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Abstract 

This article examines Finnish children’s and youths’ perspectives on 

encountering value diversity in education. Our examination builds on an 

ecological approach (e.g. Bronfenbrenner 1979; 2005; Sameroff 2010) to 

learning and development along individual life trajectories (e.g. Kuusisto 

2011; Kuusisto & Gearon 2017a; Lamminmäki-Vartia et al. 2020). The 

empirical findings presented here are based on various mixed methods data 

sets gathered from children, youths, parents, and professionals, in which our 

main focus is on the age groups 9 to 10, 12 to 13, and 15 to 16 (N = 2781) in 

Estonia, Finland and Sweden, and in particular the Finnish sub-sample of 

1,301 children. This article presents a synthesis across a set of empirical 

studies, highlighting children’s and youths’ own perspectives encountering 

diversity in education. We conclude by discussing children’s and youths’ value 

learning trajectories in a changing Finnish society, and how the results can be 

used to inform teacher education programs and teachers’ professional 

development on (super)diversity in school, thereby contributing to our 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004465008
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understanding of educating good teachers for tomorrow’s schools and the 

role of values in education. 
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Introduction 

 

 

  

This article examines Finnish children’s and youths’ perspectives when 

encountering value diversity in education. Our examination builds on an 

ecological approach (e.g. Bronfenbrenner 1979; 2005; Sameroff 2010) to 

learning and development along individual life trajectories (e.g. Kuusisto 

2011; Kuusisto & Gearon 2017a; Lamminmäki-Vartia et al. 2020). By values 

we refer to the individual or group level aims, goals and life guiding principles 

that are consistent across situations and contexts (Schwartz 1992; 1997; 2012; 

Kuusisto & Gearon 2017b) – to put simply, what is regarded as important 

and valuable. Worldview is here understood, again both at individual and 

group levels, as the ontological, epistemological and ethical orientation to the 

environment (Riitaoja, Poulter & Kuusisto 2010); the ontological foundation 

for values, beliefs and knowledge used in meaning-making and for making 

choices (Poulter 2013). Furthermore, worldviews function as a philosophy of 

life, which plays a critical role in understanding reality and in providing 

satisfying meanings to life questions. As group values and epistemologies, 

these function to define understandings of what can be known and how to 

construct ideas of oneself and “the other” (Poulter, Riitaoja & Kuusisto 2016, 

68).  

 

Worldviews are here used for both religious and non-religious traditions and 

approaches to meaning-making or value systems at the group level. At the 

individual level, especially as regards the younger generations of children and 

youths, worldviews are increasingly hybrid in nature, merging elements from 

a variety of religious, secular, etc. sources or traditions (Helve 2016). Although 

the present examination focuses on “value diversity” as in how children and 



  

youths perceive and, indeed, “encounter” different group level worldviews, 

we acknowledge the diversities within these traditions, as well as the 

necessarily oversimplified operationalizations of these complex phenomena 

into survey measures in order to be completable by children as young as nine 

in our youngest samples. 

 

The landscape of values and worldviews in Finnish society has in recent years 

changed remarkably, both due to increased migration but also due to the 

polarization of values and worldviews more broadly. For example, Finnish 

society is becoming increasingly secularized, with a decreased interest in 

membership of institutional religions. At the same time, there is increased 

interest in new religious movements and spirituality. Religious socialization in 

the homes, as in intentional home education aiming to transmit a particular 

religious tradition and value system, has decreased notably (see e.g. Tervo-

Niemelä 2020). This marks a significant change for the younger generations 

of children and youths who thereby construct their worldviews increasingly 

from a number of different sources rather than growing into a particular 

tradition (e.g. Kuusisto 2011), and are thus also likely to draw more influences 

from sources outside the family. One of our data sets informed us that 

alongside family, school and the Internet were the top three influencers for 

children and youths when searching for information about religions (Kuusisto 

& Kallioniemi 2015). This diversification of worldviews and values is also a 

part of the everyday in societal educational arenas, where especially the big 

cities now host a much more varied landscape of religious and non-religious 

worldviews than just a couple of decades ago. These changes have 

implications concerning the role of values education and education on 

religions and worldviews in ECEC and schools.  

