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This article discusses global education in Finnish basic education with the help of 
two major publications in the field: the National Core Curriculum (2004) and the 
Global Education Programme (2007). The core values and goals of these documents 
are considered in the light of selected learning theories, and ongoing research is 
presented which relates to the theme. In summary, it is argued that there are several 
hindrances that prevent global education from becoming part of instruction in the 
near future.
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Introduction
In Finland, education is considered a basic right of citizenship and is 
 organized by the state. The responsibility is shared by the National Board of 
Education (NBE) and the Ministry of Education. Education forms a three-
level system: basic education in comprehensive schools (ages 7–16: pre-
ceded by one year of voluntary pre-primary education); upper secondary 
education in vocational or general education institutions (high schools); 
and higher education in universities, and universities of applied sciences. 
The present Finnish education policies can be found in the five follow-
ing official documents: Core Curriculum for Pre-school Education (NBE, 2000a); 
National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (NBE, 2004); National Core Curriculum 
for Before- and After-school Activities for Schoolchildren (NBE, 2000b); National Core 
Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools (NBE, 2003); and National Core Curricula for 
Upper Secondary Vocational Education and Training (the inspection and updating is 
currently in process and it will be completed by 2010).

Although the nation-state is the main decision maker in its education 
policies, the recommendations and guidelines of certain external sectors 
can be considered to have an effect on how the national education system 
is organized. For example Finland is a member state in organizations and 
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unions that execute the most powerful education policies in today’s Europe: 
the Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the 
European Union (EU), the United Nations (UN) with its Education, Science 
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), and the Council of Europe.

Hence, there exists a number of national and international articles and 
reports on common European education policies and their influences on 
the Finnish education system (e.g. Kivinen and Rinne, 1992; Pratt, 2004; 
Rinne, 2004; Sahlberg, 2007). Most research and published material con-
centrate on the effects of the Lisbon Strategy of the EU and the PISA studies 
of the OECD and, therefore, focus on secondary and higher education. This 
article strives to add a rather neglected aspect to the education discussion 
by focusing on the national basic education that is considered a basis for the 
whole Finnish education system.

Finnish basic education consists of one integrated nine-year compre-
hensive school system intended for all children aged from seven to 16. It is 
free and it is compulsory; not only for Finnish citizens, but for all children 
permanently residing in Finland. During the first six years (lower level) 
the education is provided by a class teacher, who teaches all or most sub-
jects, and for the last three years (higher level) separate subjects are usually 
taught by specialized subject teachers. In Finland, all basic education teach-
ers are required to have a university master’s degree. Even though univer-
sities function as autonomous units, university education is also organized 
by the state, and the basis and goals for teacher education are defined by the 
government. The National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (NCCBE) 
will be studied in detail in this article.

In what follows, I will examine the effects that the aforementioned organ-
izations and unions have on Finnish basic education and, especially, on 
the new global education programme. Global education is the term which 
Finland’s Ministry of Education has adopted from the Council of Europe 
and uses as a translation for a Finnish word kansainvälisyyskasvatus (inter-
national education). The Council of Europe (2004) defines global educa-
tion as ‘education that opens people’s eyes to the realities of the world, and 
awakens them to bring about a world of greater justice, equity and human 
rights for all’.

I will start my discussion by first examining the global education process 
in Finland and illuminating the concept of global education. Second, I will 
compare and contrast the Finnish global education programme with the 
underlying values, basis of instruction, and educational goals set for basic 
education in the NCCBE. Third, I will consider global education in the light 
of selected learning theories, and introduce my research project related to 
the theme.
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Global education in Finland
When Finland went through a major educational reform that started 
at the end of the 1960s, global education was implemented for the first 
time in the basic education curriculum, and it was drafted according to 
the guidelines and recommendations of the UN and UNESCO. Since then, 
the principles of the two aforementioned organizations have been a start-
ing point for the NBE when renewing the national curricula. Moreover, 
in the latest publications of the Ministry of Education, the guidelines 
and recommendations of the UN and the Council of Europe are men-
tioned as starting points for the present Finnish global education policies 
(Ministry of Education, 2007a). As a matter of fact, the specific Finnish 
global education process can be traced back to a year-long European 
Peer Review process that the North-South Centre (NSC) of the Council 
of Europe conducted in consultation with Finland’s Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs, the Ministry of Education and the NBE. The outcome of this pro-
cess, the national report on Finland, was completed in 2004 (Council of 
Europe, 2004).

In the Peer Review report, the NSC sees global education in Finland 
as being in many ways ahead of other European countries in terms of 
cooperation and shared learning between development non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). However, it suggests that if there is to be access to 
equal global education for all in Finland, then a key requirement is that a 
strong global justice perspective must be integrated into the compulsory 
school curriculum at all levels. The NSC considers the current time crucial 
in Finland, as the new NCCBE is seen to be flexible and, therefore, to have 
greater potential for global education than ever before (Council of Europe, 
2004: 9–11).

