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A man without ethics 
is a wild beast loosed upon this world.

Albert Camus

Abstract

The article addresses a key issue in curriculum policy, ethical education in

Grades 1 and 2. The article uses the Finnish 2014 basic curriculum as the

basis for a case study rooted in the humanities, philosophy, and the cultural

sciences. The article explores what is embodied in this policy, especially the

objectives of the subject of ethics in the curriculum. The article draws at-

tention to the development of values through the curriculum in primary ed-

ucation in Finland and presents an overview of recent developments in

values education in schools, taking curriculum research into account. The

key part of the study is an analysis of the Finnish National Core Curriculum,

principally those parts which involve secular ethics, as formulated by the

Ministry of Education, and which emphasize the right of children to a good

education and “to understand themselves, other people, the society, the 

environment, and different cultures” (National Core Curriculum, 2016, p. 15).

Keywords: ethical education, ethics, values, values in education, curricu-

lum in primary education



Introduction

The main part of the study is an analysis of the Finnish National Core
Curriculum, principally those parts which involve secular ethics, as for-
mulated by the Ministry of Education, and which emphasize the right of
children to a good education and “to understand themselves, other peo-
ple, the society, the environment, and different cultures” (National Core
Curriculum, 2016, p. 15). The article presents what is embodied in the ob-
jectives of the subject of ethics in the curriculum and which values and
their strengths are developed through curriculum development in pri-
mary education in Finland.

Secular Ethical Education or Religious Education 
in Finnish Elementary Schools

The Finnish National Agency of Education prepared and launched a
national core curriculum reform in the autumn of 2012. The process of
curriculum reform was open and clear from the beginning, involving
many individuals working collaboratively. Principals, teachers, represen-
tatives from ministries, teachers’ unions, labor unions, parents, various
ethnic groups, local education authorities, teachers, and researchers
throughout the country worked together to design the reform and de-
velopment of the core curriculum. 

The substantial breadth and multidisciplinary nature of secular ethics
is typically noted.  The subject appears to be a substitute for religious ed-
ucation, based on philosophy and the social and cultural sciences. Secu-
lar ethics takes a multidisciplinary perspective, presenting similarities to
integrative models of religious education (Tomperi, 2003). In 2015, secu-
lar ethics was studied by 5% of comprehensive school students, Evan-
gelical Lutheran religion by 91%, and other religions by 4% (Statistics
Finland, 2014). Today, secular ethics classes are also open to students with
religious affiliations other than Lutheran. Moreover, Lutheran students
do not have the right to attend secular ethics lessons.
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Debates concerning religious diversity and the ways education
should be developed in both religious and non-religious worldviews have
played a central role in the works of Robert Jackson (2014) and Siebren
Mediema (2014). According to Jackson, religious education has never
been presented as widely as it is now (Jackson, 2012). Non-religious and
religious perspectives in Finland are both taken into consideration by 
the separative education model. On this basis, the religious education of
learners is organised according to their religious beliefs, with Lutheranism
and alternative religions being the fundamental basis of organisation.

Students who are not a part of a religious community study secular
ethics. Furthermore, the subject of secular ethics in Finland represents an
autonomous improvement over other nations’ initiatives. It is generally
presented as an originally Finnish subject (Niniluoto, 1995). Secular ethics
lessons appeared in the 1920s, when it was necessary to provide the “his-
tory of religion and ethics” for students who were non-affiliated in terms
of religious education (Saine, 2000). The beginnings of the current subject
of secular ethics followed in 1985 with the inauguration of a new subject,
called elämänkatsomustieto in Finnish. This word has no straightforward
translation and has been interpreted in many ways, including “education
in life stance,” “philosophy of life,” and “life questions and ethics.” This arti-
cle uses the name “secular ethics” to distinguish it from ethics – which is
described as a field of philosophy – and from religious education (Aarnio-
Linnanvuori, 2013).