 

Finland was one of the 24 participating countries in the International Civic 

and Citizenship Education study (ICCS) 2016. The Finnish sample included 

179 comprehensive schools, some 3,200 eighth-grade students and 2,200 

teachers. As regards the measured attitudes on equality and diversity, Finnish 

teenagers’ attitudes to gender equity was on average more positive than in the 

participating countries. When it comes to equity between ethnic groups, the 

Finnish responses were on a level with the international average. Girls’ 

attitudes were more positive than the boys’. Attitudes to equity of both 

genders and ethnic groups were also associated with the level of the youths’ 

civic knowledge and cognitive test results: the higher the results, the more 

positive the attitudes were. Both in Finland and in the participating countries 

on average, the attitudes towards equity had become more positive between 
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2009 and 2016 (International Civic and Citizenship Study ICCS (2017; 

University of Jyväskylä 2018).  

 

 

Emerging diversity-related teacher professionalism through value learning  

 

Through several empirical life history approaches and/or learning trajectory 

mixed methods data sets (see Table 1), we have analyzed the processes of 

value learning (also as a means to emerging professionalism), and developed 

a working model that has thereafter been used as an analytical tool (Kuusisto 

& Gearon 2017a). Our focus has spanned from early childhood education, 

school, and teacher education to parents and home education and religious 

communities.  

 

Building on previous research on teacher professionalism (e.g. Karila 2008; 

Rissanen et al. 2018), an ecological systems theory approach (e.g. 

Bronfenbrenner 1979; 2005; Sameroff 2010) and our empirical analyses, we 

have developed an analytical model for examining individual value learning 

trajectories (e.g. Kuusisto & Gearon 2017a; 2017b; 2019; Gearon & Kuusisto 

2017a, 2017b). The model encompasses six value learning trajectory staging 

posts, namely: Givens, Positionings, Engagements, Tensions, Negotiations, 

Resolutions, and, as a result of this value negotiation process, the now altered 

“Givens” with more informed knowledge for further encounters of similar 

professional value tensions or the like (Gearon & Kuusisto 2017). It can be 

used for examining value learning processes both in childhood and youths 

and among students or along professional trajectories. Besides the 

encountering of value tensions in the specific learning context, it is important 

to acknowledge the particular broader socio-historical and political context in 

which the learning context is embedded, as well as the temporality of both 

the learning-in-time as well as the continuously altering, also diversifying 

social and societal, and broader global situation. Value learning is situated in 

relation to societal diversity of values and worldviews, which is reflected, for 

instance, in the emerging teacher student professionalism in teacher education 

as a process of professional development through value learning 

(Lamminmäki-Vartia et al. 2020; Kuusisto & Gearon 2019) and teachers’ 

professional trajectories (e.g. Luodeslampi, Kuusisto & Kallioniemi 2019). 

 



  

Later empirical analyses have further contributed to the proof of the concept 

for, and application of, the model of worldview diversity related to teacher 

professionalism (see Figure 1) (Lamminmäki-Vartia et al. 2020). 
 

FIGURE 1 Emerging professionalism through value learning trajectories (Lamminmäki-

Vartia et al. 2020, on the basis of Kuusisto & Gearon 2017a).  

 

The figure illustrates how, drawing from student teachers’ learning trajectory 

data (pre-survey, a 6-month process of collaborative learning in a group and 

as paired with a more experienced in-service teacher, and finally a 

retrospective interview), the emerging worldview diversity related 

professionalism develops gradually through the learning process 

(Lamminmäki-Vartia et al. 2020).  

 

In this article, we discuss the usability of the model in the examination of 

children and young people’s value learning related to worldview diversity in 

their everyday educational contexts. 

