideals and values (Ubani et al. 2021, 113). Nevertheless, Finland 
can be seen as a post-secular country, and, as a state, Finland can be described 
as a post-secular society with a secular system of governance. 

Discussion about the role of religion in education is a complex political task 
in Finland, as in elsewhere in Europe (Poulter 2013). The presence of religious 
elements is not generally putative in societal institutions in Finland, such as 
in schools (Kuusisto and Gearon 2019, 4). However, elements that are seen 
as components of national cultural heritage (see NCCBE 2014; Poulter 2013; 
Kääriäinen et al. 2005) form exceptions. Definition of these components and their 
position in every-day school life triggers debate frequently. From time to time, 
there has been intensive discussion concerning the position of religious tradition 
in school practices and festivities, and individuals’ right to be exempted from these 
at school. Finnish schools have customarily celebrated traditional festivals, such as 
Christmas and Easter, consistent with the Lutheran church year2 but participation 
in these festivities is not compulsory to anyone (Poulter 2017; National Board of 
Education 2018; Niemi 2019). 

An example of these debates is culminated in the spring festivities at the 
end of the school year, and singularly whether a particular hymn, ‘Suvivirsi’ 
(‘Summer hymn’ or ‘Spring hymn’) is an appropriate part of these festivities as it 
is a Christian religious song. This hymn is a traditional part of the spring festivities. 
The Education and Culture Committee of the Finnish Parliament (14/2002) has 
taken a stance in the discussion by giving a statement, affirming that singing this 
particular hymn is part of Finnish cultural heritage, and thus including it in the 
program does not change the nature of the festivities into a religious practice. 
During these debates, some stakeholders (e.g., The Free Thinkers, a non-religious 

2 Participation in any clearly religious event, such as a Christmas mass is not compulsory for any student, 
even those with an official membership or affiliation in a religious community (National Board of Education 
2018). This has changed since the publishing of the  Article 1 (Kavonius et al. 2015a, 79).
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society) have used ‘new diversities’ (see Vertovec 2015), such as first-generation 
immigrants, even as an excuse to remove religious elements from the educational 
settings by stipulating to the ‘diversity card’, missing the fact that a large number 
of the immigrants in Finland are in fact Christians (Kuusisto and Gearon 2019, 6).

In addition, any educational practices can be seen as ‘marinated in Lutheran 
Protestantism’, as Berglund (2014) expresses it in the Swedish setting. Othering in 
educational settings, demarcation between ‘us’ and ‘them’, may be found, besides 
ignoring or undermining  religions ‘other’ than Lutheranism, also in ignoring 
‘religious Lutheranism’ (Riitaoja et al. 2010; Kuusisto et al. 2016; Poulter et al. 
2016). A ‘secular Protestant’ mind-set may indicate a lack of recognition that 
religion is indeed important for some students. According to Rissanen, discourses 
on integration of religious and worldview diversity in school uncover an agenda 
of ‘liberalizing students’ from the religion-based demands of their parents and 
religious communities, exposing an underlying assumption that religion is not a 
significant identity factor for young people (Rissanen 2018).

Discussion about the role of religion in education has become politically and 
intellectually polarized. According to Taira (2019), the current societal discussion 
has a populist vibe to it, as in the case of the hymn ‘Suvivirsi’: it has become an 
easy way of creating an image of minorities stealing away a Finnish ‘treat’ and is 
an example of the culturization of Christian symbols and practices. At the same 
time, the minorities have been ‘religionized’ (Taira, 2019). 

Ubani (2019, 105) calls this process ‘the secularist-culturalist transition’ – 
how the secularist and culturalist frameworks in handling of religions in schools 
in Finland are connected to school policies and practices, not only to questions 
concerning RE. A study by Ubani (2018) also shows that Finnish teachers 
sometimes have difficulties in separating religion from other dimensions of 
identities or practices. Instead, they seemed to nationalize and ethicize especially 
Islam as well as religionizing some cultural practices (ibid.). 

A historical development from assimilationist to responsive ways of teaching 
has been noted to have taken place since the early 2000s when related to how 
cultural and religious diversities are considered in educational aims and practices 
(Niemi and Hahl 2018). In recent years, the emphasis has shifted towards 
recognizing the complexities of worldviews and identities as people belonging 
to the same social group may experience them differently. A multidimensional 
culturally responsive approach to teaching aims in focusing on the needs of all 
students, including the aspects of values and beliefs (see e.g., Gay 2010; Nieto 2011). 
The key division between assimilationist and responsive teaching also appears 
in discussions concerning the ways in which education should consider religious 
and worldview diversities. From an assimilationist viewpoint, the more religious 
minorities refrain from their religiously-based practices in the school context, 
the better integrated they are in the ‘secular-Lutheran’ Finland (Poulter, Riitaoja 
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and Kuusisto 2016; Niemi et al. 2019). On the other hand, responsive approach 
emphasizes the need to adjust practices and respond to needs stemming from 
religions and worldviews in an understanding and inclusive way. 

However, related to this, a question concerning the legitimation of claims 
presented in the name of religion and equality of treatment come to the fore. Here 
the role of governance, the implementation of the states’ rules and hierarchies 
into the educational settings, are central (Ubani 2018b). Previous studies from 
the Finnish schools suggest that religion in schools is seen as a sensitive issue 
for education professionals. Problems have been highlighted in a study by Ubani 
(2018b). Approaches of the teachers were occasionally patronizing towards 
minorities as they tended to solve religious issues without collaboration with the 
parents. Likewise, in their study on Finnish teachers’ attitudes to Muslim pupils 
and their integration, Rissanen et al. (2015) concluded that Finnish teachers are 
somewhat opposed to visible religiosity, especially Islam. 

2.3 Religious and worldview education in  
educational policy

Societal changes and on-going processes – increasing diversity in worldviews and 
identities – pose new tasks and challenges in relation to religious and worldview 
education. Thus, the relationship between religions, worldviews, and education 
has become an important issue in societal discussions in the 21st century (Jackson 
2011, 2014; Valk 2017). Dialogue between secular and religious positions in 
school may appear challenging and students with more religious worldviews can 
find negotiating between their religious identity and its relationship to secular 
citizenship to be problematic (Berglund 2014; Åhs 2020). 

There has been debate about the aims, relevance and functions of religious and 
worldview education in societies throughout Europe. In a central role within these 
debates have been questions concerning worldview diversity and how education 
ought to be developed to include both religious and non-religious worldviews 
(Jackson 2014a; Miedema 2014; Zilliacus and Kallioniemi 2017; CoRE 2018). 

European institutions have highlighted the importance of inter-religious and 
inter-worldview co-operation in resolving social conflict (Jackson 2014a, 2014b) 
in several high-level political declarations, for instance: Toledo Guiding Principles 
on Teaching about Religions and Beliefs in Public School (2007), White Paper on 
Intercultural Dialogue (2008) and Signposts: Policy and Practice for Teaching 
about Religions and Non-Religious Worldviews in Intercultural Education (2007).

The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe’s (OCSE) Toledo 
Guiding Principles on Teaching about Religions and Beliefs in Public School (2007) 
emphasize religion’s important role in education in contributing to social cohesion 
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and democratic citizenship. Additionally, the Council of Europe emphasizes the 
great relevance of interfaith-dialogue and the role of religion in promoting mutual 
understanding and tolerance, and building a democratic society, for example in 
the White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue (2008). 

Signposts, written by Jackson (2007), results from the work of an international 
panel of experts convened jointly by the Council of Europe and the European 
Wergeland Centre. The document discusses how the study of religions and non-
religious worldviews can contribute to intercultural education in schools in Europe. 
The aim of Signposts is to stimulate constructive discussions on worldviews and 
education in Europe. Stemming from feedback by educational officials, teachers 
and teacher trainers in the Council of Europe member states, Signposts provides 
recommendations for education. These are also based on research, such as the 
project REDCo: ‘(see e.g., Weisse 2011), which also forms a part of the data used 
in this study. Signposts gives advice on issues such as:

• clarifying the terms used in education;
• developing competence for teaching and learning, and working with 

different didactical approaches;
• creating 'safe space' for moderated student to student dialogue in the 

classroom;
• helping students to analyze media representations of religions;
• discussing non-religious worldviews alongside religious perspectives;
• handling human rights issues relating to religion and belief;
• linking schools (including schools of different types) to one another and 

to wider communities and organizations.

The general approach in Signposts is not curricular, but instead it ‘enables 
member states to increase competence of students to engage in the field of religions 
and beliefs, in ways that potentially contribute to various aspects of their personal 
and social development. It is hoped that the document will stimulate and contribute 
to constructive discussion, policymaking, teacher training, classroom practice 
and community links in different parts of Europe, and perhaps beyond’ (Jackson 
2014b, 1).

Most societies provide some education on worldviews in their school 
curricula. Since every country has its own particular national or regional context, 
whether being historical, political, societal or ideological, the models and practical 
arrangements vary and are be embedded contextually in multifaceted ways 
(Shreiner 2011; Bråten 2013). As a result of both secularization and increasing 
worldview diversity, several European nation states have adapted their policy with 
regard to the organization or model of education on worldviews, RE, or their 
equivalent in state-schools. There has been a shift from confessional/catechetical to 
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semi-confessional RE; a possibility of exemption; an organization of an alternative, 
non-confessional, subject; the expansion of RE subjects (multi-religious RE); a 
shift from confessional to non-confessional RE, and the integration of information 
about religions in other school subjects (Franken, 2017).

According to Skeie (2001, 241-45), models of RE in Europe can be divided 
into two different solutions. First, there is the uniform, strong solution in which 
the emphasis is on society’s willingness to adopt one model for RE that can be 
confessional (e.g., in Italy and Spain), non-confessional (e.g., in other Nordic 
countries except for Finland or no RE in school at all (in France). Second, there 
is the multiform, weak solution emphasized in societies less willing to adopt the 
uniform solution for RE. This solution includes mixed systems in which many or 
most schools are religion-based (e.g. in Ireland and Belgium), and secular systems 
with religious communities co-operating or running RE within schools (e.g. in 
Germany and Austria). Furthermore, in England, Wales and Scotland there is a 
secular model of RE, but also a significant number of religion-based private schools. 
The Finnish solution for an RE model belongs to the latter group; it belongs to a 
sub-category of the secular system as described by Skeie as there are several RE 
curricula operating side by side in schools along with the Ethics instruction (ibid.). 

Several other countries in Europe with segretative models of religious 
education such as Belgium and Austria, and many German federal states also 
offer non-confessional or non-denominational alternatives to religious education 
(Loobyck and Franken 2011). For example, in Sweden the reform of RE took 
place in 1962 and in Norway in 1997. In these models, RE as a subject is non-
denominational in character (Larsson 1996, 70-71; Haakedal 2000, 88-97). In 
the past decades there has been a change in the nature of worldview education 
also in Britain, where the shift has been from denominational, Bible-oriented RE 
to a more multi-religious and multi-worldview approach. Furthermore, the aims 
of British RE currently emphasise giving students a picture of different religious 
traditions and other worldviews (see e.g. CoRE 2018). 

In Western societies outside Europe, for instance, in federally organized 
countries like Australia, Canada and the USA, the model of worldview education 
also depends on a state or a province. For example, Australian states vary 
significantly on how they provide religious/worldview education or instruction. 
Public schools have only recently included content on religion in their curricula, 
and religious volunteers are permitted, in all states except South Australia and 
Victoria, to provide confessional religious education/instruction into their faith 
traditions in school time. Most of these providers are Christian; however, they 
also include Muslims, Buddhists, Baha’is and Hindus. (Lipiäinen et al. 2020, 6). 
In Canada, one of the latest developments is the compulsory and inclusive subject 
in the province Quebec, called ethics and religious culture (since 2008). This 
subject has socio-cultural and phenomenological emphases on religion instead 
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of ideological or dogmatic focus. (Cherblanc 2018; Korkeakoski & Ubani, 2020, 
51). In the US, denominational RE is not given in public schools. In some states, 
education about religion has been developed from a multi-faith stance, or there are 
courses on comparative religion or the Bible as literature (Hudson & Edward 2004; 
Clark 2012). There has been much discussion about the importance of teaching 
religious literacy in schools (e.g., Prothero 2007). There are also private religion-
affiliated or faith-based schools in Europe, Australia and North America in which 
the position of religion differs notably from that in public schools. 

2.4 Religious and worldview education in  
the Finnish public education

Finland has a European type of state-supported comprehensive public education 
system in which the objective is the equal basic education of all members of society. 
In the formation of the Nordic welfare state, a sense of nationhood has also been 
connected with the development of a strong public-school system in Finland 
(Kumpulainen and Lankinen 2016, 72; Rissanen et al. 2019).

The last extensive reform of the Finnish educational system undertook in the 
early 1970s, when the current system of comprehensive school policy was developed 
(Kettunen and Simola 2012). In accordance with this, the whole population of 
Finland studies in a uniform basic education system provided to all aged between 
7 and 16 years. Schools do not select their students and every student is given a 
place in a nearby school. Students can also choose some other school if there is a 
justifiable reason to do so, for example for studying a particular foreign language 
not offered in their nearest school. All schools follow the national core curriculum 
(NCCBE 2014), which contains objectives and core contents for different subjects. 
The education providers, usually the local education authorities and the schools 
themselves outline their own curricula within the framework of the national core 
curriculum (ibid.). (Basic Education Act 1998/628).

As in most Western societies, the public education curriculum in Finland has 
maintained a holistic approach to education in the vein of Bildung (Tirri 2014, 606). 
According to current curricula, the objective of basic education in Finland is to 
‘support pupils’ growth towards humanity and ethically responsible membership of 
society and to provide them with the knowledge and skills needed in life’ (NCCBE 
2014, 16). The core curriculum describes seven transversal competencies (NCCBE 
2014, 17-23) areas, which are to be integrated into all school subjects. This also 
has its impact on the current religious and worldview education. Transversal 
competencies characterize the aims of education and reflect the competencies 
needed in all spheres of life and are constructed of knowledge, skills and values. 
Transversal competencies are:
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• Thinking and learning-to-learn
• Cultural competence, interaction and expression
• Taking care of oneself, managing daily life
• Multiliteracy
• ICT competence
• Working life competence and entrepreneurship
• Participation, involvement and building a sustainable future.

There are also multidisciplinary learning modules, tools for integrating 
learning and for increasing the dialogue between different subjects. It is compulsory 
for the schools to organize at least one such module every school year, to plan and 
implement these in cooperation between different subjects and involving students 
in their planning. Aside from these obligations, the schools and municipalities 
have the freedom to plan the modules according to local needs and interests 
(NCCBE 2014). 