The range of secular ethics education includes four main content
areas that were universal in the national comprehensive school curricula
for 2004: “human relations and ethical development,” “self-knowing and
cultural identity,” “society and human rights,” and “the human being and
the world.” The basic objectives introduce not only critical skills for ethical
action, but also studies on tolerance, justice, and sustainable develop-
ment. The objectives for the first five grades include knowledge about
cultures and human worldviews. The National Curriculum (2004) stipu-
lates that instructing students in cultural literacy, in addition to interactive
and self-expressive intercultural capabilities, is the fundamental aim of
this aspect.
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The National Curriculum of 2014, in effect since autumn 2016, has
been restructured, but it retains the objectives of the curriculum from 2004.

According to Niiniluoto (1995), the definition of secular ethics edu-
cation concerns a personal worldview – including ethics, values, and views
about the world – within an epistemological view which reveals how stu-
dents recognize and acquire knowledge. The priority of secular ethics ed-
ucation is to guide and support students’ growth and development,
specifically their worldviews and philosophies of life. The subject of secu-
lar ethics is regarded as non-confessional, since its aim is neither to pre-
sent nor to socialize students into specifically organized worldviews.
However, Poulter et al. (2015) disputed the claim that the secular frame-
work is neutral, since education has been always culturally and morally
loaded. According to Tomperi (2003), the beginnings of secular ethics ed-
ucation are based on knowledge and meanings which are close to us as
human beings, irrespective of non-religious and secular worldviews. The
subject of secular ethics is based on values such as democracy, human
rights, non-violence, and positive multiculturalism (Tomperi 2013). 

Research Questions and Methodology

In order to present secular ethics education from a Finnish perspec-
tive, I formulated the following research questions: What values in Grades
1 and 2 are included in the Finnish secular ethical education curriculum?
What are its strengths?

The main component of my study was an analysis of the Finnish Na-
tional Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014, especially those parts
covering the content to be taught, which are applicable to all schools in
Finland. As I mentioned previously, the analysis of the curriculum began
with a review of the literature on values in teaching and secular ethics. The
next step was to concentrate on the curriculum and to identify how issues
of secular ethics were addressed. I also used the curricular guidelines, dif-
ferentiations, and support for elementary schools in Grades 1 and 2 with
content areas.
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I employed the problem method, along with critical discourse anal-
ysis and the study of documents concerning educational change and the
study of discourses in political rhetoric. I collected data concerning spe-
cific areas of political activities and “macro-themes of discourse” (Wodak
& Krzyżanowski, 2008, p. 156). The problem method derives from an ed-
ucational phenomenon which is placed in time and related to society.
From this perspective, it is necessary to contrast different views, regular-
ities, and principles. Discourse analysis was conducted using meanings
which were usually contextual. In this light, this article uses discourse –
not only language and its meanings, but also conventions and codes –
which are typical of particular societies and anchored in their cultures
and history (Hammersley, 2013). Moreover, discourses are “social texts, …
particular 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” (Elbaz, 1990, p. 15). 

In this article, I aimed to use primary rather than secondary sources,
appearing in different places and at different times. I chose representa-
tive documents and analyzed the meanings they presented along with
their intended and perceived contexts. Resources available from the Uni-
versity of Helsinki library were assessed, which was the most crucial stage.
The next step was to choose materials for the final analysis. The sample
materials which were the most representative and which provided the
greatest support were used for this article.

Values and Education

The continuity of values in the contemporary era is significant due to
the technological advances and changes from globalization. According 
to Berkowitz (1995) and Oser (1996), values investigate subjective judg-
ments (attitudes) and behavior. The moral imperatives of a society are 
determined and conveyed to the individuals residing within it based on
the values that develop in society from honest viewpoints and princi-
ples. Berkowitz (1996) added that there is no need to have many values
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to develop morality in peoples’ judgments and actions; people need only
such central values as justice and well-being. Berkowitz (1997) named
these regulative values due to their useful characteristics or “meta-morals.” 