 

Empirical findings on encountering diversity in the everyday of children and 

youths 
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TABLE 1 Selection of empirical studies used in the present examination 

Children and Youth 

 
Pupils and 

Teachers 

Student teachers & 
Professional educators 

 

Diversity in ECEC  
MUCCA research project (e.g. 
Kuusisto, Matilainen & Kallioniemi 
2014) 
 
Encountering Diversity in 
Education EDEN 
(Survey N=1900; Interviews N=38 
+ 14; ages 6, 9, 12, 15, 18) (e.g. 
Kuusisto & Kallioniemi 2015) 
 
Gender Variance in 
Interreligious Sensitivity among 
Finnish Pupils (N=1000) 
(Kuusisto, Kuusisto, Holm & Tirri, 
2014) 
 
CARDIPS 
Finnish, Swedish & Estonian data 
sets (N = 2781) (e.g. Shihaleyev, 
Kuusisto, Vikdahl & Kallioniemi 
2019; Kallioniemi et al. 2018) 
 
REDCo2 (Kavonius, Kuusisto & 
Kallioniemi 2015a; 2015b) 
 
Growing up radical? Educational 
institutions in guiding young 
people’s worldview construction 
(N=3617) (e.g. Niemi et al 2018) 
 

Socialization and religious 

social identity (e.g. Kuusisto 

2003; 2011) 

Teachers’ 
and 
students’ 
intercultural 
sensitivity 

(Kuusisto, 

Kuusisto, 

Rissanen, 

Holm, & 

Tirri, 2015) 

Religious authority and 
education (N = 50) 
(Gearon & Kuusisto 
2017a) 
 
Developing emerging 
professional 
competences related to 
worldview education 
(e.g.   Lamminmäki-Vartia 
et al, 2020) 
 
Intercultural, 
interreligious 
sensitivities and 
competences of teacher 
students (Rissanen et al 
2016; Kuusisto et al 2015) 
 

Teachers’ professional 

trajectories and value 

negotiations (e.g. 

Luodeslampi, Kuusisto & 

Kallioniemi 2019; 

Lamminmäki-Vartia, 

Poulter & Kuusisto, 2020) 

   

 

Table 1 presents a selection of the empirical analyses we have carried out in 

relation to encountering diversity and individual value learning trajectories. 

Initially, the EDEN project builds on the research strand originating with 

Kuusisto’s study on value learning trajectories in relation to religious minority 



  

socialization (Kuusisto 2011), and a 2008-2010 research project Multicultural 

Children and Adults in ECEC (MUCCA), a joint venture between the City of 

Helsinki Social Services Department (Director Eija Bergman) and the ECEC 

research unit (Director Mikko Ojala) at the University of Helsinki, which she 

was responsible for carrying out (Kuusisto 2010). The project was initiated by 

the ECEC practitioners, who pointed out the need to locate and further 

develop good practices related to the then speedily diversified Finnish ECEC. 

The findings of this MUCCA project led to the realization of a lack of up-to-

date knowledge on children’s and youths’ perspectives on encountering the 

changing societal situation and increasing diversity also in the older age groups 

of comprehensive school pupils. A further project design was developed, now 

working together with Kallioniemi, to gather mixed methods data (N=1301) 

from the ages 9, 12, and 15. Later on, the EDEN research project was first 

expanded internationally to the collaboration with colleagues at Södertörn 

University (CARDIPS project, with Straarup, Berglund 2011-2012, Vikdahl 

2012-2020, Jahnke 2012-2019) and the University of Tartu (Shihaleyev), 

spanning across Finnish, Swedish and Estonian schools with a similar mixed 

methods design of an international survey instrument (N=2781) and 

interviews with children and youths in Sweden and Estonia as well as teacher 

interviews. The lower secondary school data was combined for some analyses 

together with Elina Kuusisto, Kristiina Holm, and Kirsi Tirri, for looking at 

the gender variance of pupils’ interreligious sensitivity (N=1000), as well as 

for comparing Finnish teachers’ (N = 1008) and students’ (N=1000) 

responses to a 23-item Intercultural Sensitivity Scale Questionnaire (ICSSQ). 