In 2018, 87% of the students in Finnish basic education studied Lutheran 
RE, 1.6 % Orthodox RE3, 2.3% Islamic RE, 0.5% other minority RE, and the 
percentage of the so-called ‘opt-out’ students, the ones not participating any form 
of worldview education, was 0.7% (figures from the Vipunen statistic portal, 2021). 
Local differences are notable: outside the more diverse and plural Helsinki capital 
area and other bigger cities in Finland, the number of students studying minority 
religion or Ethics is still relatively small (Sakaranaho 2019; Rissanen 2019). In 
2018, 7.3% of students in basic education studied Ethics (Vipunen 2021), most of 
whom were in the cities of the Helsinki metropolitan area. 

Within a European state-owned school system, the Finnish model is a unique 
way of organising religious and worldview education (Davie, 2000, 90-91). Idea of the 
model is to provide religious and worldview education according to student’s ‘own’ 
religion, tradition or worldview. The concept of ‘own religion’ is rather controversial 
because the determinant is more often parental worldview background rather than 
de facto that of a student (see Poulter et al. 2017, 55). However, differing from other 
models of religious and worldview education according to student’s own tradition, 
this does not aim towards worldview education as confessional education according 
to the doctrines of e.g., the Lutheran Church or as ideologically non-religious in the 
case of Ethics; rather it is an organisational issue. RE is formally non-confessional 

3 Orthodox RE in Finland is a mutual subject for members of both the Finnish and the Russian Orthodox 
Churches.  Lutheran and Orthodox Churches hold a special status in the Finnish Society even though the 
Finnish state is neutral with regard to religions and churches. However, for historical reasons, there are 
close institutional and legislative links between the State and these Churches. They both, for example, have 
a right to collect taxes from their members.  In this study “Orthodox” refers to both Finnish and Russian 
Orthodox, since in RE they attend same classes even though there has been debate and even claims for 
separate RE for different branches.
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and plural in its approach, and its current basis is on legislative grounds: Freedom 
of Religion Act (2003) and Basic Education Act (1998, Amendment 2003/454, 13§) 
(Kallioniemi and Ubani 2016, 180-81). 

The Finnish RE model offers a solution from the perspective of freedom of 
religion and parental rights to decide children’s religious/worldview upbringing 
(Poulter et. al. 2017, 55). This often results in participation according to the 
parents’ denominational membership or other informal, religious affiliation. Ethics 
instruction is provided for students who do not have formal religious membership, 
but is also open to other students, with the exception of the members of the 
Lutheran or Orthodox Churches (see e.g., Salmenkivi et al.2007, 97). 

The current curricula for Ethics and RE share some mutual elements; for 
example, their common task is to provide students with general knowledge and 
ability regarding religion and4 worldview (NCCBE 2016; Koirikivi et al. 2019, 49) 
and religious studies as their shared background field. Yet, Ethics is an independent 
subject, based mainly on philosophy and social and cultural sciences whereas 
RE has it’s base in religious studies and specific theologies of different religious 
traditions. 

According to The Basic Education Act (Amendment 2003/454, 13§) religious 
education is to be organized according to the majority of students. Traditionally, 
this has meant that Lutheran RE has been the organized automatically in schools 
all around Finland. There must be at least three students participating in a 
municipality for other RE groups or an Ethics group to be formed. In practice, 
this is the case in minority RE and in Ethics. A parental request for the organizing 
of minority RE is needed, except for Orthodox RE and Ethics, which are organized 
on the basis of the number of students (Basic Education Act 2003; Freedom of 
Religion Act 453/2003). If a student’s religion is not represented at the particular 
school or municipality, members of a minority religion may choose between Ethics 
or Lutheran RE. Students of Lutheran RE do not have this option to choose other 
RE or Ethics instruction, a fact under much critique and discussion. Participating 
in Lutheran RE is an option for all the students because it is the majority group. 
It is notable that the number of students participating in Ethics instruction has 
grown during the last decade, especially in the Helsinki capital area (see e.g. 
Vipunen 2021).

For generations of Finns, Lutheran RE has been taught for the vast majority of 
students. Historically, Lutheran RE was used as a means to educate ‘good Finnish 

4 The Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2016) uses the terms religion and worldviews in RE, whereas 
in Ethics, only the term worldview is used when general knowledge is mentioned as a task. Discussion of 
these concepts is on-going, for instance, in the field of education in Finland and internationally. In this 
study the concept of worldview is seen as a blanket concept, including different religions. In other words, 
religion is seen as a worldview, but not all worldviews are religious (e.g. van der Kooij et al 2013, 213).
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citizens’ and has operated by forwarding different civic goals in the course of 
history since the beginning of mass education in the 1860s (Saine 2000; Poulter 
2013). The analysis of the history of Finnish education by Poulter (2013, 2017) 
shows how civic issues have been linked to questions of worldview and ethics: 
being a citizen means reflection on personal faith and values, collective good 
and the inter-relatedness of people. Adding to its political meanings, citizenship 
is an ontological reference to what is understood by a good and meaningful life, 
along with ethical responsibility. In addition to being an instrument of a varying 
civic education, RE as an independent subject has had many, partly overlapping 
justifications in the course of history. (ibid).

The catechetical argument was the earliest, as RE was seen as a continuum 
of teachings and membership of the Lutheran church. This was followed by 
currently applicable arguments on the relevance of RE as a subject providing 
general knowledge in an integrative manner, based on an anthropological view 
of religions as a part of humanity and providing value and ethics education. 
(Kallioniemi 2005; Ubani and Kallioniemi 2016). Recently, RE has been legitimized 
by a multiculturalist argument. This argument is based on recognizing students’ 
right to their own religion, maintaining democratic principles, helping to integrate 
minorities into Finnish society and acknowledging the particularity and variety of 
student identities. Overall, the most notable shift is the movement from a traditional 
into a more individual approach, reflecting a view of students’ identities as active 
and evolving, as in the general aims of the Finnish basic education curricula in 
which the view of identity can be viewed as liberal, as argued by Rissanen (2014, 
123–124).

RE was officially a ‘confessional’ subject in Finnish schools until 2003 when 
the current Act for Freedom of Religion was passed. The concept of ‘confessional RE’ 
was replaced by ‘RE according to one’s own religion’. This notion has been subjected 
to several interpretations; for example, Lutheran and Islamic RE teachers have 
interpreted it differently (e.g. Zilliacus, 2019). Since as early as the late seventies, 
Lutheran RE has by nature been extensive and multifaceted (POPS 1970, see also 
Poulter 2013, 175-178) and there has been little connection between Lutheran RE 
in school and the doctrine of the Finnish Lutheran church. Conversely, the Finnish 
Orthodox Church and many of the Orthodox RE teachers have considered it to 
be more closely linked to the Orthodox Church and its doctrines, more so than 
the Lutheran RE teachers consider Lutheran RE being linked to the Lutheran 
church (Aikonen, 1998). Similar tenets are seen in other minority RE curricula, 
for instance those for Islam, Catholic and Adventist RE. They each interpret the 
concept of ‘one’s own religion’ in a particular way (Kallioniemi & Ubani 2016, 182). 
Nevertheless, all RE curricula have the same general aims of looking at the religious 
and ethical dimension of life from the viewpoint of the students’ own development 
and reflecting on religion as a broader phenomenon in society (NCCBE 2004, 
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2006, 2014). However, research has shown that there are confessional elements in 
the every-day classroom practices, contents and assumptions of student’s identity 
or worldview (Kavonius et al. 2015; Kimanen 2016; Zilliacus 2019; Kavonius and 
Ubani 2020). 

Currently, there are specific curricula in RE written for the following religious 
affiliations: Evangelical Lutheran, Orthodox, Catholic, Islamic, Jewish, Buddhist, 
Pentecostal Church, Seventh-day Adventist, Bahá i and ISCKON (Krishna 
Consciousness). In addition, the Lord’s People, (Herran Kansa ry, a small, local 
Protestant Society), Evangelical Free Church, Christian Community (Steiner 
Society) and the Church of the Latter-Day Saints each have an curriculum accepted 
by the National Board of Education (2014, 2021) and these RE groups follow the 
curricula for all religious groups with local variations (ibid.). However, not all 
these are implemented or taught in schools. If the teaching croup of their own 
tradition does not get formed in the municipality, students of minority religious 
communities participate mostly in Ethics (Salmenkivi 2007, 84). RE groups other 
than the Lutheran one are placed under an umbrella term ‘minority RE’. Despite 
of the inner plurality of all religious groups mentioned above, only Christianity-
based RE has been separated into different groups (obviously not covering all 
the branches of Christianity) whilst Islamic RE, for example, is taught as ‘general 
Islam’. Now and then, claims arise for organization of separate groups for Shia 
and Sunni Muslims or for Greek and Russian Orthodox Christians.

At present, the more commonly arranged worldview education groups in 
Finland are Lutheran RE, Islamic RE, Orthodox RE, Catholic RE and Ethics. 
Additionally, Buddhist RE and Krishna Consciousness RE are arranged, especially 
in the big cities of Helsinki metropolitan area. Presently, there are also several, 
locally arranged practical solutions to integrated worldview education in some 
schools and municipalities. However, these solutions are independent and in some 
cases, even illegal (Ubani et al. 2020, 100). Furthermore, there is an option not to 
participate in RE education provided by schools. Parents may request a religious 
community to provide religious education as external education (as in vast majority 
of cases with Jehovah’s Witnesses). In this case, the student will not receive a 
grade for the teaching provided by the religious community. If a student does not 
partake in either the education provided by the school or in external education, 
school needs to organize an alternative activity for the them (Basic Education 
Act  454/2003§13).

The subject Ethics or Secular Ethics - elämänkatsomustieto in Finnish 
- does not have an explicit English translation. Elämänkatsomustieto (literally 
‘knowledge of life outlook’ Åhs et al. 2019, 204), has been translated it as 
‘education in life stance’, ‘philosophy of life’, and ‘life questions and ethics’ (Zilliacus 
and Kallioniemi 2017, 2). Even if teaching the current Ethics subject as an 
alternative to RE started in 1985,  the history and idea of Ethics reach back to 
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the 1920s when it was stipulated that schools needed to provide ‘history of religion 
and ethics’ alongside RE for students who were non-affiliated (Saine 2000, 70-72; 
Salmenkivi et al 2007, 128-129).  

As a subject based on a multidisciplinary perspective, Ethics has some 
similarities to international integrative models of RE or, for instance, the 
subject ‘Life Orientations’ in South-Africa (ibid. 2007, 155). Ethics is commonly 
characterized as a multidisciplinary, an originally Finnish school subject, even as 
an ‘educational innovation’ (Niiniluoto 1995, 142). Research on Ethics instruction 
is scarce, despite the subject having been taught for over three decades (Zilliacus 
and Kallioniemi 2016, 1; Koirikivi et al 2019, 55). 

The main task of instruction in Ethics is to support students’ growth and 
provide tools for investigating and developing personal worldview. Ethics focuses 
on a range of cultures and worldviews within a secular framework and is ‘non-
confessional’ in the means of not having a specific stance or base on any organized 
worldview (as in separate groups of RE; Lutheran, Islamic and so forth). The focus 
is on the students’ personal perspectives, and aspirations to gain an understanding 
of themselves and the surrounding world (NCCBE 2004; 2014; Koirikivi et al. 2019, 
55). The starting point of Ethics is in a non-religious, secular worldview, in which 
‘all knowledge and meaning is fundamentally connected to us as human beings, and 
does not exist independently from us’ (Tomperi 2003). This humanist perspective 
generally has links to a rationalist and scientific worldview (Niiniluoto 2006). 
According to Tomperi (2013, 92), the subject is based on values such as human 
rights, democracy, antiviolence and positive multiculturalism. The distinctness of 
Ethics in relation to other school subjects, such as philosophy, has been subject 
to discussion (Salmenkivi 2003, 33-35). Both historically and presently, there is 
strong support for Ethics as a school subject among stakeholders such as the Free 
Thinkers (Salmenkivi et al. 2007, 134). Furthermore, Ethics is seen as an important 
support for the Freedom of Religion Act (453/2003) and the presence of non-
religious worldviews school. It has also been argued, past and present, that Ethics 
should be offered to all students as a subject grounded in human rights education 
and with a wide focus on identity and ethical education (Salmenkivi 2013).

The philosophy and pedagogy of Ethics rest on the theoretical basis of the 
Philosophy for Children (P4C) program (Niiniluoto 1995, 144), originally developed 
by Matthew Lipman in the 1970s. P4C has its roots in the American pragmatism 
and the pedagogies of Dewey and Pierce (Lipman 1976). P4C was designed to 
improve students’ critical thinking skills and to create a community of inquiry 
among them (Hopkinson 2007; Murris & Thompson 2016, 1). P4C is a method that 
contains reading of short stories, designed to introduce students to philosophical 
issues that promote their thinking skills. P4C is designed to address ethical and 
global issues such as poverty, war, freedom, and more recently, climate change 
(e.g. Hopkinson 2007). Often the dialogue about the issues and topics presented 
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is begun by students’ questions, instead of teacher-directed questions (Murris & 
Thompson, 2016, 3; Siddigui et al. 2017, 13).

2.5 Aims and contents of the Finnish curricula  
for RE and Ethics

National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004 was implemented during 
the time of the data gathering in 2013. For RE and Ethics, this curriculum set 
some mutual tasks such as the aim of ‘building personal worldview’ (RE) and 
supporting readiness to encounter other religions and views’ (RE); and ‘growth 
into a full, democratic citizenship, which, in a globalizing and swiftly changing 
society, requires an ability to think ethically, broad related knowledge and skills, 
and the accumulation of general education in culture and personal worldview’ 
(Ethics). The current curriculum (2014) has the same main objectives for RE and 
Ethics as the previous. However, there are new transversal objectives and some new 
emphasis included in the basic values of the National Core Curriculum. These put 
more stress on the matters of recognizing and respecting all diversity within the 
school, society and in the curricular tasks of all subjects. The following illustrates 
the main aims and contents of RE and Ethics in Finnish basic education according 
to the National Core Curricula for Basic Education (NCCBE) of 2004 and 2014. 
At the end of this chapter, there is a brief note on the overlapping themes of the 
two subjects. 