After receiving the Peer Review Report, Finland’s Ministry of Education 
set up a special committee to draft a proposal for a Finnish global educa-
tion programme based on the recommendation in the report. The follow-
ing year, the report came out under the name of Global Education 2010, Proposal 
for an Action Programme (Ministry of Education, 2006). In addition to the 
Peer Review document, the committee named the following international 
organizations and strategies that helped them to shape the guidelines: the 
UN’s Millennium Development Goals, UNESCO’s Education for All move-
ment, the Maastricht Global Education Declaration, the Finnish develop-
ment policy programme, and ‘other relevant commitments’ (Ministry of 
Education, 2006: 19).

The committee emphasized that global education does not aim to 
answer or react quickly to global challenges, but to build a sustainable and 
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 objective-oriented future for all. Therefore, the committee introduced 
global education as a three-phase process (Ministry of Education, 2006):

(1) knowledge through inquiring;
(2) attitudes regarding the themes; and
(3) action that is based on strengthened conviction.

The proposal was accepted and in 2007 the Ministry of Education pub-
lished a Global Education 2010 Programme (GE 2010 Programme), which includes 
guidelines for teachers, schools and NGOs as well as quality assessment 
targets for global education in Finland. Moreover, the Ministry set seven 
national objectives for global education and gave a rather lengthy definition 
of the concept. Global education, they said, means activity which (Ministry 
of Education, 2007a: 11):

guides towards individual and communal global responsibility; ‘the • 
ethic of a world citizen’, which is founded in ‘fairness and respect for 
human rights’;
‘supports growth into a critical and media-critical citizen with know-• 
ledge and skills to act successfully as part of one’s own community in 
a globalizing world’;
‘promotes national and international interaction, inter-cultural dia-• 
logue and learning from one another’; ‘... is a process helping us 
understand and appreciate difference and different cultures and make 
choices that promote development’;
‘helps to see the earth as an entity with limited resources, where one • 
must learn ... to economise resources and to share them fairly, equit-
ably and equally’;
‘increases knowledge and skills which help us understand the ever • 
globalizing economy and influence the rapidly changing economy 
and its social and cultural ramifications’;
‘enhances initiative rising from an individual aspiration to work for a • 
better world and from hope of its realization’;
comprises the following sectors: ‘human rights education, equality • 
education, peace education, media education, intercultural under-
standing, questions relating to development and equity, and educa-
tion for sustainable development’.

The programme has an ambitious objective as it has been drafted to 
encompass the whole society: it aims ‘to include the global education 
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 perspective in major education, research, cultural, sport and youth policy 
lines and in social policy lines’ in Finland (Ministry of Education, 2007a: 11). 
The first quality assessment was planned for 2008, and the final one will 
be in 2010 when the whole programme is to be evaluated. In addition, in 
the spring of 2007, the Ministry of Education started a new programme 
Education for Global Responsibility (Ministry of Education, 2007b) that is based 
on the principles of the GE 2010 Programme. The goal of the new pro-
gramme is to ‘open people’s eyes and minds to the necessity of education 
for global responsibility’, especially within the framework of sustainable 
development in a globalizing world (Mélen-Paaso, 2007: 15).

At the moment, no other academic research has been carried out on 
the GE 2010 Programme than the one discussed in this article. We need to 
remember that even though published by the Ministry of Education, the 
GE 2010 Programme is simply a recommendation for national education 
institutions. Although in Finland decision making has been decentralized, 
a legally binding document (the NCCBE) is the national framework on the 
basis of which all municipalities and schools are obliged to formulate their 
curriculum.

Bearing the aforesaid in mind, it is now appropriate to take a closer look 
at the newest Finnish NCCBE. The NCCBE specifies the underlying values 
and the basis for instruction in Finland; the objectives and core content 
of cross-curricular themes, subjects, and subject groups in basic educa-
tion. The document also specifies the central principles of student welfare 
 services and school-home cooperation, as well as the objectives of student 
welfare services as part of the educational system. In what follows, I will 
study and compare the value basis and the goals set for education in the 
NCCBE and the GE 2010 Programme, and consider the possible influences 
that the education policies of the organizations and unions discussed earlier 
in this article have had on Finnish education policies from a global  education 
perspective.