The Finnish EDEN project was also supplemented with further data 

gathering with upper secondary school pupils, age group 16-19. The EDEN 

project has also been succeeded by the presently ongoing Academy of Finland 

funded “Growing up radical? The role of educational institutions in guiding 

young people’s worldview construction” (2018-2023; PI A. Kuusisto with L. 

Gearon, S. Benjamin, and P. Koirikivi; and L. Malkki and A. Kallioniemi as 

advisory members of the project) looking into the role of schools in 

supporting pupils’ (N=3617) worldview construction, and in preventing and 

counteracting extremism and radicalization. 

 

Although the perspectives and research focus vary across data sets, each of 

these projects contributes towards a further understanding on “diversifying 

diversities” (Vertovec 2015) and how these intersectional complexities have 

influenced education and value learning in different contexts, plus the 

knowledge we can draw from these in developing teacher education for 

diversities.  
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Children’s and youths’ experiences on diversity in educational contexts  

 

Most pupils agreed that religion has at least an acknowledged “place” in the 

school context. The question of religion’s place in schools in Finland has been 

a much-debated issue, since Finnish society has in recent decades become 

notably more diversified. The state is neutral, but historically we have had two 

national churches in Finland: the Evangelical-Lutheran and the Greek 

Orthodox Church. They have had a big impact on school and education. The 

majority of the Finnish population (68.7%) belong to the Evangelical-

Lutheran Church and 1.1% belong to the Greek Orthodox Church and 1.7% 

to other religious communities; almost one third of the population (28.5%) 

do not belong to any religious communities. The number of members of the 

Evangelical-Lutheran Church has in recent decades been decreasing and at 

the same time the number of people belonging to other religious communities 

has been increasing (Salomäki et al. 2020, 49-50). Today the Nordic societal 

landscape has been described as post-Lutheran (Thurfjell 2016) or Secular 

Lutheran (Riitaoja et al. 2010; Poulter et al. 2016).  

 

Pupils see religion as a very important part of life “for religious persons,” and 

many see the role of religion in society as important. Most pupils agreed that 

religious symbols (wearing a veil for religious reasons, or a crucifix in a 

necklace) can be visible in school. Many also felt that schools should provide 

a place for silence, and also considered it important for school meals to 

include alternatives suitable for those following a diet for religious reasons.  

 

One of the starting points for our research project Encountering Diversity in 

Education (EDEN) was to generate up-to-date knowledge on children’s and 

youths’ experiences on diversity in their everyday contexts, and to thereby 

also facilitate development of education on religions, worldviews and values 

in ECEC and schools. The functions and the role of religious education or 

education on religions and worldviews has been much debated in recent years, 

both in Finland and internationally. At the same time, the observation has 

been raised that in changing societies, citizens need a much more multisided 

and deep knowledge and understanding in this rapidly changing world. 

Multiple literacies connected to religions and worldviews are also seen as one 

part of general literacy in the Finnish curriculum. The perspectives connected 

to religions are intertwined with the processes of negotiating belonging, 

especially inclusion and exclusion in peer groups. These negotiations and the 

politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006), embed intersectional influences of, 

for example, gender, ethnicity, language, personal worldview (as religious, 

secular, or hybrid), and culture. This is acutely a question related to minority 



  

rights, as well as Universal Human Rights and the Rights of the Child. 

Increasing migration, increasing transnational movement of families, and the 

changing population structure have made religions and worldviews in many 

ways more visible in the everyday of children and youths.  

 

The Finnish approach to religious education can be seen from learning about 

and learning from approaches which were presented by Grimmit and Ready 

(1975) and further developed by Grimmit (2000). Learning about religions 

and worldviews thereby contributes to the multiple literacies and citizenship 

skills for democratic, multi-value societies. Learning from religions and 

worldviews relates to how education can give pupils tools with which to 

construct their own worldviews. In Finland, education on the diversity of 

religions and worldviews has been seen as a function of the school, and 

thereby Religious Education, or the alternative Ethics, is a separate and 

compulsory school subject (Kallioniemi & Ubani 2016; Åhs 2020).  

