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Laws and principles are not for the times when there is no temptation:
they are for such moments as this,

when body and soul rise in mutiny against their rigour...

If at my convenience | might break them,

what would be their worth? ”

Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre

Values in the School Subject of Ethics
in the 2015 National Core Curriculum
for Upper Secondary Schools of General Education in Finland

The author wants to reveal values within the subject of Ethics in Finnish
general upper secondary education. Citizens of the Finnish society not only
build on, but also reproduce meanings in their relations and interactions based
on philosophy, humanities, social and cultural sciences. “The instruction of
Ethics is build on a conception of humanity which places emphasis on people
leading free, equal, active and goal-oriented lives™.

The author intends to explain the objectives of compulsory courses meant
to educate thoughtful global citizens who are able to overcome the obstacles
(consumerism, populism) presented by the contemporary world. The paper
attempts to acknowledge values embodied in the 2015 National Core Curricu-
lum for Upper Secondary Schools of General Education, such as critical think-
ing, identity, wellbeing and culture in service of worldviews. In this scientific
perspective | would like to underline the role of values, which could be pillars
of learning in Upper Secondary Schools in Finland.
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Values in education

Berkowitz? (1996) and Homplewicz® (1996) saw values as indispensable in
improving people’s moral attitudes, because they stand for “everything that is
valuable for us, everything in which we are prepared to engage our efforts and
our will”* with emphasis on what “is good or bad™. It is compatible with
Veugelers, who claims that teachers must study their own values to be able to
monitor the values of their students®. It is a function of education to introduce
young people to the world of values which constitute their foundation within
the world of the culture of their own country, society and language. In this per-
spective, students recognise behavioural patterns, family habits, beliefs and
social norms. In the process of upbringing, goals are determined by values
which make it possible to understand who a person is, and what his/her nature
is” within a hierarchy of indispensable values.

Anna Bindek emphasises that rather than randomly and chaotically, values
should be applied to the process of education in order of their importance. In
other words, it must be considered what is more important “to have” or “to be”
in the context of material and moral values. Values constitute a basis for our
thoughts, attitudes or behaviours, and as such, they create our own world in
which we achieve happiness in our personal or professional lives. Values rein-
force our resistance to failures, determine our lifestyles, as well as shape our
“attitudes toward other people, stimulate awareness, incentives, directions and
stabilise development™®. It is indeed important to emphasise that contemporary
education takes place in a world of diverse values, as “pluralistic societies offer
their citizens the opportunity to choose in various spheres of life”.

Values have their visible function in socio-cultural life and constitute the
main part of “human-human and human-groups/social communities™ relation-
ships. Consequently, they shape “teacher-student, teacher-teacher, teacher-
parents, student-student, school community-local social environment relation-
ships™**. Values create changes within school culture and build the roots of the
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system of educational activities giving direction to school relationships. Values
are also main components of the Finnish curriculum for in the primary school
subject of Ethics™.

When collaborating within education, teachers and students have their sets
of values. As Chatas and Winiarczyk emphasise, “people learn specific moral
norms and values which are significant drivers of their activities™. In this
light, values are everything that is valuable to people, everything that “we want
to engage our efforts and our will”** recognizing what is good or bad. Teachers
who work with students influence their values and contribute to their better
moral functioning in schools. Students are closer spiritually and emotionally if
they share similar values. Values create goals of students’ aspirations and allow
for the understanding of their own behaviour against the backdrop of educa-
tional aims™.

Introduction and the reform process

From 2014 until 2017, Finland reformed its national core curricula for
early childhood, pre-primary, basic and upper secondary levels. As a result of
these reforms, there is a coherence in the core curricula throughout the whole
education system. The goals of the Finnish contemporary reforms were to
“build on the strengths of the Finnish education system and, at the same time,
to meet the challenges of the rapidly changing and complex world”*.

Finnish educational thinking seems to be based on equality and high-
guality. Respect to children and their childhood is apparent, which contributes
to sustainable future for individuals. Moreover, the documents reveal “trans-
parency and extensive participation, a strong knowledge base and future orien-
tation, which are supported by research”"’.

The steps of the reform process were based on the renewed Government
Decree of 2012, which determined the main aims for pre-primary and primary
education and the allocation of lesson hours at the primary level. The Finnish
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National Agency of Education (FNAE) launched the national core curriculum
reform process in the autumn of 2012. Head teachers, teachers, local education
authorities and researchers from the whole country were invited to design the
reforming process of the core curriculum. Moreover, the representatives from
ministries, the workers of municipalities, Finnish teachers unions, labour un-
ions, parents and different ethnic groups, etc. were working together as an ad-
visory group.