Finnish basic education and global education
The new NCCBE seems indeed flexible, as noted also in the NSC’s Peer 
Review report. Finnish basic education strives to answer the global chal-
lenges by naming human rights, equality, democracy, natural diversity, 
preservation of environmental viability and the endorsement of multicul-
turalism as underlying values for basic education which, in turn, are clearly 
equivalent to the basic values of the UN, the Council of Europe, and the GE 
2010 Programme. Special attention is given to social and cultural diversity, 
and one of the teaching goals is to enhance tolerance and intercultural 
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understanding. It is also a task of the basic education ‘to create new culture, 
revitalize ways of thinking and acting and develop the pupil’s ability to 
evaluate critically’ (NBE, 2004: 12).

The NCCBE also has the following four ‘integration and cross- curricular 
themes’ quite directly connected to the global challenges and to global 
 education: ‘Cultural identity and internationalism’; ‘Media skills and com-
munication’; ‘Participative citizenship and entrepreneurship’; and ‘Respon-
sibility for the environment, well-being, and a sustainable future’ (NBE, 
2004: 36–41). The last theme is well in accordance with educational goals 
promoted by all of the organizations and unions discussed in the begin-
ning of this article and with the GE 2010 Programme introduced above: 
to ‘ augment the pupil’s abilities and motivation to act for the envir onment 
and for human well-being’ and to ‘raise environmentally conscious citi-
zens who are committed to a sustainable way of life’ (National Board of 
Education, 2004: 39).

With cultural identity and internationalism the NBE has obviously seized 
upon a challenge of the day. Identity is particularly a social issue in present 
multicultural societies, and it has become an important topic in literature 
and discussion related to globalization (e.g. Darnell and Hoëm, 1996; Glazer, 
1997; Tomlinson, 2007). The objective of this theme is to ‘help the pupil to 
understand the essential[s] of the Finnish and European cultural identities’; 
to ‘discover their own cultural identity’; and to ‘develop capabilities for cross-
cultural interaction and internationalism’ (NBE, 2004: 37). Interestingly, 
however, the NBE (2004: 12) defines the basis of instruction as follows:

The basis of instruction is Finnish culture, which has developed in interaction 
with indigenous, Nordic and European cultures. In the instruction, special national 
and local attributes, the national languages, two national churches, the Sami as an 
indigenous people and national minorities must be taken into consideration ... The 
instruction helps support the formation of the pupil’s own cultural identity, and his 
or her part in Finnish society and a globalizing world.

As we can see above, the definition for Finnish culture is rather strict 
even though the NBE obviously also wants to pay attention to the changing 
social and cultural configuration of Finnish society. However, the argu-
ment rests on the assumption that there is a rather homogenous Finnish and 
Europe an culture and thus also a rather homogenous Finnish and European 
cultural identity, which in turn is very close to the Europe-focused goals of 
the Lisbon Strategy of the EU (EU, 2000). This does not support the widely 
accepted idea that culture, especially as representative of a collective group 
such as a nation, has become an increasingly vague concept (Appadurai, 
1990; Hannerz, 1990).
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Even though the underlying values discussed above can be  considered 
to be part of the ‘strong global justice perspective’ in the curriculum 
(as required in the Peer Review), the basis of instruction does not necessar-
ily support the goal of global education policies as the value now lies at the 
same time in the endorsement of multiculturalism and in Finnish culture; 
and the curriculum emphasizes both natural diversity and the majority/
minority combination.

In the NCCBE, the NBE gives specific instructions for the following 
national cultural and language groups: the Sámi as indigenous people, 
the Romany as an ethnic and cultural minority, sign language users, and 
immigrants defined as children and young people who have moved to or 
are born in Finland and have immigrant backgrounds (NBE, 2004: 32–4). 
The instruction of these groups has special objectives: it must support the 
pupil’s growth into active and balanced membership of both the Finnish 
linguistic and cultural community and the pupil’s own linguistic and cul-
tural community (NBE, 2004: 34). However, when other parts of the cur-
riculum continuously draw a parallel only between Finnish and European 
cultural identities, it leaves quite open how teachers are supposed to help 
for example Romany students – or Russian, Estonian and Somali students, 
who are among the biggest foreign population and language groups in 
Finland (Statistics Finland, 2008a) – to discover their ‘own cultural iden-
tities’. This might be a challenging task for teachers especially when, at the 
moment, the home language and cultural studies for students other than 
Finnish are dependent on the activity and resources of a particular linguis-
tic and cultural community.

Even though the goal of pupils’ cultural identity formation seems rather 
idealistic, it is an area which deserves more clarification in the future 
NCCBE. For example Raimo Rönnholm’s (1999: 288–9) studies on the 
 cultural ties and social identities of Finnish students living in Sweden sug-
gest that strong cultural ties affect the pupil’s attitude to the school as well 
as to their self esteem. Cultural ties and self esteem were seen to compen-
sate for one another: firm ties reduce the significance of self esteem and 
positive self esteem reduces the influence of cultural ties.