In the Finnish curricula of both 2004 and the current 2014 for segregated 
religious and worldview education groups (parallel RE groups and Ethics), the 
contents sometimes vary considerably even though some of the core contents 
are common: they discuss different worldviews and religions, human rights and 
ethics from multiple stances. Core task for religious and worldview education in 
general is to support students in their personal identity and worldview formation 
(NCCBE 2004 ; 2014;  2021). In the following, the focus is in more general aims 
and tasks, without going into specific subject matters defined in the curricula of 
2004, 2014 and 2021 (2021 curricula was updated for Adventist, Bahá’í, Buddhism, 
Pentecostal movement and Krishna Consciousness). There are also local curricula, 
based on the national curriculum, developed at both municipal and school levels.

At the time when the data were gathered for this study, the main objectives 
for the core curriculum for all religions in basic education include following: 
‘In instruction in religion, life’s religious and ethical dimension comes under 
examination from the standpoint of the pupil’s own growth, and as a broader 
social phenomenon. - - Instruction in religion emphasizes the pupil’s own religious 
knowledge and readiness to encounter other religions and views, especially spiritual 
traditions that exert influence in Finnish society. The task of instruction in religion 
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is to offer the pupils knowledge, skills, and experiences, from which they obtain 
materials for building an identity and a worldview’ (NCCBE 2004; 2016, 202).

Without any radical changes in the core aims and objectives, the current 
mutual curriculum for RE in the lower secondary school states, for instance, that 
‘the task of subject of religious education is to provide the pupils with extensive 
general knowledge and ability regarding religion and other worldviews.  -  - They 
get acquainted with traditions related to religions and worldviews in Finland and 
as well as religions and worldviews elsewhere in the world. The subject promotes 
an understanding of the relationship between religion and culture as well as 
multiliteracy related to religions and worldviews.  - - The pupils are guided towards 
critical thinking and the observation of religions and worldviews from different 
viewpoints. - - The instruction of religion supports the pupils’ ability to participate 
on the dialogue within and between religions and worldviews. -  - The instruction 
supports the pupils’ self-knowledge, self-appreciation, and the development of life 
management skills throughout basic education. The instruction provides the pupils 
with elements for building and evaluating his or her identity as well as personal 
view of life and worldview’ (NCCBE 2014, 202). These general descriptions are 
followed by more precise objectives for the RE instruction of all separate groups 
and for grades 1-2, 3-6, and 7-9 (NCCBE 2014). 

There have been some changes between the curricula of 2004 and 2014. 
In RE, the main difference is the shift from knowledge to skills and competence 
that reflects the overall change in the whole curricular thinking. There is also 
more emphasis on dialogue between and within traditions, and on skills in life 
management and conflicts connected with religions (NCCBE 2014; Kallioniemi 
and Ubani 2016). The emphasis on cultural understanding and life in communities 
has become more integral in the curriculum, too. Likewise, in RE, the curriculum 
encourages co-operation among the different groups represented in various RE 
lessons, along with ethics and life questions, in its characterization of the learning 
environment (NCCBE 2014; Ubani and Kallioniemi 2016). One new emphasis 
mentioned specifically in the RE curriculum for the upper grades 7-9 is ecosocial 
knowledge and ability, referring to necessity of a sustainable way of living, which 
is underlined throughout the curriculum in the underlying values of the basic 
education but, interestingly, the only subject-specific curriculum that mentions 
it is RE (NCCBE 2014).

Finnish RE has been contextual for decades and recently, the emphasis 
has moved towards religious studies. In the 2014 curricula, the content of RE 
was divided into three topics, applying to all RE groups: relationship to one’s 
own religion, the world of religions and good life. The first content area, called 
relationship to one’s own religion, main topics deal with students’ ‘own’ religion 
or worldview and religious habits at home and in society, for instance how families 
celebrate Christmas and Easter and typical life cycle church festivals, such as 
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confirmation, marriage and funerals. The second content area focuses on the 
world of religions: learning about religions and worldviews beginning in the local 
environment in the lower grades and gradually shifting to broader questions such 
as inter-religious dialogue, culture, and religion in politics (NCCBE 2016). The 
third content area, good life, includes ethical issues such as human rights and 
religious freedom and life questions with a wide perspective. These three content 
areas act as topics rather than as a list of content requirements for instruction. 
The contents represent a continuum from primary education to the upper grades 
of basic education (Ubani and Kallioniemi 2016, 179).

The description of Ethics as a subject area and its objectives for basic education 
include the following: ‘In Ethics instruction, people are understood as players who 
renew and create their cultures, who experience and produce meaning in their 
mutual interaction. - - Instruction in ethics supports growth into full, democratic 
citizenship, which, in a globalizing and swiftly changing society, requires an ability 
to think ethically, broad related knowledge and skills, and the accumulation of 
general education in culture and personal worldview. Instruction in ethics is guided 
by a sense of the pupils’ opportunities to grow into free, equal, and critical creators 
of a good life’ (NCCBE  2004; 2016, 214).

In the 2014 curricula (NCCBE), the content of Ethics is divided into three 
topics: worldview and culture, ethics and human rights and sustainable future. 
The first content area, called worldview and culture includes learning about 
different religious and non-religious worldviews and their status in society, the 
concept of worldview and cultural heritage. Ethics includes ethical theories and 
questions in the world of adolescents and ethics and culture. Human rights and 
sustainable future includes themes on human rights, their implementation and 
history and issues on environmental ethics and sustainable future. The 2014 
curriculum largely includes the same objectives as the curriculum of 2004, but 
the aims are set in a wider perspective:  ‘The main task of the subject of ethics is to 
promote the pupils’ ability to pursue a good life. -  - Worldviews, human practices, 
and the meanings attached to them are viewed as products of interaction among 
individuals, communities, and cultural heritage. The ability of human beings to 
actively influence their own thinking and actions is emphasized in the subject of 
ethics.  - - It is therefore essential to integrate the pupils’ way of thinking and their 
experiences into teaching and learning. The task of the instruction of ethics is to 
guide the pupils towards becoming independent, open-minded, responsible, and 
discerning members of their society. - - In ethics, critical thinking is understood 
as a self-correcting activity that seeks reason and perceives connections, and is 
sensitive to different situations. It also involves an open-minded and reflective 
attitude’ (NCCBE 2014). 

Albeit being separate, independent subjects, Ethics and RE share common 
aims and contents, and are placed under the umbrella term ‘worldview education’ 
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(in Finnish katsomusaineet). Their focal mutual task is to provide for the acquisition 
of general knowledge of worldviews (in Finnish katsomuksellinen yleissivistys), 
a notion similar to worldview or religious literacy (Dinham and Shaw, 2017; 
Biesta et al. 2019) and religious competence (Heinbrock et al. 2001). Ubani 
(2014, 140-146) has developed Cox’s (1983) idea of a religiously educated person 
further by introducing the notion of cultivation of a personal worldview which he 
describes as an overall objective of RE. Furthermore, mutual tasks are to support 
the development of personal worldviews and to contribute in understanding and 
respect for diversity. However, the way to achieve these aims differs in the subject 
contents, the background philosophies and also in classroom practices or didactics. 
According to Salmenkivi (2004, 22), the emphasis in Ethics in basic education 
(primary and lower secondary school) is less on the content of subject knowledge 
but more on supporting the development of critical thinking-skills, for example. 
(See Koirikivi et al. 2019, 53-55).

Koirikivi et al. (2019) have analyzed the relationship and particular emphasis 
of RE and Ethics in the light of the mutual task of the two subjects, especially general 
knowledge and ability regarding worldviews. Their findings are summarized in 
the following figure 1. (Koirikivi et al. 2019, 60-61, translation by the author): 
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2.6 Current discussion relating to RE and  
Ethics in Finland 

In the current discussion about religious and worldview education in the Finnish 
context, there has been much academic and public debate over education 
according to a specific religious tradition and the role of state school in providing 
such education (Himanen 2012; Ubani et al. 2019; Åhs 2020). This discussion 
happens on multiple levels, both practically and ideologically. There are also 
many stakeholders involved: parents, policymakers, researchers, teachers, 
political parties and religious and non-religious worldview communities, parents, 
representatives of school, mainly teachers and head teachers – all with their own 
particular needs and wishes regarding worldview education (Ubani et al. 2021, 
111). In the end, the model and resources of religious and worldview education, as 
well as all official schooling in Finland, are political decisions: very complicated 
and attached to many components of society. 

Presently, there is a growing demand to develop integrated practices in line 
with those in other Nordic countries (e.g. Ubani et al. 2020, 2; Åhs 2020). Individual 
solutions of integrated practices in some schools and municipalities may be seen 
as attempts to resolve the demands on worldview education in terms of dialogue, 
integration and multiculturalism. According to Ubani et al. (2021, 100), this seems 
to indicate that in Finland, RE as a subject and the respective scholarly output 
have remained relatively inactive for quite some time. However, the strengths of 
the current model, especially from the viewpoint of religious minority traditions, 
has been seen as being supportive to the development of minority identities, and 
for students with an immigrant background, small group RE can also help the 
children bridge ‘old’ and ‘new’ home cultures, such as interpreting and constructing 
‘Finnish Islam’ identities, practices and tradition (Rissanen 2014). 

The central idea of the Finnish model is to offer non-confessional and non-
ideological religious and worldview education according to student’s ‘own’ religion 
or worldview. This can be seen as rather problematic, since this often means that 
the chosen subject (Ethics or RE) or group (Lutheran or minority RE) depends on 
the non-religious or religious affiliations of parents’ rather than the actual ‘own’ 
worldview or religion of the student (Zilliacus 2014, 2019; Rissanen 2014; Kavonius 
et al. 2015; Kavonius and Ubani 2020). Furthermore, parents may already hold 
elements of more than one ‘tradition’ in their worldviews (Kuusisto and Gearon 
2019, 4). There is some controversy here, since the aim of the Finnish model of 
RE is to provide knowledge, attitudes and skills rather than creating worldview-
related commitment (Ubani and Kallioniemi 2016, 184).  

Currently, many of the minority RE teachers and some of the Ethics teachers 
lack formal qualification (Ubani and Kallioniemi 2016, 186-87; Tainio and 
Kallioniemi 2019, 134-139, 146), yet according to the legislation, the qualification 
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of subject teachers of RE and Ethics is completely academic, requiring a master’s 
degree (Ubani and Kallioniemi 2016, 186). In the case of some minority RE groups 
there is an exception that a teacher may have acquired knowledge on the subject in 
some other way (see Degree on the Qualifications Required of Teaching Staff, 1998). 

There has been discussion on how non-confessionality is interpreted by 
devout RE teachers, or even by students and parents in instances in which minority 
RE has been taught by a teacher who has a dissimilar worldview (Kimanen 2018; 
Kavonius et al. 2015). Similar problems may occur, naturally, with formally 
qualified Lutheran RE and Ethics teachers. There has not been much public critique 
about Ethics concerning adhering to a particular worldview. However, a number of 
worldviews and values, such as humanism, can be found in its roots (Zilliacus and 
Kallioniemi 2018, 3). Furthermore, the flexibility of the curricula offers freedom 
for teachers to choose different pedagogical elements (see Jyrhämä et al. 2016, 
78-81). The independent nature of the teaching profession has been seen as one 
of the great strengths of the Finnish school, even as one of the contributors tothe 
Finnish PISA success (Välijärvi et al. 2002, 47). However, this may lead to a 
variety of viewpoints and emphasis on various subjects, such as RE and Ethics.

Ubani et al. (2021, 100-101) argue that various historical developments may 
have contributed to a situation in which RE is ‘to some extent marred by lack of 
focus and cohesion, rendering it restricted in its capacity to react to societal changes 
while still maintaining a core identity’. Moreover, according to Ubani (2019), in 
RE, it can be argued that some key issues lack either conceptual clarity, contextual 
sensitivity or both. For instance, there is what is termed dialogue of religions/
dialogue of beliefs/dialogue of worldviews/inter-religious dialogue in education. 
More research is needed on the core development of the subject. Questions about 
the role of worldviews in education and dialogue in education are issues in need of 
being resolved, both in practical and in philosophical level (Ubani et al. 2021, 110). 

Development of personal worldviews can be considered to be a focus for the 
curriculum in general while acknowledging that RE, and in the Finnish context, 
Ethics, are the particular subjects that are most vocal about the aims related to 
worldviews (see e.g. Schreiner 2007) and relates worldview development with 
religions and other worldviews in one way or another. This holds true regardless 
of the type of religious education given in a given country. Miedema (2012, 3) 
views worldview education as an essential part of education that aims at formation 
of personhood. Worldview education contributes in personhood formation as it 
focuses on the more or less systematic intentional as well as non-intentional 
meaning-making processes, relationships and practices. Furthermore, Miedema 
argues that all worldview education is implicitly present in all education of the 
personhood as the education of the person is meaning-centered. He uses concepts 
such as ‘meaning-presenting’, ‘meaning-giving’, ‘meaning-making’, ‘meaning-
taking’ and ‘meaning-in-action’ that illustrate the comprehensive nature of the 
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processes connected with meaning and, in the end, with worldview education. 
(Miedema 2012). Likewise, Åhs argues (2020, 92-93) that relating personal 
worldviews to meaning-making could emphasize the role of exploring worldviews 
from the view of purposeful education and purposeful learning (Tirri & Kuusisto 
2016). Additionally, this links worldview education also to the more general aims 
of education as aiming for the holistic development of the individual, or Bildung 
(Tirri & Kuusisto 2016).