The Finnish society contributes to a sustainable development policy which
reflects lifelong learning and fast development of knowledge and skills indis-
pensable for employees in the 21st century. “Finland’s successful performance
in OECD’s PISA has contributed to its iconic status and position of an educa-
tional leader in the world”*®. A visible, gradual process of reforms that are
based on longer-term vision of education in Finland has been observed since
1963.

Until the 1990s, the Finnish government had an impact on the management
of education, but since the mid-1990s there has been a widely observed tenden-
cy of changing the centralised policy into into a decentralised one. The Minis-
try of Education has been responsible for the education policy since the 1990s.
The National Board of Education took part in the curriculum development pro-
cess and its evaluation. Therefore, the quality of education relies on local lead-
ership and management, which are the main stakeholders that develop and
monitor education in Finland.

Methodology of document analysis

In order to investigate ethics education from a Finnish point of view, the
following research questions were prepared:

1. What values are included in the 2015 Upper Secondary School Curriculum
for Ethics?

2. What elements in the national curriculum help in teaching thoughtful
global citizens who are able to overcome obstacles of the contemporary
world?

The analysis of the curriculum, which constitutes the main part of this
research, began with a review of the reform process and the main goals of gen-
eral upper secondary education. The research takes into account values analysis
within the subject of Ethics. In order to contrast different views, regularities
and principles, the problem method, together with critical discourse analysis
were used to study the documents concerning values in the subject of Ethics in
upper secondary schools. The analysis of selected documents was conducted
through meanings, which were usually contextual. The discourse, which desig-
nates not only language with its meanings, but also conventions and codes

18 A Suwalska, Lifelong Guidance in Finnish Education in the context of globalisation, “Studia
Pedagogiczne” 50(2017), p. 69.
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which are typical of particular societies anchored in their cultures and history
was used in this article®. Discourse is understood here as “social texts... par-
ticular signifying practices of a given group that are both constituted by and
constitutive of the discourse field in which members of the group live and
function™?.

The author intended to use primary sources in this article. The first step in
the research was to create an archive of documents and government publica-
tions, taking into account validity and reliability of the texts. The author chose
representative documents accessed at the library of the University of Helsinki
and analysed their meaning. The next step was to choose materials for the final
analysis. This research used sample materials which are the most relevant and
supportive for the topic. To analyse a text means to focus equally on the docu-
ments with emphasis on “the constructive mechanisms contained in the argu-
ments, ideas, or concepts”*, as well as to describe “the trajectory of all of these
modern ideas, practices and identities that are currently taken for granted”?.

The main goal of general upper secondary education

The analysis of the documents revealed that the main goal of general upper
secondary education is to empower students’ transversal general knowledge
and abilities. On this level, transversal general knowledge and abilities “consist
of values, knowledge, skills and attitudes and will”?, which are linked to criti-
cal and independent thinking. General upper secondary education focuses on
guiding students with their understanding of complex interdependencies that
are superior in life and the surrounding world. This period is significant in
building students’ identity and worldview. They try to find their place in the
world and philosophy of their life. This level of education builds skills which
are indispensable at universities, polytechnics and vocational education. Gen-
eral upper secondary education helps students to plan their future and lifelong
learning.

Underlying values in general upper secondary education

Finnish tradition of education, knowledge and ability (Bildung) constitutes
a significant influence on society and culture and seems to influence the values
of the 2015 National Core Curriculum for General Upper Secondary Schools.
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General knowledge and abilities make it possible for each student to make de-
cisions, to think reflectively and to put themselves in other students’ shoes. As
a result, they take care of themselves and are open-minded. They perceive the
surrounding reality as comprehensive and are encouraged to create positive
changes. The educational ideal of general upper secondary education is related
to truth and justice. Moreover, it is based on human rights conventions, espe-
cially the European Union Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Upper-secondary school education promotes equality and equity as well as
well-being and democracy. Moreover, it encourages students to consider the
opportunities, alternatives, and disadvantages of the Finnish society and inter-
national development. In upper-secondary school education, eco-social
knowledge, together with sustainable way of life are well understood. As
a result, students perceive the significance of their own actions and global re-
sponsibility in the sustainable use of natural resources, climate change and
preservation of biodiversity. On the other hand, upper-secondary school educa-
tion allows people to recognise mutual values and principles for good life with-
in diverse linguistic, worldview and religious backgrounds.