The NCCBE and local curricula aim to be frameworks for schools. When 
a school bases its instruction on its written curriculum we should not 
underestimate the effect of the hidden curriculum: the often indiscernible 
impact of the social, economic, political and cultural context. As Tomperi 
et al. aptly state (2005: 14–15): all curricula must be seen as documents 
that are formulated in the sphere of influence of different political parties, 
educational systems, university researchers and teacher organizations. Due 
to the recent decentralization in Finland, municipalities are given greater 
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liberties in communal decision-making, including in the education sector. 
The decentralization of the leadership puts the principal of the school in 
a crucial role: it is the obligation of the principal to oversee both admin-
istration and teaching in the school, to ensure that the school curriculum 
corresponds with the national goals, and that the written goals are put 
into practice in classrooms (School Act §5–6). Moreover, the decision of 
the NBE in 1992 to discontinue inspecting school books has given more 
responsibility, but also much more liberty, to school book editors and 
 writers. As most schools in Finland still use printed school books as the 
main educational material (e.g. Korkeakoski, 2001), the topics covered and 
the perspectives taken – and especially those topics not covered, and the 
perspectives not taken – in the books would be an important and interest-
ing issue to investigate.

When assessing and evaluating how well students have learned and 
whether the goals set for education have been achieved, it is important 
to acknowledge what the goals are based on; who decides what the stu-
dents are expected to learn. For example Raivola (2002: 25) states that 
how ‘knowledge and learning’ is evaluated is highly dependent on our 
idea of what knowledge actually is, how it can be gained or built, and 
what kind of action is considered to validate its existence, amount and 
quality. Correspondingly, Torrance (2000: 185) suggests that, today, know-
ledge resides in ‘what works, what makes sense and solves problems at 
local level’, and therefore ‘... many ‘answers’ now revolve around the phrase 
“it depends on the circumstances”’.

The new NCCBE define, to some extent, how learning is understood. 
The NCCBE has been formulated ‘on the basis of a conception of learn-
ing as an individual and communal process of building knowledge and 
skills ... learning results from the pupil’s active and purposeful activity ... 
learning depends on the learner’s previously constructed knowledge ...’. 
Moreover, the NCCBE highlights learning as ‘situational’, ‘interactive cooper-
ation’ and ‘participation in social activity’. Separate instructions are also 
given to pupils’ learning environment: ‘to the entirety of learning-related 
physical environment, psychological factors and social relationships’ (NBE, 
2004: 16).

Action, participation and environment are key words that many edu-
cational theorists and practitioners emphasize in their learning theories. 
One social learning theorist emphasizing activity and the importance of 
the surrounding community in learning is Etienne Wenger (2002), who 
is famous for his original and often referred-to research on ‘communities 
of practice’. The environment and the learner are the essential constituents 
also, for example, in Dewey’s philosophy of action, which has inspired 
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contemporary education researchers Biesta and Burbules (2003) to study 
and develop pragmatic understanding of knowledge and learning. In the 
following section, I will consider how learning and knowledge are under-
stood by Wenger and Dewey and, with the help of these theorists, present a 
theoretical cubic-model to study global education.

Learning, knowledge and education
Educational theorist and practitioner Etienne Wenger’s (2002) main idea 
behind his theory, Community of Practice, is that of participation, which 
refers to a process of being an active participant in the practices of social com-
munities and in constructing personal identities in relation to these commu-
nities. A community, however, cannot be considered to be simply a group of 
people; rather it requires a shared domain of interest in order for its members 
to engage and commit in shared activities. Learning, according to Wenger, 
happens simultaneously in four dimensions: learning as doing, as belong-
ing, as experience, and as becoming. Doing refers to practice; to ‘the shared 
historical and social resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain 
mutual engagement in action’. Belonging means ‘the social configurations in 
which our enterprises are defined as worth pursuing and our participation 
is recognized as competence’ in the community (collective competences). 
Experience, in turn, refers to our ability – individually and collectively – to 
experience ‘our life and the world as meaningful’. Becoming, according to 
Wenger, means ‘how learning changes who we are and creates personal histor-
ies of becoming in the context of our communities’ (Wenger, 2002: 4–6).

Psychologist, philosopher and educator John Dewey bases his learning 
theory on practical consequences and effects of action. He sees learning as a 
contextual and situational empirical process, which happens in interaction 
with the learner and the environment. For Dewey, learning means under-
standing one’s own actions and the consequences of these actions in the 
process. According to him, learning happens through reflective thinking: 
it is a process of evaluating and reflecting on the possible consequences 
before, during and after the action. Even though there is no guarantee that 
previously constructed knowledge will be successful for the resolution of 
the problem at hand, it can at least facilitate understanding of the situation. 
The more often a person has the opportunity to participate in an action 
where he or she is given an opportunity for reflection, the more he or 
she develops alternative patterns of possible action that Dewey calls ‘habits’ 
(Biesta and Burbules, 2003: 11).