Values and education are currently being discussed throughout the
Western world and in Asia (Stephenson et al., 1998). Different terms are
used around the world to refer to tradition and the theoretical position of
values (Veugelers, 2000). We read about “values education,” “character ed-
ucation,” “moral education,” “personal and social education,” “citizenship
education,” “civic education,” “religious education”, “moralogy,” and “demo-
cratic education,” especially in the English-language literature. Scientific
publications in Finland more often employ the term “moral education” or
“ethics.” Publications from the USA and Singapore use the term “charac-
ter education,” whereas in Scotland and England “value education” is com-
mon (Munn, 1995; Halstead & Taylor, 1996). In the European context it is
usually “civic education” (Starkey, 1991). 

Values have various dimensions and they are embedded in the cur-
riculum. They are often used to design a school’s mission (National Core
Curriculum, 2016, p. 19). Seen in this perspective, values are like con-
structs: in adopting them, people decide what is good and what is bad,
how they solve their problems, and what they believe in. Values “are not
personal preferences based on taste; they are judgements based on more
or less explicit and systematic ideas about how a person relates to his/her
environment” (Veugelers & Vedder, 2003, p. 379). Teachers and students
have their sets of values, which “collaborate” in education. Teachers have
the will to influence the students’ values and the moral functioning of the
school, which is perceived as a learning organization.

The Values of Basic Education and its Roots in Philosophy, 
the Humanities, and Social Sciences in the Finnish National
Core Curriculum for Basic Education, 2014

Finland’s national curriculum directs the country’s education system
by defining values and objectives for all Finnish elementary schools.
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There are no school inspections in Finnish schools. The curriculum des-
ignates the main objectives and goals for school subjects and motivates
teachers to use new learning methods in project-based and collabora-
tive learning. The curriculum may be construed freely by every basic
school, even though prior establishment of the principal frameworks has
occurred. The National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014 in Fin-
land contains 508 pages, 100 pages of which deal with school values,
goals, and principles. The rest of the document presents the syllabi of
school subjects.

Figure 1. Values in Basic Education in Finland 

(National Core Curriculum, 2016, pp. 15–17)

According to the document (National Core Curriculum, 2016, p. 15),
each child is unique and valuable. It stresses the child’s uniqueness and
right to improve their skills as a human being and as part of a democratic
society. To accomplish this, pupils need not only individual support, but
also encouragement and the experience that they are valuable and being
heard in their society. The core curriculum emphasizes the need for stu-
dents to work together “to advance the functioning and welfare of the
community” (p. 15). It stresses the right of each child to a good education.
Furthermore, learning is perceived as a process which helps students
build their “identity, understanding of humanity, worldview, and philoso-
phy of life and to find their place in the world. At the same time, they come
to understand themselves, other people, the society, the environment,
and different cultures” (National Core Curriculum, 2016, p. 15). Taking all
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this into account, basic education designs and strengthens the conditions
for lifelong learning on the part of each student.

In the contemporary world, values education is emphasized due to
various forms of media, the global network, social media, and students’ re-
lationships, all of which contribute to the value system presented above.
It is suggested that, during lessons in Finnish schools, discussions should
be conducted with students concerning the values that enable them to
build their own life values. As a result, students perceive a variety of val-
ues in their lives and are able to think about them critically. All in all,
schools support students in building their systems of values. Students’
holistic well-being in basic education is built through cooperation be-
tween the values promoted in schools and in their homes. Open-mind-
edness and a respectful attitude on the part of teachers towards various
religions and worldviews constitute the root of constructive schooling,
cooperation, and interaction.

Apart from philosophy and the right of each child to a good educa-
tion, the core curriculum  emphasizes support for each child in their growth
as a human being. It stresses the need to aspire to “truth, goodness, beauty,
justice, and peace” (p. 16). Every child’s development is shaped by sympa-
thetic and ethical disputes, in addition to the right to advocate for sound
reason, according to the humanistic standpoint.

In this light, each student and each community are capable of mak-
ing decisions following ethical reflections. The document emphasizes the
importance of the ethical and aesthetic perspective in guiding students
towards a realization of what is valuable in their lives. Consequently, for
an educated individual in Finland, the news, surroundings, other indi-
viduals and one’s personal life are viewed in a way that informs the un-
derstanding of one’s environment They are able to take action and to
show respect to other people.