Document analysis

The analysis of primary sources related to the subject Worldview and Crit-
ical Thinking (ET1) reveals that it suggests students’ understanding and their
ability to apply concepts which are linked to worldviews. The document re-
veals the objectives of compulsory courses included in the 2015 NCC for Gen-
eral Upper Secondary Schools. As a result, students are obliged to understand
concepts connecting worldviews and are able to take into consideration the
characteristics and connections within varied worldviews. Secondly, students
perceive the significance of individual and societal factors’ creation with their
ability to consider their own worldviews and beliefs. Furthermore, students are
able to analyse critically not only their own, but also other people’s beliefs.
Students take into account media information and acquire indispensable
knowledge in shaping their worldviews in order to understand the differences
between scientific and non-scientific perceptions of the world.

All objectives have been widely rooted in the core contents of Ethics with
special emphasis on philosophy of life and the position of philosophy in stu-
dents’ lives. Varied worldviews, i.e. secular, religious, political or related to
lifestyle and basic presumptions provided by different scientific field, are used.
Moreover, the authors of the 2015 Finnish National Core Curriculum for Gen-
eral Upper Secondary Schools mention work on “cognitive distortions related
to typical information processing and structuring the surrounding reality in both
their own as well others’ thinking” and “the impact of school, media, politics,
science, art, entertainment industry as well as religious and cultural communi-
ties on the perceptions of the world and worldviews as well as student’s own
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philosophy of life”*. All in all, these sources of information suggest the usage

of critical thinking according to different viewpoints and an analysis of argu-
mentation.

Human Being, Identity and Good Life (ET2)

The analysis of the document for this subject of Ethics reveals the contra-
dictory questions and answers presented from varied conceptions and ideals.
From this point of view, students are able to discuss parts of their human iden-
tity and acquire indispensable knowledge about worldviews and conceptions of
humanity in order to discover what is a good life for them. They understand the
importance of human dignity in the context of key human rights and thinking
about human rights from varied perspectives. As a result, students become
aware of various good life conceptions and are able to consider them from sur-
rounding principles.

The following are core contents of the Human Being, Identity and Good
Life course (ET2):

= “‘conceptions and ideals of humans in natural sciences, humanities, secular
and religious worldviews, philosophy and popular culture,

= fundamental questions about human existence: interpersonal relationships,
gender and sexuality, studying and work, ageing and death,

= identity, life choices and means of life management: individuals’ potential
to influence their own lives, the role of genetic and environmental factors,

= the value of human being, human dignity and human rights, human rights
documents: UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Convention on
the Rights of the Child, The European Convention on Human Rights,

= different conceptions of a good life and the position of other people, ani-

mals and the environment within them”?°.

Individual and Community (ET3)

Three specialisation courses are suggested within the document. The first
one is named Individual and Community (ET3). The document puts emphasis
on the importance of togetherness for humanity and personal identity of each
human being. Students obtain indispensable tools for building their own identi-
ties in the light of positive togetherness. They are obliged to understand the
influence of societal structures, social changes, social phenomena on individual
life choices. They discover their position within their communities, state and
particular economic system to be able to consider their opportunities to partici-
pate in the society.

On the other hand, students are able to discuss and justify “the principles of
human rights, freedom of religion and conscience, equality, democracy, peace,
social and global justice as well as building a sustainable future”®. As a result,

2 Ibid., p. 210.
% |bid., p. 211.
% |bid.
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students are able to perceive the societal world critically and to increase their
societal imagination. They are able to see the future as opportunities and a chain
of life events which are related to their own decisions and actions.

The core contents of the Individual and Community (ET3) course reveals
contents in which “human beings as social creatures interact in private and
public contexts and recognise significant roles and norms within their commu-
nity”’. This document involves students’ need to read about social facts and
features of the contemporary Western societies with the influence on individu-
als. There is attention to the economic and political authorities in the Finnish
society with the influence on consumers ’choices at the different levels of the
society.

Cultures as Shapers of Worldviews ( ET4)

The objectives of the course Cultures as Shapers of Worldviews is to un-
derstand culture within individual worldviews to obtain ways of building
a positive cultural identity. Moreover, the document pays attention to various
concepts of culture study, to the recognition of hate speech and responsible
usage of the freedom of speech. Furthermore, this document strengthens the
need to understand Finnishness in a historical context, as well as social change
continuum, all to be able to experience internal cultural diversity. All in all, the
documents emphasise a need to understand “that cultures interact and that no
culture has developed without external influence on its core features, such as
ways of living, language, technology, and beliefs”*®,

This document involves core contents of the Cultures as Shapers of
Worldviews course with special attention to the significance of culture and its
different types. It presents culture as a human activity which has its roots in
different meanings, theories and relations. This document mentions cultural
heritage with its customs, self-presentation and the individual perception relat-
ed to philosophy of life in the light of the Unesco World Heritage Programme.
Moreover, the core contents present the diversity of Finnishness and Finnish
minority cultures. The contents involve such topics as multiculturalism and the
global culture and their different impact on worldviews and society. Also, the
core contents pay attention to the ethnocentrism, racism, respect and equality in
cultures.