The preceding discussion has drawn into focus four main ideas related 
to learning and knowledge: (1) learning is an active process; (2) learning 
focuses on consequences of the process; (3) individuals must be active 
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participants in this process; and (4) the context where this process hap-
pens defines what is considered as knowledge and learning. Moreover, even 
though culture is an important and regularly studied area, one needs to 
understand that it is not the only context that matters in the learning process. 
Importance should also be given to such contexts as, for  example, the situ-
ational and environmental context and the personality of the participant.

As my discussion so far has concentrated separately on Finnish education 
policies and on learning theories, it is now appropriate to bring these two 
dimensions together. In what follows, I will study the concept of learning 
from the GE 2010 Programme perspective, and present a theoretical cubic 
model to illuminate my discussion.

Global education as a learning process
Even though global education has not been the object of research in Finland, 
the programme has significant similarities with multicultural and inter-
cultural education, which both have been studied widely in the past decades. 
The basic concepts for education, suggested by David Lynch in the 1980s, 
can all be found in the GE 2010 Programme: values, norms, rules, con-
flict, duties, obligations, fairness, creative citizenship, justice and constitu-
tional democracy with a distinct emphasis on the ‘skills of communication, 
advocacy, and social and legal actioning, collaboration and cooperation’ 
(Lynch, 1989: xv). Moreover, in education literature, the following four 
competences have been suggested for intercultural, cross-cultural and multi-
cultural education: knowledge, attitudes or awareness, skills, and action 
(e.g. Jokikokko, 2002; Hofstede, 2001; Lynch, 1989).

However, based on the learning theories and ideologies presented in 
this article, the whole process of learning is already defined as an action. In 
order to more effectively identify learning and knowledge with the context 
where learning takes place and with reflective participation of the learner, 
I suggest the competence areas of the learning process to be: Knowledge, 
Attitudes, Skills and Practice. The lines between these competences are 
somewhat arbitrary, but they will help in analysing the learning process 
that I will now do with the help of a theoretical cubic model (modified 
from the model developed by Terhi-Maija Itkonen-Isakov [2000]).

The basic idea of Itkonen-Isakov relies on the theory of Swiss linguistic 
de Saussure, who developed the static semiotic form by adding there the 
idea of ‘simultaneous’ and ‘succession’ in linguistic researches (Saussure, 
1967: 115). The theoretical cubic model is particularly designed to study 
parallel variables. The simultaneous study concerns the connections between 
different coexisting elements, and the succession study, in turn,  concentrates 
only on one element, and studies how this element changes over time. 
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Therefore, the cube allows one to observe learning as a dynamic process, 
and to include the time dimension in the investigation, which is an import-
ant aspect in global education. The cubic model is visualized (Figure 1) and 
explained in detail below.

In this cubic model, learning is understood as an action process and is 
divided into two basic variables: a learner (L) and a context (C). The L repre-
sents the individual and personal part of the interaction; the C is the collective 
and communal part. The two basic variables can be studied in relation to the 
four dependent variables or the competence areas of education (Knowledge, 
Skills, Attitude and Practice), all of them both simultan eously and over the 
course of time. Knowledge refers to knowing the values, norms, rules and 
laws of a context, and to the mutual rights, responsibilities and obligations 
of a person and of a community; skills relate to the communication, media, 
collaboration, cooperation, and reflective thinking skills needed in the learn-
ing process. Attitude refers to valuing, respecting and appreciating other 
people and other peoples’ actions as worth pursuing and recognizing the 
actions as competences in the context where learning takes place. Practice 
means to mutually engage in action, to participate in social and legal actions 
and to have individual and collective meaningful experiences in a context in 
order to develop alternative patterns of possible action for the future.

In my research, the learner is a student aged 7–13 and the context where 
learning takes place is the lower level of the state-run comprehensive school 
in Finland, which is subject to the effects of the situation, the environment, 
and the personality of the participants. With the help of the cubic model, 

Figure 1 Learning as interaction between the learner and the context presented in a 
theoretical cubic model

Source: The model is modified from the cultural semiotic theory of Itkonen-Isakov (2000) 
and based on learning theories of Dewey (Biesta and Burbules, 2003) and Wenger (2002).