It should be mentioned that “respect for human life, human rights,
and human dignity” are the humanistic roots of basic education in Finland.
Education contributes to the promotion of well-being in a democratic so-
ciety and promotes “economic, social, regional, and gender equality”(p. 16).
In Finland, the idea that education does not lead to any philosophical, 
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political, or religious commitments is emphasized. ‘Richness’ is how the doc-
ument views cultural diversity, which makes edu-cation crucial. The core
curriculum emphasizes “cultural diversity as richness.” Education in Finland
is based on “a diverse Finnish cultural heritage” (p. 16). Taking all this into ac-
count, students are supported in building their own “personal cultural iden-
tities” and their gradual development as valuable agents capable of
participating in the culture. Primary education reinforces students’ creativ-
ity and contributes to the promotion of interactions between cultures in
the light of omnipresent sustainable development. Moreover, students
from different cultures and linguistic backgrounds understand different
customs and beliefs. They are capable of recognizing the circumstances
and life situations of others. In connection with this issue, genuine inter-
cultural interaction and communality is created as a result of study “across
the boundaries of languages, cultures, religions, and beliefs” (p. 16).

In addition to the uniqueness of each child and the right to a good
education, the writers of the national core curriculum took into account
“humanity, general knowledge and ability, equality, and democracy” 
(p. 16). The document stresses the need to support each child’s growth
and to contribute to the child’s “truth, goodness, beauty, justice, and
peace” and it emphasizes the conflicts between students’ aspirations 
and the realities of their lives. Students’ ability to resolve these conflicts
ethically and their courage in defending what is good constitute parts of
their general knowledge and ability, which in turn enable them to make
decisions dependent on ethical thinking and their capacity for putting
themselves in another student’s place. The guide to ethical perspectives
and esthetics teaches students what is valuable in their lives. “General
knowledge and ability manifest themselves in our attitudes towards our-
selves, other people, the environment, and information, in the ways we
act, and in our willingness to take action” (p. 16). An educated person
strives to behave properly and to show respect for themselves, other peo-
ple, and the environment. They are able to manage information in a crit-
ical manner. Efforts at self-regulation and taking responsibility for one’s
own development and well-being are also part of general knowledge
and skills. In this light, it is emphasized that basic education relies on 
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respect for human life and rights in order to promote well-being and
democracy. The basic education curriculum is grounded in economic, 
social, regional, and gender equality and equity.

Viewed from the perspective of the curriculum, basic education in
Finland affirms sustainable development with eco-social knowledge. Hu-
mans, as a part of nature, rely on the vitality of ecosystems and reflect on
the “necessity of a sustainable way of living.” Eco-social knowledge con-
tributes to the creation and understanding of sustainable ways of living
and the inviolability of human dignity. It supports the renewal of ecosys-
tems through students’ ability to practice the sustainable use of natural
resources, especially with regard to climate change. Elementary school
students discuss conflicts between different styles of consumption and
the country’s production, in the interests of a sustainable future. These
discussions broaden the students’ understanding and horizons and teach
them to value cross-generational responsibility.

Values in the Tasks of Ethical Education 
in Grades 1 and 2 with Content Areas C1–C4 