Alongside the aim of general knowledge and ability regarding religion and/
or worldviews, Finnish RE and Ethics have been seen as providers of a personal 
worldview development at least since the 1980s when the shift towards non-
confessional RE began (see Kallioniemi 2005; Poulter 2013). Even when students 
are supposed to adhere to the same organized worldview, as the model of religious 
and worldview education in Finland suggest, they all have their own personal 
worldviews. Therefore, as van der Kooij et al. (2017) underline, students differ in 
how they give personal meaning to topics that they study. Thus, a sophisticated 
theory of RE should pay attention to learning about personal worldviews as well 
as about organized worldviews (ibid.). The ‘world-religions paradigm’ has had 
an influence in RE curricula in Finland and elsewhere. In the Finnish RE, the 
content knowledge concerning religions has followed the classic ‘Smartian’ way  
of defining the so-called major religions through six and/or seven dimensions 
(Smart, 1969, 31; 1989, 12-21, 25). As mentioned before, scholars of religious 
studies and education have argued that by teaching about religions through the 
lenses of the ‘world-religions paradigm’, the existential dimensions of religions are 
neglected. The question about what it means to live a religious life, the aspects of 
lived religion or lived worldview - how to understand the various ways in which 
religious conviction can matter to an individual or community- may be left without 
enough attention (see e.g. Biesta et al. 2019; Flanagan 2019; Sakaranaho and 
Konttori 2020; Åhs 2020; Lewin 2021). Furthermore, empirical research shows 
that students who have the opportunity to develop their own views in worldview 
or religious matters are more confident and better able to appreciate the position 
and views of others. This supports the claim that more attention ought to be paid 
to personal views of students instead of religions or organized worldviews (van 
der Kooij et al. 2013; 2107; Åhs 2020). 
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3 PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON THE  
SIGNIFICANCE OF RELIGIOUS AND  
WORLDVIEW EDUCATION

This chapter introduces a selection of previous international and Finnish research 
on worldview education. These include research on worldviews and dialogue in 
schools, the integrated model of worldview education, and educators’ perceptions 
of the core elements of Finnish RE and Ethics. Research on student perspectives 
on the significance of worldview education has been scarce, as has been research 
on ethics instruction, in general. First, the REDCo project is introduced, as this 
study is part of the Finnish data of the continuum project REDCo2. 

3.1 The REDCo Project

The original international research project: REDCo (Religion in Education. 
A Contribution to Dialogue or a Factor of Conflict in Transforming Societies 
of European Countries) addressed the question of how the study of religions 
and values in schools could contribute to either dialogue or tension in Europe. 
Researchers in the humanities and social sciences from nine universities from 
eight European countries (Estonia, Russia, Norway, Germany, the Netherlands, 
England, France and Spain) co-operated to gain better insight into how European 
citizens of different religious, cultural and political backgrounds could enter into 
a dialogue which respects freedom of religion or belief. Empirical studies which 
targeted students in the 14- to 16-year age group, included a dual perspective of 
the subjects’ own perspectives and experiences of RE and analyses of examples 
of observed teaching. The project was funded by the European Commission for 
the period from 2006 to 2009 and was coordinated by professor Weisse and his 
team at the University of Hamburg. REDCo was extensive; the quantitative study 
sampled over 8000 European teenagers (Weisse 2011; Jackson 2011).

The REDCo project used the term ‘religious education’ in a broad sense, to 
cover academic teacher training as well as both philosophical and practical aspects 
of religious and values education at school. The focus with regard to schools was 
the school’s religious education subject in one or other of its variants, but the 
option of looking at religion and religiosity in other subjects was kept open. When 
studying religion, the focus was not on abstract belief systems or homogenized 
‘world religions’ but rather on the forms of religions and worldviews as presented 
by the adherents themselves (Weisse 2011, 114). 
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With reference to Levinas , attention was directed to ‘neighbour religions’ 
(Weisse 2011), the views of neighbors in classrooms, in the region, in the state and 
the whole of Europe. The world religions are present in the ‘neighbour religions’, 
thus such an approach allowed to study them in their current forms and potentials 
for dialogue and conflict. With a non-foundationalist view (Miedema 2004), the 
value of personal expressions and dialogue related to religious identity formation 
and identity management was stressed (Skeie 2001). In the context of these 
questions, gender issues were also covered. The main theoretical stimulus with 
regard to RE was Robert Jackson’s interpretive approach5 to the study of religious 
diversity (Jackson 1997, 2004, 2011). The REDCo study is best understood in 
the context of citizenship education (Weisse 2011, 114), for it has the potential to 
incorporate European and global ideas of citizenship and helping youth in debating 
issues relevant to a plural society (Jackson 2003, 67–92). 

The results showed that in all countries that participated, acceptance of 
religious heterogeneity is the mainstream position among young people. However, 
schools have a central role in promoting learning about and from religions. This 
is necessary, as many of the students have wrong information or prejudices about 
other religions and worldviews. Anyhow, the REDCo findings were clear: regardless 
of their national, religious or other worldview identity, students in Europe are open 
to a dialogue with different religious and cultural positions. (See Weisse 2007; 
Jackson et al. 2007; Valk et al. 2009; Jackson 2011; Weisse and Jackson 2019). The 
findings of REDCo resulted in policy recommendations, such as a suggestion to 
enhance the opportunities for dialogue and discussion between different religious 
and non-religious worldviews in the classroom. In short, the following aspects of 
recommendation arise from the REDCo findings:

• Encouragement of peaceful coexistence: Education policy development 
and implementation need to focus on the transformation of abstract 
(passive) tolerance into practical (active) tolerance. 

• Promotion of diversity management: Citizenship education tends to 
focus on homogeneity, but in turning from passive to active tolerance, 

5 Interpretative approach in brief: “The interpretive approach aims to provide methods for developing 
understanding of different religious traditions that can be used by all children of school age. The interpretive 
approach aims to increase knowledge and understanding and it sets out neither to promote nor to undermine 
religious belief. The interpretive approach takes account of the diversity that exists within religions, as 
well as between them, and allows for the interaction of religion and culture, for change over time and 
for different views as to what a religion is. It can begin with examples from religious traditions, or it can 
begin with students’ questions and concerns. This does not matter, provided the three key inter-related 
concepts of representation, interpretation and reflexivity are covered. The interpretive approach does not 
impose any particular view of the nature of truth on to learners. The intention is to enable learners to 
formulate their own views and to relate these to their previous learning and understanding” by Jackson, 
R. (published by the European Wergeland Centre, 2009; references updated 2012)
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it is necessary to value religious diversity at school and at the university 
level.

• Including religious and non-religious worldviews: School is a place 
where all students have a right to freedom of religion or belief which 
must be respected. Religion is important to some of the students, 
and their beliefs must not be allowed to become an obstacle to their 
academic progress.

• Professional competence: No changes can be made without education 
of the professionals and the required competence on their part. Such 
education would be needed both at the initial training level and in the 
continuing professional development of teachers. (Weisse 2009).

Furthermore, according to Weisse (2009), political and societal stakeholders 
should use these recommendations to open up schools for the rising awareness 
that ‘promoting intercultural dialogue is not only a transversal policy; it is also a 
common responsibility that needs to be shared by all’ (ibid.,8). The overall goal 
of the REDCo research was thus to contribute to intercultural understanding, the 
respect for otherness and coexistence with the help of interreligious dialogue in the 
public schools of Europe. In 2012 a follow-up study (REDCo2) was undertaken in 
12 countries. In addition to the countries already involved in the original REDCo, 
new countries were involved, such as Finland and Sweden, and countries outside 
Europe: South Africa and Mexico. (e.g., Kallioniemi et al. 2018, 74). The Finnish 
part of the continuum project was conducted from 2012 to 2014 by Professor Arto 
Kallioniemi and his team in the Department of Teacher Education at the University 
of Helsinki. It included a survey, which was taken by 9th grade students (age group 
15-16) during the late autumn of 2012. Results of the Finnish data are discussed 
in chapter X as they are the data of the study in hand.

3.2 Does RE work?

The study by Conroy et al. (2015) asked ‘Does Religious Education Work?’. Their 
study was based on the findings of a research project as part of the ‘Religion and 
Society’ program in Great Britain (2007-2013). The study addressed the complex 
question of efficacy and the substance of RE. It also presents understanding of 
the landscape of British RE, detailing on the one hand times when RE ‘works’ - 
committed teachers, contribution to civic aims of education and positive influence 
on student’s intellectual life – and, on the other hand, acknowledging when it does 
not ‘work’: teachers’ lack of knowledge about religion, marginal status in schools and 
inadequate resources. The findings suggest that there are a considerable number 
of teaching and learning objectives for RE; up to 13 aims can be identified, but 
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they are seriously underfunded. Uncertainty on the position of examination of the 
subject matter may cause a risk of an epistemological confusion amongst students, 
and the religious education professionals themselves. Conroy et al. trace this to 
the influence of post-Enlightenment culture, secularization and uncommitted 
pluralism, and as a consequence, how students are estranged from their beliefs, 
as contemporary RE in the British non-religious schools focuses mainly on the 
beliefs of others. Another matter examined relates to a lack of non-specialists in 
RE classrooms, and that there is no difference in pedagogical effectiveness between 
specialist and non-specialist. Furthermore, the role of textbooks in RE is another 
significant issue: some of the textbooks were of poor quality, and were mainly 
created to help students to pass examinations, not to learn (Conroy et al. 2015).

Concerning the lived experience of RE teachers, several issues emerged. 
First, even though teachers are committed to their profession, they do not engage 
essentially with research-based approaches in learning and teaching, and the 
participant teachers were cautious of research guided by the question ‘what 
works’ in RE, because such a question might fail to capture the essence of what 
is important about RE. The contribution of RE in shaping students’ intellectual 
life was also examined, however, noting that students do not see a connection 
between achievement in RE and the world of work. Conroy et al. also describe 
the way students experience RE. For instance, how meaning is lost when the 
experience of religion at home and the descriptions of religion in school become two 
different things. This was seen as frustrating for religious students in particular. 
Examples given by Conroy et al. showed how school perspectives were perceived 
as superficial and descriptive. In addition, there was no scope for dialogue and 
collectively negotiated meanings, but instead RE could also be understood as 
mainly being about expressing one’s private opinions or personal feelings, leading 
to artificial communication. Opinions are expressed, yet not seriously discussed. 
Another reason for the lack of meaning in RE according to Conroy et al., may be 
the two ‘competing impulses’ of RE: the epistemological and the ethical impulse, 
often called ‘learning about’ and ‘learning from’ religion. This study has shown 
how RE can fail in its task to establish meaningful existential discussions and to 
interpret and negotiate meaning collectively. (Conroy et al 2015).
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3.3 Perspectives on Finnish Research

In the Finnish context, RE has been studied quite broadly. Ubani et al. (2020) 
have listed the themes of recent research: 

1. Matters closely related to diversification and pluralization of society 
and the use of topics such as religion and secularity in school festivals 
as a means of citizenship education (Poulter 2013, 2019; Niemi 2019). 

2.  The negotiation between secularism and religion in public education in 
Finland (Ubani 2019; Rissanen et al. 2019). 

3.  Multiculturalism as a context to be considered in RE (Ubani 2013; 
Rissanen et al. 2019). Research from a multiculturalist perspective has 
been quite active and extensive in the past two decades in Finland (Ubani 
2017). However, there are differences of opinion on how to approach the 
multicultural policies and practices in religious and worldview education. 
It has been argued that recognition of the particularity of minorities and 
their identities must be considered, while the other side has argued for an 
emphasis on assimilation in the name of secular non-confessionality and 
objectivity (see Ubani 2013, 2019). Topics such as inclusion of Muslims 
in Finnish schools and minority identities in minority RE and Ethics 
instruction (Rissanen 2014, 2019; Zilliacus 2014, 2019). Furthermore, 
ethical, intercultural, and interreligious sensitivities have been examined 
(e.g., Holm et al. 2019; Holm et al. 2011, 2014; Kuusisto et al. 2014). 

4.  Recent research has focused on integrated worldview education and 
integrated classroom practice (e.g., Åhs 2020; Korkeakoski and Ubani 
2018). 

5.  There has also been an upsurge in interest in research on worldviews 
and dialogue in religious and worldview education (e.g., Kavonius et al. 
2015), and other topics such as confessionality (e.g., Kimanen 2015, 2016), 
spirituality (e.g., Tirri and Ubani 2013; Ikonen and Ubani 2014) have been 
studied. Overall, currently researchers view dialogue and encountering 
different worldviews as an integral part of developing citizenship and 
identity (e.g., Ubani et al. 2019). (See Ubani et al. 2020, 5-6). Next, some 
of the recent Finnish research RE and/or Ethics will be introduced.

The study by Zilliacus (2014) in the Finnish elementary school focuses on 
students in grades 1–6 (age 7–13) in the Helsinki metropolitan area, and in their 
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conceptions of themselves in the context of the Religious Education group and the 
school. The students’ various identities, including their religious and non-religious 
identities, were examined as part of an intercultural educational context. The data 
were gathered in 2011, when the curriculum in force was the 2004 curriculum, as in 
the study in hand. The data collecting methods were interviews and ethnographic 
observation. In the context of Zilliacus’ research, student inclusion was viewed 
as the students’ experiences of themselves as equal and integrated. The findings 
indicated that the way minority RE supports students’ identities includes several 
challenges. The current model of minority RE seems strong regarding the support 
of students’ identities within a given tradition. Nevertheless, it sometimes fails to 
account for modern plurality and the individual identities of students. In teachers’ 
views, students’ identities were frequently seen as bound to a particular tradition, 
and socialization into the religious tradition was visibly present. According to 
Zilliacus, this puts into question the adequacy of the current model and educational 
practice of religious and worldview education. She argues that, for the future 
development, it is vital that the challenges in the educational context are met, 
and that students’ identities are viewed as being open to change and individual 
development.

Kimanen and Kallioniemi (2018) studied young people’s attitudes in dealing 
with religious diversity and their preparedness for inter-worldview dialogue skills. 
Research tackled young adolescents’ emotions faced by dissimilarity, and their 
skills of asking about others’ worldviews. The results were analyzed by using Abu-
Nimer’s stage model of interreligious sensitivity (2004) and Jackson’s interpretive 
approach (2009) to Religious Education with a special focus on empathy and 
theories of empathy (Kasl & York 2016). Kimanen and Kallioniemi used pictures 
when studying emotions and their results showed that most of the participants 
experienced non-religious features as pleasant whereas the pictures portraying the 
most dissimilarity were experienced as the most negative, but at the same time, 
as being interesting in many cases. This shows how the participants were not 
emotionally engaged in religions as was indicated by their self-assessed religious 
affiliation. Religious rituals by people not similar to those of the participants 
provoked negative emotions, but also interest, while notable dissimilarity caused 
negative emotions (Kimanen and Kallioniemi 2018). According to Kimanen and 
Kallioniemi’s findings, the more dissimilarity there is in people or in their habits 
as in clothing, the more challenging it is to encounter them free of presuppositions. 
Religious ritual appears to form one important aspect in this dissimilarity, 
something that perplexes, and also leads to a frame of interpretation leading 
the mind away from negative assumptions, like interpreting a procession as a 
demonstration. The findings by Kimanen and Kallioniemi reveal that the use of 
pictures may aid young participants to express feelings that they may have not 
be able to describe with specific words. Furthermore, projective techniques and 
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pictures could be used to map young people’s visual landscapes and social orders 
produced by pictures in the media that adolescents use. Kimanen and Kallioniemi 
propose implications for RE practices in which inter-worldview understanding is 
a goal. First, as a less challenging start, learners ought to be introduced with aims 
similar to their own. Conversely, the possibly unpleasant emotions attributed to 
dissimilar people and religious rituals should be adopted, and learners should be 
introduced to them in an interpretive spirit. Second, teachers could encourage 
and guide their students to pose questions by teaching them how to ask about 
religious and personal implication. Together with the pursuit of interpretation 
the pursuit of empathy could result in thorough perspective-taking. (Kimanen 
and Kallioniemi 2018).