Knowledge/C Knowledge/L

Practice/C Practice/L

Skills/C Skills /L

Attitude/C Attitude/L

COLLECTIVE/
COMMUNITY

INDIVIDUAL/
PERSONAL
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we can now compare and contrast the competence areas with the goals 
defined for global education in the GE 2010 Programme. It is visualized in 
Table 1 below, and discussed briefly in what follows.

Even though in the competence areas of the learning process the eco-
nomy is not emphasized, ‘Knowledge and Skills’ defined earlier for learning 
can clearly be seen as the basis for successful action as part of one’s com-
munity. ‘Attitude’ corresponds well with valuing, respecting and appreci-
ating other people and other peoples’ actions. Global education ‘Practice’ 
is greatly supported by the learning competences: to mutually engage in 
social and legal actions in a context, and to have individual and collective 
meaningful experiences.

However, when investigating global education with the help of the 
cubic model, we will face an important and interesting question: are the 
Knowledge, Skills, Attitudes and Practice of the context – the Finnish society, 
the comprehensive school, the class – in accordance with the desired goals 
of the GE 2010 Programme? In other words: are the competences defined 
for global education recognized as worth pursuing and as real competences 
in the community? Based on the discussion above, the answer will actually 

Table 1 Competence areas of learning compared with goals for global education

Competence Competence content GE 2010 programme

1. Knowledge Values, norms, rules and laws; 
mutual rights, responsibilities 
and obligations

Acting successfully as part of one’s 
own community in a globalizing 
world; understanding the ever 
globalizing economy and influence 
of the rapidly changing economy 
and its social and cultural 
ramifications

2. Skills Communication, media, 
collaboration, cooperation, and 
reflective thinking

3. Attitude Valuing, respecting and 
appreciating other people and 
other peoples’ actions as worth 
pursuing and recognizing them as 
competence

Ethic of a world citizen; respecting 
human rights; understanding 
and appreciating difference and 
different cultures

4. Practice Mutually engaging in action; 
participating in social and 
legal actions in a context; 
having individual and collective 
meaningful experiences

Individual and communal global 
responsibility; choices that 
promote development; critical 
and media-critical citizen; to 
economize resources and to share 
them fairly, equitably and equally; 
working for a better world and 
hoping of its realization

Source: Ministry of Education of Finland (2007a).
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define whether the GE 2010 Programme has the potential to be part of 
national basic education; whether any learning in this sense will be pos-
sible. This is one of the fundamental questions for my research, which I will 
now introduce in detail.

Rresearch on global education in a Finnish 
comprehensive school
The ongoing research on global education can be described as a pragmatic 
and thematic evaluation study (Jakku-Sihvonen, 2002; Jakku-Sihvonen and 
Heinonen 2001). The objective of the research is to find practical solutions 
for the implementation of the GE 2010 Programme in the national basic 
education. There are three goals set for the research: to study and com-
pare the value basis and goals defined for the national basic education and 
global education, to study the implementation of the GE 2010 Programme 
in Finnish comprehensive schools, and to investigate the possibilities for 
further development of global education in Finland.

The research is being conducted in a four-phase process during 2008–
2010: (1) preliminary survey; (2) point-of-departure survey; (3) inter-
mediate survey; and (4) final survey. The phases are presented in Table 2 

Table 2 Four phases of the research on global education at Finnish comprehensive 
school lower level

Phase Target group Objective

1.  Preliminary survey 
(ready) Spring 2008

All lower level 
comprehensive schools 
and teachers

To map out the situations of the 
GE and the consideration of the 
GE 2010 Programme in Finnish 
comprehensive school lower level

2.  Point of departure 
(ongoing) 
Autumn 2008

Participating 4th grade 
pupils and teachers

To map out the actions of the 
school, pupils and teachers from the 
GE perspective; execution of the GE 
2010 Programme

3.  Intermediate 
Autumn 2009

Participating 5th grade 
pupils and teachers

Execution of the GE 2010 Programme; 
the actions of the school, pupils and 
teachers from the GE perspective; 
evaluating the goals, content and 
sectors of the Programme

4.  Final 
Autumn 2010

Participating 6th grade 
pupils and teachers

Execution of the GE 2010 Programme; 
the actions of the school, pupils and 
teachers from the GE perspective; 
evaluating the goals, content and 
sectors of the Programme
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below, together with the target groups and the main objective of each 
phase. The research process is discussed in detail in what follows.

Preliminary survey
The preliminary survey was conducted with two internet-based question-
naires between 31 March and 2 June 2008; one questionnaire for basic 
education teachers and one for principals. The questionnaires were drafted 
in Finnish and targeted to institutions (schools) offering basic education in 
Finnish, which is the native language of 91.7% of the residents of Finland 
(Statistics Finland, 2008b). The schools were notified of the questionnaires 
by email, and the email addresses were obtained with the help of each of 
the municipalities’ chief officers responsible for education.