A World of Worldviews ( ET5)

The main objective of this specialisation course seems to be students’ abil-
ity to read, interpret and widely understand not only religious, but also secular
worldviews. Students’ attention is directed to comparisons between them ac-
cording to different lifestyles and philosophy of life. Each student is encour-
aged to understand historically rooted constructs of religion, worldviews, cul-
tural and societal meanings. Moreover, this course familiarises with definitions,

2T |bid.
2 |bid., p. 212.
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scientific research and explanation of religions and secularism. All in all, stu-
dents understand skills, concepts and knowledge to be able to analyse questions
linked to different viewpoints. They get acquainted especially with “the reli-
gions of the Middle East as well as some other religions and worldview sys-
tems, their key features, internal diversity as well as with their impact on cul-
ture and society, particularly from the Finnish viewpoint™?.

The authors pay attention to core concepts of religiousness, sacredness,
rite, symbol and theism, atheism, criticism of religion, agnosticism, as well as
to philosophical roots of secular humanism. All in all, the authors discuss the
paradigm of geographical and historical spread and division. They mention
holy books, Christianity, Islam, Judaism and the other world religions, as well
as emphasise the relationship between secular humanism and religions with the
society, customs, moral, politics, and science.

Technology, Worldviews, and the Future of Humanity (ET6)

The objective of this part of the document seems to be to recognise the
turning points in humanity’s way of living in the context of the changing histo-
ry, culture and philosophy. Students are obliged to study and understand evolu-
tion of abstract ethical systems, enlightenment and scientific-technological
revolution as influences on the philosophy of their lives. They study how tech-
nical and scientific changes tend to build different societies, cultures, environ-
ments and modern wordviews. Students are able to incorporate technical
changes into their sustainable future and into participation in discussions about
the future of humanity.

The core contents of the Technology, Worldviews, and the Future of Hu-
manity (ET6) course tell us about evolution of human species and cultural revo-
lution. Students’ attention is directed to the role of language and innovativeness
in the emergence of human cultures. The authors suggest topics from Prome-
theus myths to techno utopias and dystopias, from ideas of enlightenment in
human ideals to technological development. Moreover, the document involves
such ideas as artificial intelligence, humanism, transhumanism and research of
the future. It reveals breakthrough points connected to the perception of the
world and worldviews, as subsequently influencial on people’s conceptions of
the world. In this light, people are perceived as shapers of their world.

Conclusion

This article reveals a document analysis in the context of the subject of
Ethics in Finnish upper secondary schools since 2016. Values within the sub-
ject of Ethics in Finnish education with “a concept of humanity which places
emphasis on people leading free and equal, active and goal-oriented lives” were
examined (National Core Curriculum for General Upper Secondary Schools

2 pid.
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2015 in Finland, p. 209). The author explained the objectives of the compulso-
ry courses included in the 2015 NCC for General Upper Secondary Schools.
Consequently, the Finnish educational changes contributed to the country’s
position of an educational leader in the world that offers or suggests education-
al changes to other countries.

On the other hand, the article highlights the reform process and the main
aims of the general upper secondary education level. It is undisputed that all the
analysed components of the documents present ways of teaching thoughtful
global citizens who are able to overcome obstacles of the contemporary world.
Firstly, students take into account media information and acquire indispensable
knowledge in shaping their worldviews in order to understand the scientific and
non-scientific perceptions of world better and deeper. Secondly, students real-
ise the importance of human dignity in the context of human rights documents.
Additionally, they see future as opportunities and chain of life events which are
related to their own decisions and activities. Moreover, they understand culture
as influencing individuals’ ways of living. They are able to perceive differences
and viewpoints in other religions, worldview systems and societies. All these
steps contribute to such a perception of the world in which students are able to
shape their own worldviews.

* * *x

Summary

The research analyses values within the subject of Ethics in general upper
secondary education in Finland. Also, the link between the curriculum, the
reform process, the main goals of general upper secondary education and ways
of teaching thoughtful global citizens who are able to overcome obstacles of
the contemporary world is presented.

Keywords: values in education, subject of Ethics, National Core Curriculum
for General Upper Secondary Schools 2015 in Finland, a world of worldviews.
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