 

Finnish schools are a very central part of society in which different languages, 

cultures, identities, religions and worldviews are in interaction with each 

another. Schools contribute to a diverse society in which the local and global 

are interconnected (NCCBE 2014, 26). The teaching in the subject area 

proceeds according to nationally set central aims defined in the curriculum. 

Besides knowledge on religions, the subject area covers a wide range of topics 

related to values and ethical education. Previous research in values and ethics 

education, such as research on moral dilemmas identified by pupils (Tirri 

1995) and teachers’ moral and ethics (Tirri 1998; 1999; 2011; Tirri & Kuusisto 

E 2017), is important in informing the future development of the subject area. 

 

In an analysis on the findings from the data of the two older comprehensive 

school student groups in our EDEN data from Finland (N=825; age groups 

12–13, 15–16), we examined their views on the place of religion both as a 

formal part of the National Curriculum and as a part of the social interaction 

and physical environment in their everyday educational context. The pupils’ 

attitudes to the visibility of religions in school was in general rather positive, 

contrasted by the 15% who either agreed or agreed strongly that religion 

should not be visible at school. The majority (47%) also agreed that there 

should be opportunities to discuss religion-related matters at school; 31% had 

a neutral stance to this statement, whereas a fifth (21%) disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with it. The openness towards the visibility of religions differed 

between their peers wearing small, more discreet religious symbols, and the 

wearing of more visible ones, such as wearing a necklace with a cross (Likert 

1-5; M= 3.5), was seen much more positively than the wearing of religion-
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related clothing, such as a veil (M = 3.2), (t = 7.1, df = 824) (Kuusisto, Poulter 

& Kallioniemi, 2017.) 

 

Both age and gender variance were present in the findings. Girls, for instance, 

showed more acceptance for the use of religious symbols in school than boys 

did: they regarded the wearing of both discreet (M = 3.8, SD = 1.4 vs. boys 

M = 3.2, SD = 1.4) and visible (M= 3.6, SD = 1.5 vs. boys M = 2.8, SD = 

1.4) religious symbols more positively. In both cases the differences were 

highly significant (t = 5.5∗∗∗, df = 823; t = 7.5∗∗∗, df = 823). This is in line 

with previous research (Holm 2012; Kuusisto et al. 2014), suggesting that girls 

are more tolerant toward diversity than boys are. Boys also agreed more often 

than girls (almost significant difference: t = 2.8∗, df = 823; boys M = 2.6, SD 

= 1.2 vs. girls M = 2.4, SD = 1.2) that religion should not be visible at school. 

Previous research also indicates that girls are more religious than boys (e.g. 

Francis and Robbins 2005). Age, here measured with the school grade (6th 

grade age group 12-13 vs. 9th grade age group 15-16), also made a difference 

in pupils’ openness towards the visibility of religions in school. Older pupils 

(M = 3.7, SD = 1.4) agreed more often than younger ones (M = 3.4, SD = 

1.4) that one should have a right to wear at least discreet religious symbols at 

school. The same also applied to the wearing of religion-related clothing such 

as a head scarf (M = 3.3, SD = 1.5 vs. M = 3.1, SD = 1.5)—both differences 

were statistically significant (t = 3.1∗∗, df = 823; t = 2.4∗∗, df =823) 

(Kuusisto, Poulter & Kallioniemi, 2017). 

 

The cultural, secular nature of some of the Lutheran majority was exemplified, 

for instance, in the following quote from the open answers of a ninth grader: 

“My official religion is EvLuth. But I am an Atheist, I do not believe in God.” 

And about parental affiliation, they state: “Evangelical Lutheran, but they do 

not believe in God.” (9th grader, Helsinki [288]). (Kuusisto, Poulter & 

Kallioniemi, 2017.)  