Åhs et al. (2015; 2016; 2019) have investigated integrative worldview education 
in a Finnish school context by examining the views of students and school 
stakeholders. The data comprise interviews with 38 students attending mutual 
classes of religious and worldview education, 174 parents, and six teachers and 
head teachers from two lower secondary schools. Åhs et al. used the concept of 
learning from worldviews (derived from the idea of learning from religion by 
Grimmit and Read 1975 and Hull 2002) to examine the opportunities provided 
by integrative worldview education to facilitate learning from both organized and 
personal worldviews. The data gathered from students investigated how religious 
and non-religious worldviews can be explored to enhance subjectification (Biesta, 
2015) in worldview education. The results of the studies by Åhs et al. show that 
the stakeholders find the sensitivity of the teacher to be paramount in teaching an 
integrative classroom, and integrative worldview education is seen important in 
offering tools for creating mutual understandings in a complex world of worldviews. 
The findings from the student data indicate that for students, the lived dimensions 
and heterogeneity reflected in personal worldviews are important in learning from 
religions and worldviews. Furthermore, questions relating to meaning, emotion 
and individuality in worldviews are in the forefront of worldview education. 
The experiences of these students indicate that the concepts used in worldview 
education concerning religions and worldview phenomena ought to be examined 
critically in the level of the personal meaning-making of the students themselves 
(Åhs et al. 2015; 2016; 2019).

Furthermore, in relation to subjectification and worldview education, Åhs 
et al. (2015; 2016; 2019) follow the views presented by Hannam (2018). More 
precisely, the kind of plurality that Hannam proposes sees the differing subjects 
in the classroom as plurality. For Åhs et al., this is an important starting point 
for worldview education as students and their action in relation to others is the 
key, as Hannam (2018) notes, the key question in RE could be ‘What does it mean 
to be religious?’ rather than only ‘What is religion? (Hannam 2018). From this 
perspective, the focus should be shifted to the meanings, emotions and purposes 
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that individuals and collectives attach to lived religions. In addition to Hannam’s 
view, Åhs et al. expanded their argumentation to include worldview positions 
in general in order to bridge the often artificial gap between religious and non-
religious worldviews because an individual worldview does not necessarily adapt 
to a rigid divide between religiousness and non-religiousness, but is more complex 
with many situational elements. Their view is also supported by the latest evidence 
from sociological studies on religion (see Nynäs et al. 2015; Utriainen 2018). Åhs et 
al. suggest that what meaning is given to these verifying elements of a worldview 
in the lives of individuals and the situations these elements appear in, could be at 
the center of worldview education. Moreover, they propose that an important part 
of learning from worldviews is reflection and exploration of worldviews present 
in classrooms and traditions through their lived dimensions (on the concept of 
‘lived religion’, see McGuire 2008 and Ammerman 2016). An integrative setting 
might make this more apparent, but it is also possible in a segregated setting. 
However, Åhs et al. agree with Zilliacus (2014) that the segregated setting in 
the current model of worldview education assumes similarity in worldviews of 
students and can confuse the students as well as the teacher on whether organized 
or personal worldviews are being examined in the classroom. Åhs et al. pose 
important questions: the way teachers approach religions and worldviews – who 
ascribes the power to define what a certain religion or worldview is; how is this 
definition related to the heterogeneous lived dimension of individual worldviews, 
and what elements of religions or worldviews are emphasized or diminished? (Åhs 
et al. 2015; 2016; 2019; Åhs 2020).

The study by Kuusisto and Gearon (2019) examines scholars’ and senior 
professionals’ views on the curricula aims and objectives in RE in Finland by 
asking their views on the aims of RE in relation to supporting of child’s growth 
and development and the societal aims of RE. The findings were classified into 
three categories. First, the objectives concerning the support of a child’s growth 
and development focused on literacy on religions and worldviews, improving the 
understanding on oneself and others, personal growth, and the skills for global 
citizenship. Second, from the societal perspective, RE was perceived as being 
important in supporting understanding as literacy, understanding as empathy, 
and competencies for global citizenship. Third, concerning the educational model 
of teaching about religions, the professionals’ views varied. Some preferred an RE 
model based on teaching groups reflecting children’s own worldview affiliations, 
others supported whole-class instruction, and still others preferred a hybrid model 
combining both elements. The way in which the instruction is implemented and 
the position from which religions are examined were seen to be in a key role 
in the study, whatever the formal structures for instruction. One of the points 
that was raised was that the ’scientific’, secular position is not a neutral position, 
instead, education is always value laden and every societal context has its ‘blind 
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spots’. This also influences the pedagogical choices and the ways which educational 
contents are delivered in practice. Kuusisto and Gearon (2019) pose important 
questions regarding RE or education on or about religions and other worldviews:

1. Which religions or worldview traditions are included and how are they 
introduced in the classroom, and for what purposes? 

2. To what extent is this done to provide recognition to minority perspectives 
and therefore could contribute to supporting the children affiliated with 
these in understanding their ‘own’ tradition and developing their identity? 

3. To what extent is education on worldviews serving the purpose of 
developing literacy and mutual understanding, and how are these aims 
to be reached in a particular educational context?

Kuusisto and Gearon’s study (2019) offers reflections on the curricular aims 
and objectives of Finnish RE. Their findings also resonate with the on-going 
debate on the place of religion in the public sphere. Moreover, the participating 
professionals’ personal affiliation to either a blend of theology, including 
denominational association (Luodeslampi and Kuusisto 2017) or religious 
education that is more confessionally- and critically-distanced religious studies 
oriented (e.g. Freathy et al. 2016) may sometimes get entangled with debates on 
the place of religion in society.

Zilliacus and Kallioniemi (2016) investigated Ethics through Ethics teachers’ 
views. All their participants were certified teachers and worked as classroom 
teachers (but  they were not certified Ethics subject teachers). In this study, as in 
the previous study by Zilliacus, the data were gathered in 2011, when the 2004 
was still in force. The interview data used in the study by Zilliacus and Kallioniemi 
(2017) highlights several key characteristics of Ethics as a subject in the elementary 
school context. These key characteristics include gaining multiple perspectives 
on religions and worldviews, focusing on interactive, social and critical skills, 
and putting students’ personal identities and growth as human beings into 
focus. In addition, some challenges related to the Ethics subject arose, which, as 
Zilliacus and Kallioniemi argue, may be considered in developing a future integrative 
subject covering worldview education in Finland. The teachers’ views of Ethics as a 
school subject were presented under six themes. The first four themes relate to the 
significance of the subject, and the subsequent two themes relate to teachers’ views 
of the specific challenges and scope of the subject (Zilliacus and Kallioniemi 2017).

The teachers saw Ethics class as an outstanding context to engage in 
questions concerning difference and equality. Several teachers also emphasized 
that Ethics was less fact oriented than religious education classes. Most of the 
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teachers stated that Ethics is an interesting but also challenging subject to teach 
due to its notably wide and undefined character. All the participants interviewed 
shared the opinion that Ethics would be suitable for all students. The majority of 
the teachers would have preferred a common subject of Ethics, or philosophy as 
opposed to the present segregated model of education. The teachers’ views also 
clearly single out Ethics from religious education which often introduced world 
religions at a later stage. Furthermore, in the teachers’ views Ethics emphasized 
the freedom of to choose one’s personal worldview. Religious education was more 
inclined to take a particular identity for granted (cf. Zilliacus 2014), yet in some 
teachers’ views, Ethics approached religions and worldviews from a distance, even 
from the ‘outside’, which was seen as being problematic. Zilliacus and Kallioniemi 
argue that teachers need to increase their awareness of different and intersecting 
perspectives on worldviews, as well as to be reflexive about their own backgrounds. 
As the teachers themselves noted, the Ethics classroom represented a homogenous, 
yet secular group of students. Thus, an integrative model of worldview education, 
which includes a variety of different worldview perspectives among students, is 
needed. The results also indicate that Ethics appears to attend to the very mission 
of the comprehensive school by having a strong focus on students’ growth as 
human beings as well as social and critical thinking skills. Furthermore, Ethics 
was also seen as representing a safe place. According to Jackson (2014), a safe 
place can be used as a metaphor for a required atmosphere in a classroom where 
students are able to express their views openly, without fear of being ridiculed or 
marginalized, and where religious and non-religious worldviews are both taught 
about. Zilliacus and Kallioniemi (2017) note that this is not necessarily a feature 
that is characteristic only of the Ethics class, but it is emphasized among the 
teachers as a strength of the subject. Strong emphasis on the personal lives and 
worldviews of the students also emerged as significant, and often dominated by 
the aim of learning ‘facts’ about different worldviews. However, this characteristic 
also tended to make the scope of Ethics as a subject unclear, which created 
significant challenges for teachers. Zilliacus and Kallioniemi (2017) conclude that 
these challenges and strengths need to be taken into consideration in the future 
development of worldview education (Zilliacus and Kallioniemi 2017).
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4 RESEARCH PROBLEM

This study investigates students’ perceptions of the significance of religious and 
worldview education in the Finnish context. The research problem was twofold: 
first, how do young people comment on their experiences in RE and Ethics 
contributing to their readiness to encounter worldview plurality and tolerance of 
diversity, and second, how do they consider that RE or Ethics contribute to their 
personal worldview development. This research problem is here explored through 
the following research questions:

1. How do 9th grade students perceive religious and worldview education 
and worldview diversity in the Finnish comprehensive school? (article 
1.)

2. How do students perceive religious and worldview education and their 
own tolerance towards worldview plurality in the changing Finnish 
society? (article 2.)

3. How is the contribution of religious and worldview education in the 
development of worldviews perceived among 9th grade students? (article 
3.)

These themes are investigated in the original research articles. The themes 
and results are explored in chapter 6 and further discussed in chapter 7.
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5 PHILOSOPHICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORK 

This chapter outlines the philosophical and methodological framework of this 
study. First, the philosophical, pragmatist foundation and the mixed methods 
approach are conceptualized as a framework of this study. Second, the research 
data and methods are presented. The ethical considerations are presents as 
intertwined to the description of the research procedures. 

5.1 Philosophical foundation: Pragmatism 

The philosophical basis of this study is pragmatism, which is often argued to offer 
a relevant starting point for educational research (e.g. Biesta & Burbules 2003, 
1-3). Pragmatism positions itself toward solving practical questions. In this study, 
a pragmatist view means that the focus of inquiry is both in the meanings and the 
outcomes of education, based on students’ experiences and how they themselves 
perceive them. As a research paradigm, pragmatism has its philosophical foundation 
in the historical contributions of John Dewey’s pragmatism. The term pragmatism 
was first used by William James in 1898 during a public speech, acknowledging 
his source of pragmatic philosophy as Charles Pierce, who borrowed the word 
‘pragmatic’ from Kant’s Critique of pure reason (Kritik der reinen Vernunft, 1781). 
However, Richard Rorty ultimately took the term from the philosophical circles 
and introduced it to a larger audience as a research vocabulary in the 1970s. (see 
Biesta and Burbules 2003, 5-6, 8; Kaushik and Walsh 2019, 3). 

Pragmatism is not only a practical viewpoint from which to undertake 
research on the basis of what is ‘pragmatic’ in the sense what works in a given 
situation, but rather as a philosophical system which explores truth and meaning 
(Morgan 2014a, 26). Educational research, particularly, gains a clear perspective 
from pragmatism, a way to understand the possibilities and limitations of research 
in, on, and for education. Pragmatism a transactional framework. It relates to 
communication between people, and allows understanding of knowledge as 
a function of human action, and an understanding of human interaction and 
communication in thoroughly practical terms. This is how the pragmatist 
perspective differs from other ways of understanding educational research. 
(Biesta and Burbules 2003; Biesta 2010). Pragmatism as a paradigm does not 
get involved in the polemical metaphysical concepts such as reality and truth. 
Instead, it accepts the possibility of single or multiple realities that are open to 
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empirical inquiry. These realities are grounded in the environment and can only 
be met through experience (Biesta 2010; Cohen et al. 2018, 36). Furthermore, 
pragmatists generally agree that knowledge is socially constructed, but some 
versions of social constructions match individuals’ experiences more than others 
(Reich 2010; Morgan 2014a, 2014b). Furthermore, knowledge claims can never 
be totally separated from experiences, beliefs, and habits. Pragmatism sees reality 
as a normative concept and argues that reality cannot be determined absolutely, 
instead it is ‘what works’ (Morgan 2014a, 25; Kaushik and Walsh, 2019). However, 
it is important to emphasize here that pragmatism does not simply mean that ‘if it 
works then it’s true’ (Cohen et al., 2018, 36; Kaushik and Walsh, 2019, 4). Pragmatist 
researchers do not just ignore philosophical arguments; rather, they come to a 
conclusion that the broader philosophical arguments can never be solved. This is 
because meaning is inseparable from human experience and is dependent upon 
context (Dillon et al. 2000). 

Pragmatist approach employs a more precise and critical exploration of 
the world than everyday observations. For instance, when exploring science and 
everyday experiences, neither is ‘more real’ or achieves truth more clearly. The 
question is how different objects of knowledge help us with the problems we 
face. Thus, the use of a variety of tools in gathering data and refining views of 
certain phenomena are more important than an a priori definition of truth or 
knowledge. While pragmatism de-emphasizes questions relating to ontology and 
epistemology and instead emphasizes usability and context, there are ways in which 
to conceptualize a pragmatist approach in these terms (Biesta & Burbules 2003; 
also, Kaushik and Walsh 2019). Since pragmatism is based on the suggestion that 
researchers ought to use the philosophical and/or methodological approach that 
works best for the precise research problem, it is often associated with mixed-
methods study, in which the main focus is on the research questions rather than 
on the methods (Biesta 2010; Creswell and Plano Clark 2011; Morgan 2014a; 
Cohen et al. 2018). 