It is somewhat difficult to calculate the exact number of emails sent to 
the schools and, consequently, the percentage of the answers obtained, 
because some chief officers chose not to forward the emails, and some 
email addresses were not up-to-date. However, it could be concluded 
that the percentage of answers was not very high: in Finland, there 
are 2953 basic education institutions using Finnish as the language of 
instruction (Statistics Finland, 2008b) and the questionnaires were com-
pleted by 164 schools (most often by the principal), and by 31 teachers 
(28 worked as class teachers and three as subject teachers). However, as 
the ultimate aim was not to collect quantitative, but qualitative infor-
mation, the low number of answers need not be considered a weakness. 
Based on the emails sent by some of the chief officers, one of the reasons 
for the relatively low participation might be that the request was sub-
merged under the overflow of emails and research requests that schools 
generally receive in Finland. Another plausible reason could be attitu-
dinal reasons: how aware are the principals and the teachers of the issues 
related to global education, and what is the importance given to and the 
possible biased attitudes towards these issues? For example attitudinal 
reasons have been seen as much more important than any concrete rea-
sons (excluding money and resources) for hindering implementation of 
sustainable development in education in Finland (Rajakorpi and Salmio, 
2001: 160).

In the preliminary questionnaire, there were a total of 12 multiple choice 
questions for the principals and 14 for the teachers – all related to the GE 
2010 Programme. At the end of each question there was a final choice 
‘other’ which allowed respondents to add individual comments. As indi-
cated in Table 2 above, the objective of the questionnaires was to map out 
the current state of global education and the consideration of the GE 2010 
Programme in Finnish lower level basic education.
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The answers indicate that more than half the respondents were aware 
of the GE 2010 Programme. However, 51 schools (about 31% of the 
schools that responded) had not taken notice of the programme, and 
97 schools (about 60%) reported that global education is implemented 
in the school curriculum. Only 21 schools (around 13%) had a team or 
a person responsible for the school’s global education. Contrary to the 
recommendations of the Ministry of Education, none of the schools had 
a global education action programme and none of the schools were draft-
ing or planning to draft one in the near future.

The teachers and the principals had very similar views regarding the 
implementation of global education. They saw the best practice for global 
education as being ‘taught in those school subjects into which it could 
be easily integrated’ (the option chosen by 138 respondents/ equivalent 
to about 72%) and to ‘have separate theme days’ (option chosen by 
121 respondents/equivalent to around 63%). The goal ‘including global 
education in all school activities’, promoted by the Ministry of Education 
and suggested by education theories, was supported only by 75 (around 
39%) and ‘integrated global education in all school subjects’ by 64 respond-
ents (around 30%).

Regarding the implementation of global education in comprehensive 
schools the respondents suggested that there is a need for more grants. 
Moreover, the respondents asked for more knowledge about appropriate 
teaching methods, more and better quality education materials, and more 
cooperation between teachers, with other schools and with individuals and 
organizations outside the school community.

At the moment, there are no guidelines or criteria for the evaluation 
of global education in Finland. In the questionnaire, teachers felt that the 
sectors of global education would best be assessed by evaluating the cur-
riculum, the teaching materials and the teaching methods. These answers 
are particularly interesting because of three issues discussed earlier: (1) the 
reduced number of requirements and definitions in the new NCCBE; (2) the 
liberty permitted in the publication of the school books; and (3) the role of 
participation and context in learning emphasized by education theorists.

Point-of-departure survey
In July/August 2008, information about the research was sent to those 
schools who had volunteered for the study during the first phase. This 
information included a summary of the GE 2010 Programme publication, 
detailed information about the background and goals of the research, the 
timetable for the research and the mutual rights and obligations of the 
school, the teacher, the students and the researcher.
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The participating fourth grades have now started implementing the 
GE 2010 Programme, which in practice means that the teacher becomes 
familiar with the goals, content and sectors of the programme, and takes 
them into consideration when planning, teaching and evaluating activ-
ities in the school context (including class work, field trips and school-
home cooperation).

In this research, as is usual in the field of education, the respondents were 
chosen on a voluntary basis. At the moment, there are a total of 23 fourth 
grade Finnish classes taking part in the research, and they come from dif-
ferent parts of the country. The total number of students is 393: the smallest 
class has only three students and the largest class has 25. Based on the stat-
istics of third grade pupils at the end of 2007, the estimated total number 
of fourth grade pupils participating in Finnish language basic education is 
53,887 (Statistics Finland, 2008b).