There is no doubt that the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic
Education 2014 incorporates the underlying values of basic education
and states that its main task is to promote “pupils’ ability to pursue a good
life” (p. 148). This appears to be the strong point of the curriculum, also
supported by students’ obligation to reshape and create experiences dur-
ing ethics lessons, to attempt to understand different cultures, and to
share with each other activities which produce meaning in school and
outside of school. Some schools even encouraged their students to read
the drafts of the core curriculum and to assess the text and present their
feedback. The subject of secular ethics is based on values such as democ-
racy, human rights, non-violence, and positive multiculturalism (Tomperi,
2013). The term “values” is used in the present paper to refer to the prin-
ciples and common beliefs which serve as basic guides to behavior and
to standards which are perceived as good or desirable.
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Another positive assumption is associated with this investigation: that
ethics should guide students towards their own independence, open-
mindedness, and participation in a democratic Finnish society. On the
other hand, “critical thinking is understood as a self-correcting activity that
seeks reasons and perceives connections, and is sensitive to different 
situations” (p. 149). Let us first take a closer look at Grades 1 and 2. The
teaching and learning of ethics in basic education is concentrated on co-
operation and skills (thinking and learning) in education. A major bene-
fit at this level of education is the provision of support for each student 
in terms of healthy self-confidence and a positive working self-image. In
order to understand this more profoundly and to perceive existing
strengths and gaps, we should analyze the objectives of ethics instruction
in Grades 1 and 2 presented in the National Core Curriculum. 

The first objective is to “guide the pupil to listen to the opinions and
thoughts of other pupils”; the second one is “to encourage the pupil to ex-
press his or her thinking and feelings in different ways”; the third objec-
tive is to “guide the pupil to appreciate his or her own and others’ thinking
and to support the development of the pupils’ ability to ask questions
and present justified arguments” (National Core Curriculum, 2016, p. 149).
It seems reasonable to assume that the succeeding objectives are to
“guide the pupil to recognize the causes and consequences as well as the
ethical dimensions of the everyday situations he or she encounters” and
to “encourage the pupil to reflect on goodness and the difference be-
tween right and wrong” (p. 149). Still other objectives are to “guide the
pupil to learn about different customs in his or her surroundings, to guide
the pupil to understand the foundations of communal life, and to guide
the pupil to respect and value his or her own environment and nature”
(p. 149). As a result, Finnish teachers prepare students to function well in
a democratic society and to some extent teach them how to be a “good
citizen.” According to Veugelers (2001), democratic citizens take a critical
social approach towards their skills, which are linked to their manner of
solidarity with other students, especially in a multicultural society. It
seems reasonable to assume that Finnish students are taught how to par-
ticipate actively in society and to respect existing differences between
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citizens. On the other hand, teachers can never be certain about the con-
sequences of the decisions students make in their own lives.

To reinforce the meaning of the new curriculum, teaching on this
level includes key Content Areas C1 and C2, which are related to the ob-
jectives of ethics presented above. As a result, the content areas are used
to form units for each grade. The pupils’ experiences, ideas, and thoughts
“are taken into account in the selection of content and in more detailed
discussion of it” (National Core Curriculum, 2016, p. 149). I observe that
these sets of Finnish school values are embedded in the curriculum and
are perceived as signposts to teachers, who are obliged to include them
in their teaching practice. This can be a plus or a minus for teachers and
their methods of teaching, depending on their personalities. Some teach-
ers prefer such solutions – others do not.

According to the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014,
in Content Area C1, concerning reflections on a good life, each student
learns conversational skills through the respectful process of listening to
others. Students are taught how to recognize the difference between
good and bad and right and wrong, how to understand human good-
ness, and the meaning of friendship. Content Area C2 – different ways of
life – offers answers to the question, “Who am I?” and explains different
lifestyles to the student in the “context of his or her own family and cul-
tural background” (National Core Curriculum, 2016, p. 150). The appraisal
of issues and what is negative or positive rests crucially on one’s cogni-
tive abilities. In this light, Oser (1996) used the term moral discourse,
which involves an interactive discussion concerning issues of justice, with
the purpose, according to Oser, of teaching children how to develop their
own opinions while also taking the opinions of others into consideration.

The National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014 also includes
Content Area C3, which presents the content of communal life, present-
ing its foundations via the meanings of rules, trust, honesty, and fairness
in various life situations. Viewed from the perspective of document anal-
ysis, it can be said that students study the status and rights of children.
Content Area C4 – nature and a sustainable future – concerns the explo-
ration of different forms of life on Earth and research on the finite nature

164

M
ul

ti
di

sc
ip

lin
ar

y 
Jo

ur
na

l o
f S

ch
oo

l E
du

ca
ti

on
Vo

l. 
10

, 2
02

1/
2 

N
o.