 

Our international mixed methods data sets include samples from Finnish, 

Swedish and Estonian children and youths in the age groups of 9 to 10, 12 to 

13 and 15 to 16—a purposive non-probability sample of N = 2781—

consisted of 713 respondents from Estonia, 1,257 from Finland, and 811 

from Sweden. The sampling was purposive, as the researchers were interested 

in schools with more notable cultural and religious diversity. The proportion 

of male and female respondents was almost equal (49% and 51%, 

respectively), as was the distribution between age groups (33% for third 

graders, 33% for sixth graders, and 34% for ninth graders). We focused in 

particular on the ways in which the children perceived and encountered 



  

diversity in their school context, as well as how this diversity was connected 

with peer group inclusion and exclusion. About half of the pupils report 

experiences of having been either frequently or occasionally bullied: 11% 

report having been bullied frequently, and 41% occasionally. The perceived 

preconditions for bullying were mainly connected to visible diversity, such as 

people’s appearance (explaining 5% of frequent and 20% of occasional 

bullying), clothes (3% frequent and 19% occasional), and for who they had as 

friends (2% frequent and 20% occasional). Immigrant background (1% 

frequent and 4% occasional), religion (1% frequent and 6% occasional), and 

home language (2% frequent and 8% occasional) were also mentioned 

(Schihaleyjev et al. 2020). 

 

Analysis on the country of residence showed variance in this: in Estonia, more 

than half of the pupils (51%) have experienced occasional and 11% frequent 

bullying; in Finland, 41% for occasional and 12% for frequent bullying; and 

in Sweden, 34% of children and youths had experienced occasional and 7% 

frequent bullying. In Estonia and Finland, the children and youths reported 

more frequent bullying or victimization because of their appearance, friends, 

clothes or “something else” than their peers in Sweden. Some of the reasons 

were also connected to gender: girls reported more bullying related to their 

appearance than boys did (Schihaleyjev et al. 2020).  

 

Although the actual frequencies in the big data regarding the bullying 

connected to home language, religiously more observant family background, 

and migration background are relatively low, we have to remember that so 

too are the numbers of these pupils in schools. These are in fact factors 

making children and youths vulnerable to bullying. Of the 1,334 students who 

responded to the question about their parents’ worldview, 632 stated that 

their parents are Christians, 29 Muslim, 29 some other religion, and 485 told 

that they practiced no religion. As an indicator for the actual religious 

commitment in the Secular Lutheran (Poulter et al. 2016) North, we used the 

question “Have you learned to pray at home?” Children and youths from 

more religiously devout families were bullied more than their peers from non-

religious families in all the listed categories or preconditions behind 

bullying—not primarily because of religion (Schihalejev et al. 2020). In our 

data sets age, gender, and place of residence were important factors behind 

openness or prejudice, or sensitivities to diversity: the older the pupils, the 

more open attitudes they reported towards diversity, girls being more open 

and tolerant than boys, and children and youths in bigger cities being more 

open and tolerant than those residing in smaller cities or towns. This could 

be seen to support the classic intergroup contact hypothesis, initially proposed 
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by Allport (1954), and the vast research base founded on that: the more 

opportunities for dialogue, knowledge and personal interaction, the more 

understanding towards difference.  

 

In another analysis, we (Kuusisto A., Kuusisto E., Holm and Tirri, 2014) 

examined gender variance in interreligious sensitivity among a non-

probability sample of 1,000 Finnish lower secondary school pupils in the age 

group 12–16. In an analysis on the pupils’ self-reported attitudes towards 

interreligious sensitivity, measured with the Interreligious Sensitivity Scale, the 

findings again illustrated significant variation between genders in pupils’ 

interreligious sensitivity. In addition, the geographical variance between the 

Helsinki capital area and one of the two smaller cities, as well as the pupils’ 

own religious affiliation influenced their interreligious sensitivity (Kuusisto A. 

et al. 2014).  