In educational settings, pragmatist inquiry aims to explore issues which arise 
in practice and action. In the world of education, many situations arise without a 
clear indication of why and how something happens (Biesta and Burbules 2003). 
Åhs (2020) gives an example in the case of religious and worldview education. There 
could, for instance, be a question about how, or if, students learn about different 
worldviews. If it assumed that pupils indeed gain knowledge and understanding 
from different religions and worldviews, the situation is more determined in nature. 
This is what many teachers do in their everyday practice, for example through 
evaluation and assessment. Furthermore, discussion, encounter and observation 
are important for the teacher to determine the situation. However, in pragmatist 
research terms, this is not enough. The given example in determining a situation 
only defines the action and its consequences. To approach knowledge in pragmatist 
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terms, the link of action and consequences ought to be examined, or in other 
words, the meanings of this link (Biesta and Burbules 2003). In the previous 
example, this would ‘mean exploring the experiences and unique views of the 
pupils related to this learning and the meanings they give to the learning’ (Åhs 
2020, 38). From this, how and what students learn about a certain topic and how 
it is integrated into their broader understanding of it can be explored. Thus, in 
educational research, emphasis on inquiry into human meaning making based 
on experiences is the key from a pragmatist perspective (Morgan 2014a; Biesta 
and Burbules 2003; Åhs 2020). 

5.2 Mixed methods approach 

The pragmatist approach in this study points to a mixed methods research process 
that is built around combining the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative 
methods. The purpose of such an approach is to give clearer and a more complete 
comprehensive understanding of phenomena under study (Teddlie & Tashakkori 
2010; Creswell and Plano Clark 2011, 4; 61; Cohen at al. 2018, 31-32). The viewpoint 
of the mixed methods approach is that the world is ‘mixed’, being neither exclusively 
quantitative nor qualitative. Nor necessarily are the research questions exclusively 
quantitative nor qualitative. Therefore, using multiple types of data and a multiple 
methodology provides better understanding of the phenomena under study than 
either approach on its own (Cohen et al. 2018, 31-33). In this study, the mixed 
methods approach was used in exploring students’ perspectives on RE and Ethics 
in promoting understanding and acceptance of diversity (articles 1. and 2.), whereas 
a solely qualitative method was used to inquire perspectives on contribution of 
RE and Ethics for the development of personal worldviews (article 3.).

Biesta and Burbules (2003) emphasize the pragmatic nature of educational 
research: education and learning are not only the objects of research, but instead, 
the findings of research and education in practice have an intersubjective 
relationship. A number of mixed methods researchers also argue in favor of a 
pragmatist approach (Creswell and Plano Clark 2011; Morgan 2014; Cohen et al. 
2018). Since pragmatism per se accepts single or multiple realities, as a research 
paradigm, it also embraces a plurality of methods.

In this study, a convergent design was used. Here convergent design means 
that the quantitative data and the qualitative data were collected separately and 
independently. The data were also analyzed separately. The two sets of data were 
mixed by merging the results during interpretation. Concurrent data collection has 
also allowed triangulation of the data by using it to confirm findings (Creswell and 
Plano Clark 2011). This will be further explained in the section in which validity 
and reliability of the study are explored, in chapter 5.5.
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5.3 Research data

The quantitative part of the data consists of material from the Finnish REDCo2 
questionnaire (N=406) (e.g. Bertram-Troost, Schihalejev, & Neill, 2014; see 
appendix 1.). Both the scales and the wording followed the surveys used in the 
international project entitled Religion in Education. A Contribution to Dialogue 
or a Factor of Conflict in Transforming Societies of European Countries (REDCo) 
(Weisse 2010). The survey items were first translated from English into Finnish 
and then back to English again for the reporting purposes. The schools were 
chosen to represent each of the four cities of the Helsinki metropolitan area: two 
schools from Helsinki, and one school each from Espoo, Vantaa and Kauniainen. 
The quantitative data were collected in November 2012 by using the electric 
REDCo questionnaire and analyzed (Kavonius et al. 2015a; Kavonius et al 2015b; 
Kallioniemi et al. 2018). The participants were 9th grade students and most of them 
had studied RE but some has studied Ethics. The percentage of participation was 
high: 86 %.

This quantitative part of the data was accompanied by 37 interviews 
conducted during spring 2013 by the author.

The semi-structured, face-to-face interviews which were formulated to match 
the themes addressed in the REDCo questionnaire with addition of questions 
emphasizing the elements of personal worldview (see chapter 2.1), and on the 
students’ experiences of RE and/or Ethics. The themes in the interviews were 
(for more precise contents, see appendix 2.):

1. Basic information (age, gender, worldview background/affiliations, school 
history).

2. Personal worldview (own values and beliefs and how they affect; own 
description of a personal worldview).

3. Experiences and perceptions of RE of Ethics in school.

4. Experiences in encountering worldviews in school and every-day life.
 
5. How RE of Ethics instruction present and discuss issues of cultural and 

worldview diversity.

The interviewees were selected from the five schools which participated in 
the REDo2 study. They represent six RE groups: Evangelical Lutheran (14), Islam 
(5), Orthodox (3), Catholic (2), Buddhist (2), Krishna Consciousness (1), and Ethics 
(10). Twenty-two girls and 15 boys from very different family and socio-economic 
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backgrounds were interviewed. In some cases the worldview-related backgrounds 
and personal worldviews of the students vary from those worldview education 
groups they attended, an interesting point which will be elaborated in chapter 6.

The interviews lasted 40-45 minutes and were recorded digitally. The 
recordings were mostly transcribed following the manner of naturalized 
transcription whereby sentences are captured with as many details as possible. 
Thus, the interviewees’ speech was expressed as such, without being filtered by the 
transcriber (Oliver et al. 2005, 3-4). The process of transcription resulted in 300 
pages of transcription. The interview data were analyzed by qualitative, content 
analysis described in the following chapter.

5.4 Research procedures and ethical considerations 

During the process of designing and proceeding with the research, ethical concerns 
have been fundamental, especially because the participants were all adolescents 
and minors, therefore the ethical guidelines of the National Advisory Board on 
Research Ethics (2009; 2019) were followed. Furthermore, the topics are sensitive 
and include many personal issues, such as family background and matters of one’s 
personal worldview (Benjamin et al. 2019, 139-142). 

The basis of this research design, the data gathering process and the issues 
concerning research ethics are viewed in this chapter through four general ethical 
fields of research: informed consent, confidentiality, consequences, and the role 
of the researcher (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, 68-76; also McNamee and Bridges 
2002, 2-3). 

For both the quantitative and qualitative parts of the research, informed 
consent of the participants was sought multiple times. The process started 
by applying for research permission from the administrative offices of the 
municipalities and from the headmasters of the participating schools (appendix 
3). When permission was obtained, consent was sought from the participants 
and because they were minors, from the guardians (appendix 4.). First, the RE 
and Ethics teachers from the participating schools were contacted and informed 
of the nature and purpose of the research. They were asked to enquire volunteer 
participants for the interviews amongst the 9th grade students in the school. At this 
stage, the purpose and the process of the study were described to the students for 
the first time. In addition, ethical matters, such confidentiality and anonymity, were 
clarified in detail. In addition, the teacher emphasized that the research was not 
related to the RE or Ethics classes, nor would it affect participants’ relationship with 
the teacher or with the assessment of any school subject. The participants were also 
informed that they could leave the research at any point, even if they had initially 
volunteered to participate. After the initial consent was acquired, the students 
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and their parents were sent a written consent form which included information 
about the proceedings and purpose of the study. Thus, the consent was given in an 
unconstrained way based on the information provided about the research (Kvale 
and Brinkmann 2009, 71). Both the filling out of the REDCo questionnaire and 
the interviews were carried out during school days. Furthermore, the participants 
were reminded of their right to withdraw at any point of the research , and again 
by the researcher at the beginning and during the interviews. 

To confirm confidentiality, private information which could lead to 
identification of the participant was not revealed in the research process nor in 
the reporting. To ensure the privacy and anonymity of each participant their names 
and contact information were only used in the purpose of making contact and to 
ensure consent. All data were treated as confidential and handled with respect 
for the informants’ integrity. To guarantee this, the participants were given a 
numeric identifier which prevented identification in the reporting. During the 
transcription, the quotes from the interviews were reformulated in a few cases so 
that the student would not be identified. In three cases concerning the interview 
data, information that seemed sensitive and private in a manner of giving away a 
participant’s identity was left out. The data were collected without the participants’ 
names being visible nor audible in the material. (See Kuula 2011, 452; Kvale and 
Brinkmann 2009, 72-73; Benjamin et al, 2019). The practical arrangements of 
the research design varied between participating schools. The collection of the 
quantitative data was conducted in computer classrooms. There the situation was 
supervised by teachers. Even though he students were reminded of the confidential 
and anonymous nature of the questionnaire and the handling and publication of 
the research data, the situation may have been challenging. Other students were 
present in the same classroom, thus complete privacy could not be guaranteed. In 
addition, in at least one of the schools, non-participating students were present in 
the computer classroom. This occurred in cases when all students in a specific 9th 
grade class spent the scheduled time together, due to school timetables. However, 
there were no reports of any difficulties during the process of filling out the REDCo 
questionnaire from the participating schools. Generally speaking, Finnish students 
are quite used to replying to many electric tests, such as the PISA test, so it can 
be assumed that the situation itself wasn’t new to most students. 

The themes were not discussed in same order within every interview, but 
often they were naturally intertwined and overlapping. The participants, 9th grade 
students, were chosen for the interviews because they were in their last compulsory 
school year and had mainly studied all the compulsory courses in RE or Ethics. The 
interviews were conducted in spring of 2013 in the students’ own schools during 
their school day. The interviews were recorded and, on average, 40 minutes long. 

All the parties involved were carefully informed of the purpose and the 
process of the research. The participants were recruited by contacting their RE or 
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Ethics teachers, who asked for volunteers for the interviews and sought permission 
from their guardians when they were found (consent form, see appendix 4.). 
Background information was gathered from the participants at the beginning of the 
interview as part of the actual interview. Most of this information interconnected 
with the contents of the interview itself and constitutes a part of the data. Consent 
for recording the interview and using the data for research purposes was confirmed 
face-to-face before and after each interview. 

The interviews were conducted in various locations depending on the school. 
The first interviews took place in a conference room attached to the schools’ teacher 
lounge, and this seemed to make some of the students somewhat nervous. Thus, in 
subsequent schools, this was taken into consideration and the rest of the interviews 
were done in room away from the teachers close presence. These spaces included an 
empty school library, a textbook storage room and, in two cases, empty classrooms.

When considering the consequences of research, the primary ethical concern 
is not to harm the participants or the group under study in any way. An example 
of a harmful consequences of research lies the issue of exploitation (National 
Advisory Board on Research Ethics 2019; Benjamin et al. 2019, 148). There is 
concern of someone feeling exploited in doing research in the school setting, 
especially with children and teenagers (ibid.), particularly when studying personal 
and sensitive matters (Rantala and Kuusisto 2013; Benjamin et al. 2019). For this 
study, measures were taken to ensure that participants would not feel exploited by 
considering anonymity and carefully informing the participants about their rights 
and the purpose of the study. The independence of the researcher in relation to 
the participants, in general, have also been important. 

In this study, the role of the researcher has been twofold. The author was a 
part of the school context under study in two ways: as a long-time subject teacher 
of Ethics and Lutheran RE, and as an instrument of research. As a teacher of 
worldview education, it was important to ensure that the interviewees were heard 
clearly, not through a teacher who was familiar with the field. With this notice, 
questions and answers were carefully reflected on during and after the interview.  
The instrumental role of a researcher is emphasized in the qualitative part of the 
data when data were both collected and analyzed by the researcher. The interview 
situation also awakes ethical issues easily because of the asymmetrical relationship 
between the interviewer and the interviewee, an adult and an adolescent. The 
setting of the interviews, the students’ own school, could also have an impact on 
the situation, since different spaces in the school building might trigger certain 
emotions. A confidential and relaxed atmosphere was consciously encouraged, and 
interviews were conducted in a casual, conversational manner. Participant consent 
was verbally confirmed at the beginning of each interview and first the purpose 
and methods of the research were discussed in an informal way. The students 
were also reminded that they could disrupt the interview at any time and at the 
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end they were asked how they felt about the interview and if they still consented 
to its use as research data. (See Benjamin et al. 2019;  Kvale & Brinkman 2009).

5.5 Validity and reliability 

As mentioned earlier, the triangulation of the data aimed to increase the overall 
accuracy, validity and reliability between and within methods (e.g., Cohen et al. 
2018, 43). Validity in quantitative and qualitative approaches have their own rules 
of accuracy.

In analyzing the quantitative data, basic statistical methods were used (e.g., 
means, standard deviations). The survey topics covered several aspects of Religious 
Education and Ethics instruction in school, as well as the place of religions in 
school and the wider society more generally. The reliability of the questionnaire 
was examined with Cronbach's alfa (0.80). 

The translation process of the original project REDCo questionnaire (from 
English) was done carefully with the realization of the fact that some of the terms 
and concepts in the questionnaire might be challenging and open to alternative 
interpretations (such as religion). Thus, the terms were clarified in some instances. 
Likewise, expressions were formulated so that they were compatible with the 
international data. Reliability and validity were also supported by the fact that 
the survey questionnaire was based on previously tested and used scales of the 
project REDCo questionnaire. (See Bertram-Troost 2008, 14-17; Bertram-Troost 
and Miedema 2009, 31; Valk 2009, 41-47).

The qualitative interview data were analyzed by qualitative, descriptive 
content analysis. The focus of qualitative content analysis here is on identifying 
categories that both summarize the content found in the data and highlight key 
content (Drisco and Masho 2015; Newby 2010; see also Krippendorff 2004).  
Schreier (2014) emphasizes the descriptive focus of qualitative content analysis as 
a process for the categorization of selected meanings. According to Schreier (2014), 
both the creation and the application of the category system is done interpretively 
and allows for the inclusion of latent content. The approach is systematic, rule 
governed, and shaped by criteria of validity and reliability.

Data analysis was started during the interviewing process by interpreting 
and making choices during the interviews. As the data collection and data analysis 
were simultaneous, this allowed for deeper capture of context and nuance (see 
Drisco and Mashi 2015). Transcriptions (resulting in 300 pages of text) of the 
interviews were made during the period of collecting data. Thus, the process of 
open coding and creating categories had been begun during the interviews. When 
coding, notes and headings were written in the text while reading it. The written 
material was then read through and through again, and as many categories as 
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necessary were written down in the margins and also colour-coded to describe and 
separate all aspects of the contents and, eventually, collected into files according to 
the categories. Each category was also named using content-characteristic words. 
The process was mostly inductive, including going back and forth into the data 
to verify the meaningfulness and accuracy of the categories. However, since the 
interviews were pre-formulated in a semi-structured manner according to the 
REDCo2 questionnaire, the themes also emerged deductively. The analysis was 
based on the six general themes (see above) of the semi-structured interviews as 
a basis and searched for patterns within the data. 