 2
0 Arleta Suwalska



of human life, along with examinations of choices and actions which stu-
dents view as helping them to “seek meaningful experiences related to
nature” (p. 150). I suggest that this part of curriculum fits within social
constructivism in cognitive psychology, where efforts are made in the
production of knowledge (Prawat, 1998). As a result, the production of
knowledge is perceived as a process of personal meaning; if values are
linked to this knowledge, personal meaning is more significant. The con-
clusion is that this process can reinforce students’ ability to use sets of val-
ues in their lives.

Concerning the curriculum, Buzelli (1992) suggested that the for-
mulation of moral intelligence in children is vitally shaped in the two
years following birth. In accordance with Dunn (1988), emotional and so-
cial development of learners is intimately linked to moral development.
Truth, composure, security, contentedness, justice, freedom, equality and
love are particular values in this regard. Children learn about values not
only in their homes, but from their peers, the media, and their local com-
munity. Children arrive at school with a catalogue of various values from
their experiences at day-care centers or kindergarten. Consequently, el-
ementary schools supplement the values children have already acquired
and develop values that are omnipresent in society.

According to the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014,
it is valid to use working methods which contribute to the creation of 
a safe, psychologically, and socially open learning environment. The core
curriculum presents objectives such as culture, worldview, and ethics,
which reinforce students’ self-efficacy in providing guidance and support.
Efforts are made to foster a physical learning environment, in terms of
both teaching and learning. “Inquiry-based group discussions led by the
teacher are enriched with functional activities, fairy tales, stories, play,
music, visual arts, and drama” (National Core Curriculum, 2016, p. 150). To
sum up this discussion, the subject of ethics supports students’ oppor-
tunities to understand and identify with various worldviews. Certainly,
the choice of varied teaching methods by Finnish ethics teachers is the
key to success in their individual approach to pupils. It seems reasonable
to assume that learning at this level in Finland is perceived as a process
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that helps students to build their “identity, understanding of humanity,
worldview, and philosophy of life and to find their place in the world.”

Conclusion

Finnish teachers, by using sets of school values embedded in the 
curriculum, teach students how to actively participate in society and to
respect differences between citizens, especially in a multicultural soci-
ety. The article presented the objectives of the subject of ethics in the
Finnish elementary education curriculum and the strengths of the values
it develops.

The National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2014 stresses the
right of each child to a good education. The National Core Curriculum
(2016, p.15) defined perspective learning as a procedure through which
learners are able to discover their location in the world, their life philos-
ophy, world perspective, comprehension of humanity and their identity. 

In this light, students are taught how to recognize the difference be-
tween good and bad, how to to understand human goodness, and the
meaning of friendship. 

Every child’s development is shaped by sympathetic and ethical dis-
putes, in addition to the right to advocate for sound reason, according to
the humanistic standpoint. Students’ holistic well-being is strengthened
in basic education through cooperation between the values promoted
in schools and in their homes. As a result, students are capable of making
decisions following ethical reflection. The document emphasizes the im-
portance of the ethical and esthetic perspective in guiding students to-
wards a realization of what is valuable in their lives. As a result, students
are able to take action and to show respect to other people.

In Content Areas C1–C4, each student learns conversational skills
through the respectful process of listening to others, answering the ques-
tion, “Who am I?,” and understanding different lifestyles in the “context of
his or her own family and cultural background” (National Core Curriculum,
2014, p. 150). In this light, the student not only recognizes the meanings 
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of rules, trust, honesty, and fairness in various life situations, but also ex-
plores different forms of life on Earth and research into the finite nature of
human life.

Viewed from the perspective of the curriculum, basic education in
Finland affirms sustainable development with eco-social knowledge,
which contributes to the creation and understanding of sustainable ways
of living, the inviolability of human dignity, and the sustainable use of
natural resources, especially with regard to climate change. Elementary
school students discuss conflicts between different styles of consump-
tion and the country’s production in order to learn to value cross-gener-
ational responsibility. 
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