 

As regards the education on religions and worldviews in school, our findings 

pointed out that most pupils were satisfied with the RE model they had. In 

an analysis of the follow-up study of the international, EU-wide REDCo 

study, where Finland was added to the sampling, we compared the data sets 

from Finnish (N=406) and Estonian (N=582) pupils (total N=988). Again, 

age was highlighted as an important variable, with the older pupils’ (over 16) 

views about religion in school being more positive than younger pupils’ 

(under 16 years) views. The younger pupils were also more likely to agree with 

a statement that learning about religion leads to conflicts in the classroom. 

Older pupils also rated the place of religion in school higher, as well as the 

role of school in them learning to have respect for everyone, whatever their 

religion. Older pupils agreed more on the fact that at school they had 

opportunities to discuss religious issues from different perspectives, and they 

found topics related to religions more interesting at school than younger 

pupils did. Older pupils were also more of the opinion that learning about 

religions at school helps them to understand themselves better (Kallioniemi, 

Schihalejev, Kuusisto & Poulter 2018). 

 

According to pupils, there should be objective teaching about religions and 

beliefs and about other outlooks on life. In diversified societies, the need for 

knowledge concerning different religions and worldviews has risen 

significantly. Present and future citizens need much larger and deeper skills in 

issues concerning religions and worldviews than previous generations did. In 

Finnish society, there are many challenges in developing the current system 

of religious and worldview education. At present, RE is organized according 

to pupils’ formal membership or affiliation, if any, so the subject is taught in 



  

separate teaching groups. In some schools, there can be six different religious 

education classes (e.g. Lutheran, Orthodox, Catholic, Muslim, Buddhism, and 

secular ethics). The present RE model has been seen to support religious 

minority identities (e.g. Rissanen 2014) through “interpreting” world religions 

into local, “lived” religions and contexts, thereby possibly contributing 

towards inclusion and coherence in society, democratic citizenship, and 

countering extreme and radical thinking. This is where both the local variance 

in applying worldview education (e.g. Tainio et al. 2018 for the ECEC level) 

and teacher’s implicit theories and moral professionalism (Rissanen et al. 

2018) gain a critical role. 

 

Discussion and open conclusion 

Though merely a brief overview of selected results related to diversity in 

educational settings in Finland, and in particular how children and youths 

have experienced it in their everyday lives, there are a few points that we 

would like to conclude with. First of all, we would like to highlight the 

important role of societal educational contexts in supporting children and 

young people’s value learning and worldview construction. This is not only 

due to the diminishing role of explicit religious education in families (e.g. 

Tervo-Niemelä 2020), but also, as the findings above show, the children and 

youths themselves appreciate school as a platform for learning and discussion 

on religions and worldviews. Secondly, we would like to highlight the diverse 

school context as a space and place for familiarizing oneself with the 

alternative ways of seeing the world. It is here that students “encounter” 

values, worldviews, and religions but also have an opportunity to familiarize 

themselves with and learn to appreciate them. This is of critical importance 

not only for secular, culturally Christian majority children, but also for 

children from minority cultural, language, and worldview backgrounds: those 

who are at present most vulnerable to being bullied in schools (Schihalejev et 

al. 2020).  

 

What remains in a critical role is how to ensure teacher competences related 

to worldview diversity so that all student teachers would be equipped to deal 

with worldview-related sensitivities and moral professionalism. Where the 

school contributes to a diverse society in which the local and global are 

interconnected (Perusopetuksen opetussuunnitelman perusteet 2016, 26), it 

also needs to ensure that its understanding of Finnishness is broad enough to 

welcome all the “diversifying diversities” (Vertovec 2015) as a part of its 

perception of “us,” so that the minority cultures, languages or religious will 

no longer trigger peer-group exclusion and bullying. Democratic citizenship 

education needs to start with the welcoming of diversity at the societal, school 
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and classroom level. Education on religions, worldviews and values that 

contributes towards this end should foster an increased understanding of a 

variety of different “lived” perspectives, besides providing knowledge on 

different traditions.  