The data are limited by their temporal nature.  Since the data gathering and 
analysis were conducted, as with many western societies, Finnish society has 
witnessed relatively rapid changes. Some of these changes are quite concerning, 
namely in the political and ideological landscape. Specifically, following the 
refugee crisis6 of 2015-2016, a rapid rise in right-wing populism have been seen 
in Finland and elsewhere. Society has clearly become polarised in relation to 
values; attitudes towards environmental issues and diversity of worldviews, 
genders, sexual orientation and cultural backgrounds. It is reasonable to assume 
that the experiences and perceptions of the participants may have been somewhat 
different, had the data been gathered in the new climate of discussion on diversity 
in society, media and social media. 

Furthermore, different demographic areas in Finland have different positions 
in implementing RE and Ethics since the religious landscapes differ notably 
between different regions of Finland (Sakaranaho 2019, 28-31). Thus, the data 
would have benefited significantly from participants outside the Helsinki capital 
area. In addition, additional research methods, such as focus group interviews 
or observations would have strengthened the triangulation, and thus both the 
validity and reliability of this study.

6 The term ‘refugee crisis’ is used by the UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, referring particularly to a 
period beginning in 2015 characterized by large numbers of refugees arriving in the European Union (EU) 
from across the Mediterranean Sea or overland through Southeast Europe mainly from Syria, Iraq and 
Afghanistan, as well as from Africa. 
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6 OVERVIEW OF THE RESULTS 

The results from this study are summarized in this chapter. The findings of 
this study offer a rather positive overall view on the student perceptions of the 
significance of RE and Ethics. In particular, the curricular aims concerning 
the research questions on tolerance and diversity were met relatively well. The 
variance in the students’ experiences about the contribution for the formation of 
their personal worldviews were most evident. Predominantly, different RE groups 
were seen in very different ways, reflecting e.g. curricular variations (see chapter 
2.) between majority and minority RE. Teacher’s worldview seemed important 
especially to some Muslim and other minority RE students, thus perceptions of 
RE appeared quite teacher reliant. The idea of religious and worldview education 
according to one’s ‘own’ worldview was particularly challenging, and one-third of 
the students interviewed did not adhere to the tradition their group of instruction 
presupposes as students’ ‘own’ tradition, in the means of a personal worldview  
nor family background.

The table 1. below illustrates the themes and methods of the research articles 
in brief, after which the results of each theme are presented more thoroughly. 

Table 1.

Main themes Article Research methods

How the Finnish 
comprehensive school 
students perceive RE, Ethics 
and worldview diversity.

‘Pupils' Perceptions of 
Worldview Diversity and 
Religious Education in the 
Finnish Comprehensive 
School.’

• quantitative data, the    
   REDCo questionnaire  
   (N=406)
• qualitative data (N=37),   
   semi-structured  
   interviews

How Finnish comprehensive 
school students perceive 
tolerance towards 
worldview plurality.

‘Religious education and 
tolerance in the changing 
Finnish society.’

• quantitative data, the  
   REDCo- questionnaire  
   (N=406)
• qualitative data (N=37),  
   semi-structured  
   interviews 

How comprehensive school 
students perceive the 
contribution of RE and 
Ethics to the development 
of their personal worldview.

‘The contribution of 
religious education and 
ethics to the development 
of worldviews: reflections of 
Finnish 9th grade students.’

• qualitative data (N=37),  
   semi-structured  
   interviews 
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6.1 Tolerance and encountering diversity 

The first research theme examines how is worldview diversity and the contribution 
of religious and worldview education for tolerance and ability to encounter 
diversity perceived by 9th grade students. This theme was investigated by the 
mixed method approach combining quantitative data (N=406) collected as a part of 
the project REDCo2 and qualitative data constituting semi-structured interviews 
(N=37) (see chapters 3 and 5). 

The findings show that Finnish youth in the cities in the Helsinki metropolitan 
area, generally, are open-minded and ‘tolerant’ in terms of worldview diversity in 
their school and also in their peer group, since diversity is an customary part of 
the every-day life for many. Nevertheless, despite the more or less formal religious 
affiliation of the majority of the participants, secularization of the Finnish society 
is obvious in the data. Overall, the data reflect the societal change in Finland as the 
youth are well aware of the worldview plurality and societal diversity. Additionally, 
they discuss and reflect on contemporary currents in the society, such as racism 
and prejudice towards diversity. 

Most of the participants in the quantitative study and those who participated 
in the qualitative interviews, agreed that RE and Ethics are important in terms of 
increasing students’ tolerance and their knowledge about topics such as human 
rights. There were, however, notable differences in how much emphasis is given 
on these issues. In Ethics and Lutheran RE, topics such as human rights and 
equality are more present than in minority RE where emphasis is clearly more 
on the tradition itself.  Overall, the students find that RE and Ethics do contribute 
to their own readiness to encounter diversity and that it can contribute to more 
tolerant attitudes in general. In their experience, acquiring knowledge about the 
variety of worldviews and cultures does increase their understanding, and helps 
in encountering people from different faiths, worldviews and cultures. Many of 
the participants stated that RE and Ethics classes are the only classes in which 
these issues are discussed at length. In addition, many felt that there should 
be significantly more focus on tolerance in RE and Ethics, as well as in school 
in general. Many argued that RE and Ethics could be natural places for more 
discussion on tolerance and diversity since those classes already include extensive 
discussion. The students also appreciate the idea of dialogue between members 
of different worldview backgrounds, and many of them would welcome mutual or 
integrative elements to religious and worldview education in school. Being able to 
discuss worldview-related issues together in class is considered to be a contributing 
factor for understanding and tolerance. This is in line with the original, project 
REDCo  findings (2008-2011) (e.g., Weisse 2011). However, some of the students 
participating in minority RE, would especially maintain, at least partially, the 
groups according to students’ religious affiliation, thus offering a forum in which 
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they can learn about their ‘own’ religion and discuss other worldviews in relation 
to that. 

Echoing the societal change in Finland, a difference between attitudes and 
tolerance of older and younger generations is also brought up in the participants’ 
perceptions. Furthermore, tolerance is especially present in the girls’ views. 
Concerning the gender variance, the findings are in line with earlier studies 
showing girls being generally more interested in worldview-related matters than 
boys. However, a recent study by the Church Research Center (Ketola 2020, 77-78) 
shows that belief in god has decreased, especially among Finnish young women 
(aged 15-29).  In this data, nevertheless, girls also had a stronger appreciation of 
the opportunities provided in RE or Ethics classes to learn about themselves. 
Moreover, girls tended to be more open to the visibility and presence of religions 
in the school public sphere. (See also Kallioniemi et al. 2018). 

6.2 Development of a personal worldview

The second theme answered a research question which asked how is the 
contribution of RE and Ethics in the development of a personal worldview 
perceived by 9th grade students.

This part of the study was based on the interview data and analyzed using 
qualitative content analysis. The data consists of 37 semi-structured interviews 
with Finnish 9th grade students of different religious and worldview backgrounds. 
The interview questions were formulated according to the themes of the REDCo 
project questionnaire as this study was part of the continuum project REDCo2 in 
Finland. However, this part of the study was conducted with questions additional 
to the original REDCo themes and had its emphasis on the elements of worldview 
(see chapters 2 and 4), and on the students’ views on how they have experienced 
religious and worldview education in the light of the development of their personal 
worldviews.

The results of this part indicate that students’ perceptions of the contribution 
of RE or Ethics to their personal worldview formation is divided into two groups: 
RE or Ethics were seen as contributors to students’ already existing worldviews 
or considered insignificant in relation to the development of their worldviews. 
Whether the instruction was considered to be strengthening or irrelevant in the 
development of a personal worldview did not depend on the worldview background 
of the student. Instead, the most evident factor was how the students had 
experienced the contents of instruction and the teacher’s role in the classroom. 
Aspects related to these experiences intertwined with the perceptions referring 
to the contribution of instruction in the formation of worldviews. The aspects 
related to the students’ experiences about the instruction grouped into three 
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topics: confessionality, teachers’ worldview and contents of instruction. The first 
aspect was confessionality. In these data, confessionality referred to educating 
intentionally into a certain type of worldview or tradition. In Lutheran RE this 
would mean Protestant Christianity, in Ethics it would mean secular humanism or 
humanist philosophy,  in minority RE it would mean the religious tradition forming 
the background of the instruction. The latter was the most common view in the 
experiences of the minority RE students. These confessional elements are in line 
with previous studies on minority RE in Finland (Zilliacus 2014, see also chapter 
3). The second aspect was called the teachers’ worldview, referring to how the 
teacher’s own worldview had appeared to the students or how they had interpreted 
it. This category echoes the previous one, as the teacher’s worldview was most 
evident for the students in minority RE and had a connection to the elements of 
confessionality. The third aspect was contents of instruction referring to how the 
students had experienced instruction in practice. This category showed further 
differences within segregated groups of worldview education. The contents of ‘own’ 
religion were emphasized considerably in minority RE, whereas Lutheran RE had 
more contents discussing issues other than only ‘Lutheran’ (for instance, human 
rights and religions other than Christianity). The actual contents of Lutheranism, 
as such, did not have emphasis in the students’ perspectives. Students from 
the Ethics instruction perceived the contents clearly ‘non-religious’ and having 
strong emphasis on discussions in classroom practice. This is also in line with the 
curricular aspects of Ethics. However, students of Ethics had some experiences of 
‘un-usefulness’ considering the Ethics instruction, especially when reflecting on 
their experiences from primary school. Many of the students of Islamic RE and 
Ethics stated that a number of the contents had been repeated frequently during 
the course of comprehensive schooling. 

The findings of this study offer a rather positive overall view on the student 
perceptions of the significance of RE and Ethics instruction, particularly in lower 
secondary school. In particular, the issues of cultural and worldview diversity 
emerged as being important in the experiences of the students. Many of them see 
the discussions about racism and equality as the most significant contribution of RE 
or Ethics. Thus, the curricular aims concerning such themes of are met relatively 
well. There was most evident variance in the students’ experiences about the 
contribution to the formation of their personal worldviews. Particularly challenging 
being the idea of worldview education according to one’s ‘own’ worldview nor 
family background since it is not accurate in actual, diverse school classrooms.

In conclusion, the majority of the 9th grade interviewees articulated some 
contribution of RE or Ethics in the formation of their worldview. This showed in 
the way the students described the contents of the instruction and their perceptions 
of their teachers’ approach to the subjects. Some students found the teaching to be 
supportive of their existing worldview, others found that the teaching lead them 
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to think ‘otherwise’, or even contradictory and opposite to what the teacher was 
bringing forth or instructing within to subject content. Overall, most of the students 
considered both RE and Ethics to be interesting and well-liked school subjects, 
particularly in lower secondary school. Some mentioned their experiences from 
primary school not to be as positive mainly because of ‘un-usefullness’. 
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7 DISCUSSION AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

Religious and worldview education in Finland seems to be at a crossroads: historical 
developments and societal changes have posed new challenges and tasks. There has 
been a distinct change in the everyday field of education: the number of students 
participating in Ethics instruction and Islamic RE has grown7, and Lutheran 
RE has followed the decreasing statistics of Lutheran church membership (see 
Sohlberg and Ketola 2020, 55) figures. This is seen especially in the Helsinki 
area and in other bigger cities (Vipunen 2021), albeit Lutheran RE still holds the 
clear majority position. In a post-secular society, individuals construct flexible and 
hybrid identities and worldviews, which are not necessarily associated with a single 
religious or non-religious tradition (Pew Research Center 2019, Singleton 2019; 
Halafoff et al 2020; Ketola 2020, 68-74). Society and school need to react to the 
new societal situation (Pauha and Konttori 2020, 161) by updating religious and 
worldview education. Some of the essential questions and viewpoints concerning 
this update are discussed below. 

7.1 The core identity of the Finnish RE? 

In this study, students’ perceptions of the significance of religious and worldview 
education were investigated. The research problem was twofold: first, how do 
young people comment on their experiences in RE and Ethics contributing to their 
readiness in to encounter worldview plurality and tolerance of diversity (research 
articles I and II), and second, how to they consider RE or Ethics contributing to 
their personal worldview development (article III).

The life realities and backgrounds of young people differ considerably, thus 
it can only be stated here that even though RE and Ethics have had significance 
according to students’ own perceptions, there are so many variables that 
generalization is not quite possible. In addition to the student background and 
other individual attributes as variables, there are also variations in the educational 
backgrounds. All these have there influence on the way students’ perceive and 
experience education and scenes of every-day school life. Nevertheless, the results 
indicate that the students’ experiences vary remarkably between different RE 
groups and Ethics. What is notable, however, is the multiplicity of experiences 

7 In the article by Kavonius et al. (2015a, 77) the percentage (1%) of students studying Ethics (2012) is dated. 
In 2018, 8.3 % of primary school and 90.1 % of lower secondary school students in Finland studied Ethics 
(statistics Vipunen).
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and perceptions in comparison to each other, as if they had participated in the 
instruction of different subjects. The most evident is the teacher-reliant nature of 
especially RE. Here the emphasis is on the minority RE, in which confessional 
elements are apparent. Furthermore, there are differences in how the students 
perceive their teachers’ interpretation of the idea of RE or Ethics. Some teachers 
emphasize the idea of ‘own religion’ or talk about ‘us’ and ‘them’ when talking 
about worldviews, some verbalize more an ‘outsider’ perspective. In light of these 
data, particularly challenging is the idea of religious and worldview education 
according to one’s ‘own’ worldview: the groups are formed on a presupposition 
on students’ religion or worldview, whereas the actual factor in many cases is 
parental membership or affiliation, or lack of such, in religious communities (see 
Poulter et al. 2017). The participants in this study brought this up clearly: 10 
out of 37 interviewed students did not consider participating in instruction that 
reflected their own, personal worldview (four atheists, two Orthodox pupils, one 
Buddhist and one Methodist, participated in Lutheran RE and two devout Muslims 
participated in Ethics instruction). 