Research results from voluntary respondents are suggested to be safely 
applied only to other equivalent volunteer groups, but not necessarily to 
the whole population from which the volunteers were drawn (see e.g. Borg 
and Gall, 1989: 180). However, this is not necessarily a disadvantage in 
this qualitative research where learning is seen as a context-and-learner-
related process and where the aim is to find pragmatic, alternative actions 
(Knowledge, Skills, Attitudes, Practices) for the execution of global educa-
tion. Even though the findings could safely be applied only to these par-
ticular research cases, the results will certainly be of value when developing 
global education in Finnish comprehensive schools.

Conclusion
This article examined European education policies and global education 
in Finnish basic education. The first part of this article aimed to give some 
background to and to clarify the main concepts behind the phenomenon. 
As discussed, Finnish global education policies are drafted according to the 
guidelines and recommendations of the UN and the Council of Europe. The 
specific GE 2010 Programme, in turn, is an aftermath of the Peer Review 
process of the NCS of the Council of Europe. In Finland, global education is 
defined in accordance with the abovementioned organizations and under-
stood as action which guides towards individual and communal global 
responsibility and the ethics of a world citizen, which are based on fairness 
and respect for human rights.

The education policies of the NCCBE and the GE 2010 Programme both 
emphasize action as a means to achieve their aims. However, based on the 
arguments presented in this article, it seems that the policies set at national 
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basic education level are not necessarily in line with the guiding  principles 
of Finnish global education. For example, even though internationalism 
and multiculturalism are mentioned in the NCCBE, the concepts have 
been left quite open to interpretation. Moreover, the NCCBE suggests that 
there is one legitimate homogenous Finnish cultural context that everyone 
should be socialized to, and sees individual cultural identity only as wide 
as the European level. This is in opposition to the principles of the GE 2010 
Programme where the world is perceived as without borders and seen as 
a shared environment, and the aim is to promote global responsibility and 
support growth into responsible world citizens.

Following the learning theories of Wenger and Dewey, I presented a 
theoretical cubic model through which to examine global education. In 
this model, the learning process was defined as an interaction between the 
learner and the context. With regard to global education, the main challenge 
seems to come when one examines the perception of context. In Finland, 
where the national core curriculum is not very explicit, schools and teach-
ers are given more freedom and authority and at the same time a lot more 
responsibility. With their master’s degree background, teachers have rather 
good understanding of the development of a human being, and a large part 
of their university studies concentrates on educational pedagogy. But the 
discussion in this article leaves no doubt that what is of equal importance 
is that teachers understand also the social, economic, political and cultural 
contexts within which education takes place – that which defines the basis 
and goals for teacher education and for basic education.

In the cubic model, the four competence areas of global education were 
defined as knowledge, attitudes, skills and practice. Knowledge and skills 
refer to internalizing mutual rights and responsibilities, and reflective 
thinking skills, in order to be able to act successfully as part of one’s own 
community in a globalizing world; attitudes refer to valuing, respecting 
and appreciating other people and other peoples’ actions as competence in 
the context, while practice means mutually engaging in and participating 
in social and legal actions in context. The discussion in this article supports 
the argument that successful implementation of global education actu-
ally depends on whether the competences defined for global education 
are recognized as worth pursuing and as real competences in the Finnish 
community.

The second part of the article concentrated on my ongoing research on 
Finnish basic education and the GE 2010 Programme. The discussion in 
this article focused on one of the main themes of my research: how the 
value basis and goals set at national basic education are seen from the global 
education perspective. Based on the preliminary survey, it seems that even 
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though many of the schools have knowledge of the programme, they have 
not yet seriously considered implementing it in their instruction. Moreover, 
most of the schools that have taken the programme into consideration do 
not include it in all school activities or even integrate it in all school sub-
jects as supported by learning theories and the Ministry of Education.

The fundamental aim of my research is to determine how the GE 2010 
Programme should best be implemented in Finnish basic education: ‘what 
works, what makes sense and solves problems’ (as Torrance argued). The 
discussion in this article leaves no doubt that implementing the new global 
education policies in the NCCBE seems like a twin challenge for Finnish 
teachers. At the moment, because the value basis and goals of the pro-
gramme and the NCCBE are not in accordance, global education is easily 
perceived as an additional burden for the schools and the teachers.

As discussed in this article, the new NCCBE is flexible and allows and 
encourages municipalities and schools to draft their own practical cur-
ricula. Therefore, the present is a critical time for implementing global 
education in the formal education system, as suggested by the NSC. This 
requires that global education not be taken as a separate programme but be 
fully integrated within the NCCBE where it will have much more potential 
to be implemented in all school activities. However, very much will depend 
on how schools and individual teachers will take this challenge. When, 
at the moment, comprehensive schools in Finland have rather great free-
dom in educational decision-making the governmental guidelines alone do 
not help if principals and teachers have negative attitudes towards global 
education.
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