 

As regards the implications of the above-presented findings to teacher 

education and beyond, these complex questions resonate with a solid body of 

previous research. Rissanen, Kuusisto E., Hanhimäki and Tirri (2018) have 

analyzed the implications of teachers’ implicit theories for moral education, 

illustrating the multiplicity of ways in which teachers’ implicit beliefs are 

communicated to students and also how these influence teachers’ 

interpretations and endeavors to educate the ethical capabilities of their 

pupils. Rissanen et al. define moral professionalism in line with Sockett (1993) 

as the quality of educators’ professional practices, thereby judged by 

professional standards and actualizing in teachers’ moral practices and roles 

in everyday educational contexts (Hanhimäki, 2011). In their review on 

previous literature, they conclude that the moral dimension of teaching has 

been seen to include teacher positionings on moral sensitivity, moral 

judgment, moral motivation, moral behavior, and teachers’ professional ethics 

and values (Bebeau, Rest, & Narvaez, 1999; Narvaez, 2007; Rest, 1983; Tirri, 

Toom, & Husu, 2013). The conclusion is that morally professional teachers 

need competencies related both to their character and to their conduct if they 

are to promote learners’ holistic development (Tirri, 2011; Tirri, Husu, & 

Kansanen, 1999). Based on their empirical analysis, Rissanen et al. argue for 

the importance of implicit theories in research on moral education (Rissanen, 

Kuusisto E., Hanhimäki & Tirri, 2018). 

 

As part of the emerging professionalism of student teachers, future teachers 

should be even better supported in, and equipped with, a multisided 

knowledge of “diversifying diversity” or superdiversity (Vertovec 2015) in 

society. As also our student teacher learning diaries illustrate (Lamminmäki-

Vartia et al. 2020), teachers should also have an openness to life-long learning 

and continuously developing professionalism in relation to the lived 

worldviews of the children, families and colleagues in societal educational 

contexts. This also necessitates a deeper ‘take’ on the perspectives of 

(super)diversity and lived religions in teacher education (Poulter et al. 

forthcoming). These perspectives should, moreover, be a vital part of teacher 

education. Students need to be made aware of the complexity of 

superdiversity and lived religions as part of teacher education. Furthermore, 

a high level of reflexivity is needed in teacher education. It is of critical 

importance for student teachers and in-service teachers to understand about 



  

peer group sensitivity to diversity—both intercultural and interreligious— in 

order for them to teach about religions and worldviews sensitively. 

 

Education without the dimensions of values and ethics is an impossibility. 

Questions related to ethics are accentuated in our rapidly changing society 

and schools, where diversifying diversities, and multiple values and 

worldviews, are always present. This means that teachers convey values in 

their work, consciously or unconsciously. Therefore, it is very important that 

teachers reflect on their own values and presuppositions critically. Teachers 

are always role models in their approach to diversity, and this is shown in how 

we talk about diversity and “other” religions, worldviews, traditions and 

cultures. The questions we need to ask are many. Do all cultures and 

worldviews get the same amount of time and space in classroom dialogue? 

Are they presented in an equally positive light? Does every pupil have the 

place to be seen and heard? Teachers are in a key position for constructing a 

positive atmosphere in education and classroom interaction, which is an 

important element in supporting learning (Day & Johansson 2008; Biesta 

2010; Kallioniemi & Honkasalo & Kuusisto 2015, 117). 

 

Teachers develop professionalism during and after teacher education, and 

professional trajectories are a continuous value learning process. 

Professionalism is constantly being developed through experiences, thus 

building tacit knowledge into a personal way of dealing with diversities. 

Teachers should build a positively appreciative space in the classroom for 

respectful discussion. Their job is to encourage a positive presence for 

diversity, both as regards the explicit teaching of worldviews and traditions, 

and through their example and role model in the respectful encounter of 

values, worldviews, and religions different to their own. 
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