In relation to this, Ubani et al. (2021, 100-101) argue that currently RE in 
Finland is ‘to some extent marred by lack of focus and cohesion, rendering it 
restricted in its capacity to react to societal changes while still maintaining a 
core identity’. Moreover, according to Ubani (2019, 121), in RE, it can be argued 
that some key issues lack either conceptual clarity, contextual sensitivity or both. 
Historically, RE and Ethics have been seen as being important in fostering ethical 
attitudes and growing up into humanity (Koirikivi et al. 2019, 53). Instead of 
being reduced to a subject just dealing with ‘all things religious’, i.e., ‘all things 
non-secular, non-materialist, non-naturalist’ (Ubani and Ojala 2018, 82), RE could 
emphasize its critical role in advancing readiness to encounter and engage in 
worldview diversity and supporting meaning-making and purposefulness in the 
development of student worldviews (Ubani 2019). 

The Finnish discussion, both public and academic, on RE in the first few 
decades of this century has concentrated mainly on the model of religious and 
worldview education and on the general legitimacy as a subject. The core elements, 
such as learning in RE and the role and nature of worldview development have had 
much less attention, although the need for re-examination is obvious. (Ubani et al. 
2021, 109-110). Debate on the implementations or integrated worldview education 
has been rigorous. Ubani et al. (2020, 2) suggest that the different initiatives carried 
out by municipalities for integrated instruction have been grounded on the needs 
of the constantly pluralizing and secularizing environment. These initiatives can 
be seen as an attempt to respond to the pressure in regard to dialogue: several 
researchers have argued that the current model lacks opportunities for dialogue 
between students from different worldview backgrounds (Ubani and Tirri 2014; 
Kavonius et al. 2015a; Korkeakoski and Ubani; Åhs 2020). The issue is multilayered, 
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and some of the integrated proposals have led to appeals to authorities, such as the 
National Ombudsman (e.g., 2017, 2020). These appeals have questioned whether 
integrated instruction has fulfilled the variety of aims and contents of the curricula 
of both the various RE curricula and Ethics. Another concern is the competence 
of the teacher (ibid.). Korkeakoski and Ubani (2018, 61-62) have introduced three 
options for the model of RE. The first is that dialogue is construed within the 
current segregated system in which lessons would be partly studied together. The 
second option is to integrate the subject completely. The third option is to retain 
the present model and to construe an independent dialogue subject. The process 
of developing a new subject is very slow and it would require adjustments and 
resources for in-training and in-practice teacher education (ibid.). The study by 
Åhs et al. (2015; 2016; 2019) offers promising results, however, there are other 
implementations of integrated worldview education in Finland to study in further 
research. As Ubani et al. (2021) argue, lack of common policies results in variety 
of locally designed implementations which is problematic.

The question of integrated practice also involves Ethics: in some of the 
implementations of entirely or partly integrated classes, Ethics is part of the 
integration (as in the case of the study by Åhs et al.). This further presses the 
need for thorough research on the issue, since Ethics is a separate, individual 
subject as explained in chapter 2. There are multiple options to consider, though. 
First, only RE could be integrated and Ethics would remain as it is. Secondly, both 
Ethics and RE could be made optional and open for all. This would resolve the 
current, juridical issues of the present model in which students of Lutheran RE 
are obliged to participate in those RE classes, due to membership status. A third 
option would be to develop a completely new subject on worldview education, with 
a core identity of its own (cf. other Nordic countries).

However, the debate over the model of religious and worldview education is 
not easily resolved without solving the question of what the core identity and the 
core elements of such education fundamentally are. In the light of this study, it is 
problematic that in the students’ perceptions religious and worldview education 
appear so dissimilar, depending on a group attended or even on a teacher. Religious 
and worldview education ought to be structured and conceptualized in a manner 
in which all students, regardless of their background etc., may receive religious 
and worldview education in the same, equal and curriculum-based way. 

7.2 Learning from international solutions?

There are multiple solutions internationally for conceptualizing and organizing 
religious and/or worldview education, as illustrated in chapter 5. Stemming from 
the Norwegian perspective of the curricular reform process, Bråten (2013, 47–52) 
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argues that both nation-specific and international/supranational developments 
will need to be considered. By supranational, Bråten means developments that 
transcend the national contexts, for example involving the EU or the Council 
of Europe. Furthermore, elements of general educational policies collected from 
elsewhere can be ‘borrowed’ by national authorities, as in the case of Norway 
where the British ‘big ideas’ of RE by Wintersgill et al. (2017) were operationalized 
by the Norwegian reform as ‘core elements’, especially in religion and worldview 
subjects (Bråten and Skeie 2020, 11-14).

The document ‘Big Ideas’ (Wintersgill et al. 2017) aims to conceptualize the 
key issues and approaches in relation to RE as a part of a wider curriculum reform 
in Great Britain. Both critiqued and further expanded by Freathy and John (2018), 
the big ideas aim to theorize learning about religions and worldviews in a diverse 
way. Here knowledge, plurality of positions, and student meaning-making are 
considered. Freathy and John (2018) call for epistemology and methodology for 
subject content knowledge of RE. They recommend an additional focus on multi-
disciplinary, multi-methodological, inquiry-based, reflexive learning, which would 
ask why, how, where and by whom the ‘knowledge’ of religion(s) and worldview(s) 
is generated. (ibid.)

In their recommendation document ‘Religion and Worldviews: the way 
forward. A national plan for RE’, The British Commission on Religious Education 
(CoRE, 2018) argue that RE in Britain needs rejuvenating. Thus, the CoRE proposes 
a new emphasis on RE by suggesting that the subject should be called ‘Religion 
and Worldviews’ and include exploring the importance of both religious and non-
religious worldviews in human life. According to CoRE, one of the core tasks of 
education is to enable each student to understand, reflect on and develop their own 
personal worldview. This is a whole school responsibility, and the explicit, academic 
study of worldviews is a crucial part of it. Furthermore, studying religious and 
non-religious worldviews offers young people chances to develop the knowledge, 
understanding and motivation they need to get in contact with the religious, 
spiritual, cultural and moral aspects of the human experience. This provides an 
insight into the sciences, the arts, literature, history and contemporary social 
and political issues, as well. Additionally, in relation to the idea of education for 
tolerance, the CoRE argues that learning about worldviews benefits in dealing with 
controversial issues, managing strongly held differences of belief and challenging 
stereotypes (CoRE 2018).

These examples do not drastically differ from the curricular aims of the 
Finnish RE and Ethics, however, as Bråten suggests, ‘borrowing’ policy documents 
from supranational contexts may aid in possible future conceptualizing and 
organizing Finnish religious and worldview education, philosophically, in practical 
terms and also in regards of the subject content
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7.3 Teacher’s personal worldview reflection as 
professional instrument?

In this study, some of the students, especially in minority RE, perceived RE or 
Ethics as school subjects, vis-a-vis their teachers’ worldview. As mentioned earlier, 
what the students stated as the main idea, or core elements, of the instruction, 
varied significantly, and this seems to relate to a notion that both of these subjects 
appeared to be very teacher-reliant according to the data. Overall, in most of the 
participants’ perceptions, the RE and Ethics teachers were well-liked, as were RE 
and Ethics as school subjects. However, one practical key implication of this study 
would be in teacher education. In Finnish primary schools, RE and Ethics are 
taught by class teachers who have undertaken little compulsory study in RE and 
Ethics (at the moment, most of the universities with class teacher programs offer 
a total of five credit point courses in RE and Ethics, combined). Teachers may end 
up teaching a subject they have not studied in their own school history, due to the 
segregated model. Subject teachers have studied a master’s degree, or at least a 
total of 65 credit points to qualify as a subject teacher in RE or Ethics. There may 
be a relationship between the background studies and the content knowledge of 
teachers, but what the student perceptions evoke is a need to stress the importance 
of personal worldview reflection in both in-school and student-teacher training. 

As Flanagan (2019, 2021) argues, teachers’ personal worldview may have an 
impact on practice in curriculum choices, in terms of pedagogy and enthusiasm for 
a subject (see also Häusler et al. 2019, Hirsto et al. 2019). Flanagan (ibid.,see also 
Poulter 2013; Kavonius and Putkonen 2020) introduces the concept of worldview 
consciousness as an aim of teacher’s personal worldview reflection. Kavonius and 
Ikonen (2019) have suggested an idea and concept of worldview-mindedness in a 
similar sense. By placing more emphasis on worldviews in teacher’s professional 
self-refection could have an effect on the students’ positive experiences in RE 
and Ethics. Enhancing the emphasis on the importance of personal worldview-
reflection, as well as overall critical evaluation of worldviews, teachers will have 
more tools for guiding their students into the world of fluid, flexible and multifaceted 
worldview plurality and diversity. Thus, instead of being marginalized as school 
subjects (Ubani 2019), RE and Ethics could contribute even more to education’s 
overall significance in tackling intolerance, prejudice and polarization of values and 
attitudes in society. In addition, safe, dialogical space and atmosphere for personal 
worldview formation in a classroom would be enhanced, free of presupposition 
of anyone’s personal worldview. 
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7.4 Suggestions for further research 

The most pivotal and overarching suggestion for future research here is that the 
entire religious and worldview education in Finland should be examined thoroughly 
and potentially updated to meet the contemporary, post-secular, plural and diverse 
society. It would be essential for this kind of research to be conducted nationally 
to find out local aspects in education, and to consider both formal and informal 
supranational factors (see Bråten 2013, 47) that influence religious and worldview 
education in practical and policy level. 

Suggestions for future research on the significance of religious and worldview 
education include research that could provide for future, research-based 
development of RE and Ethics curricula and model of practical arrangements. 
These include suggestion of an extensive, national research project including 
research on youth worldviews (see Helve e.g. 1993; 2002), implementations of 
integrated worldview education (see e.g., Åhs 2020), subject contents of religious 
and worldview education (see Koirikivi et al. 2019), classroom practices (see e.g. 
Ubani 2018) and learning results in RE and Ethics (see Rusama 2002). Thorough, 
large-scale, multi-method research on youth worldviews and their relationship 
especially on learning results in RE and Ethics has been scarce during the last two 
decades. The recent case study by Åhs et al. on integrated worldview education 
indicates the need for further study (Åhs 2020, 90-91) and analysis of curricular 
outlines of worldview competence/literacy as an mutual aim for RE and Ethics 
could be continued and taken into consideration when discussing the possibilities 
of integrated worldview education in the future. The experiences and research-
based policies of other countries is a valuable addition to this research (see study 
by Conroy et al. in chapter 3 and British educational policies presented previously 
in this chapter).

Furthermore, such research could result in a process of developing Finnish 
worldview education and its core identity. Whatever the future of RE and Ethics 
is, it should be based on research, not primarily on political decision-making, as 
is the case currently. In addition to empirical and philosophical considerations, in-
school teachers’ experiences about everyday realities in schools should be mapped 
and considered. Pragmatist and ‘reality-based’ developmental work would include 
a holistic perspective to contemporary Finnish educational field, to school-life 
realities such as inclusion and growing need for special educational, differentiated 
education and the pressing need to incorporate issues of sustainable development 
and ecosocial knowledge and skills rigorously in all of education. Last, but by no 
means least, the voice of students should be heard more. Young people’s experiences 
and perspectives on RE and Ethics need to be studied further to strengthen their 
agency in education and to draw clearer picture of the purpose and significance 
of worldview education now and in the future.
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Appendix 2.  

Interview template for semi-structured interviews 

 

Additional questions from the REDCo- questionnaire if needed 

 

Theme 1. Basic information  

- Age 
- Gender 
- Worldview background and affiliations 
- School history 
- What group of worldview education have you participated and when? 

 

Theme 2. Personal worldview  

- Are you or is your family member of any religious or other religious/worldview related 
community? 

- Do you and/or your family have any religious/worldview related rules, habits or activities? 
- Tell about your personal worldview 

o Values, beliefs, how worldview affects life choices  
- What has influenced the formation of your personal worldview? 

o Family, peers, internet, social media, media, other? 
- Where do you find answers to your worldview-related questions? 
- Where do you seek knowledge about religions and other worldviews? 

Theme 3. Experiences and perceptions of RE of Ethics in school 

- How do feel when you attend RE/Ethics class? 
- What themes have been under discussion in RE/Ethics? 
- What do you specifically remember from RE/Ethics? 
- How have these themes and issues influenced your own thinking and worldview? Are there 

themes or issues you wish had been discussed? 
- What has been most important to you in RE/Ethics? 
- Tell about your RE/Ethics teachers. 
- What kinds of textbooks and other materials have been used in RE/Ethics? 
- If you could change RE/Ethics, how would you change it? 
- Should RE/Ethics be optional? 
- Should everyone be able to choose between RE and Ethics? 
- Should RE/Ethics be taught to students together, whatever their background?  
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Theme 4. Experiences in encountering worldviews in school and every-day life 

- Where do you encounter various worldviews? 
o How do they appear to you? 

- How are various religions and other worldviews present in school? 
- How are various religions and other worldviews taken account to in school? 

o Religious food requirements, religious symbols or clothing, school festivities, 
facilities for prayer, voluntary religious services, absence from e.g. physical education 
or health education 

- Have you been able to show/practice your worldview in school? 
- Do you go around with friends from different worldview backgrounds than yours? 

o At school? in your spare time? Why/why not? 
- Do you talk about worldview-related issues and topics with your friends? 
- Have you met prejudice or intolerance towards your worldview or other worldviews? 
- How have these situations been solved? 

o How should or could they be solved? 
- Do you know what kinds of worldviews your teachers have? 

o How has this come up? should teachers talk about their worldviews with students? 

 

Theme 5. How does school and RE of Ethics present and discuss issues of diversity in general 
and worldview diversity 

- How has school affected the way you encounter diversity and worldview diversity? 
- How has school affected in your attitudes towards diversity and worldview diversity ? 
- In what situations and subjects in school diversity and worldview diversity are 

discussed/learned about? 
- How do teachers talk about these topics? 
- How do RE/Ethics teachers talk about these topics and in what situations? 
- How has RE/Ethics affected the way you encounter diversity and worldview diversity? 
- How has RE/Ethics affected in your attitudes towards diversity and worldview diversity 
- What have you learned about diversity and worldview diversity in RE/Ethics classes? 
- How could RE/Ethics and school in general promote understanding and tolerance of all kind 

of diversity? 
 

At the end of the interview: 

- What kind of greetings or wishes would you like to send to your RE/Ethics teachers? 

- Is there anything you would like to ask, add or elaborate? 
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Appendix 3.  Template of consent form for participating 
municipalities and schools
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Appendix 4.  Template of consent form for guardians
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