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Preface

We have written this research-based book on teachers’ professional ethics to 
increase understanding of the moral nature of the teaching profession. The 
book is intended for international readers who want to learn the theoretical 
frameworks that guide teachers’ ethics and that help them address concrete 
challenges in their everyday work. Many international scholars have identified 
Finland as an exemplar country in education and teacher education. However, 
in recent years, our country has faced increasing challenges in education, 
mostly in issues related to equality and equity. These issues have impacted 
teachers’ ethical thinking and conduct, and we have taken them into account 
in our discussion. Scholars and teachers from different countries can use this 
book to widen their understanding of teacher ethics and the Finnish educa-
tional system.

Finnish education is research-based, which means that in Finland university 
teachers research what they teach and teach what they research. Kirsi Tirri is 
a Professor of Education at the University of Helsinki, and she teaches a basic 
course in school pedagogy each year to 800 pre-service teachers training to 
work in fields ranging from early education to adult education. She also leads 
the School Pedagogy Research Group, which includes docents, post-doctoral 
researchers, and doctoral and master’s students.

Docent Elina Kuusisto has been Kirsi Tirri’s master’s and doctoral student 
and is now a senior member of the School Pedagogy Research Group. She is 
also a lecturer at Tampere University. In this book, we present our group’s main 
research findings related to teachers’ work and ethics. As early as 1996–1999, 
the Academy of Finland funded Kirsi Tirri’s research on moral dilemmas in 
schools, and this project produced important publications that have been 
cited widely and are also referenced in this book. We built another project, 
Teachers’ Moral Competence in Pedagogical Encounters (MoCo) based on 
these research findings and developed a Finnish teaching module for the 
European Union Erasmus project Education for Democratic Intercultural 
Citizenship (EDIC+), funded for the years 2016–2019. This module is offered 
every second year to international students in the University of Helsinki’s mas-
ter’s programme Changing Education. In this module, our teaching concen-
trates on three important factors that affect teachers’ moral behavior: teachers’ 
ethical sensitivity, purposeful teaching, and teachers’ implicit beliefs (mind-
sets) (Kuusisto & Tirri, 2019).

Kirsi Tirri was a visiting scholar at the Center on Adolescence at Stanford 
University, directed by Professor William Damon, between 2007 and 2016. 
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During this period, we adapted his concept of purpose to our studies on teach-
ers and students. We also participated in the project How Service-learning 
Influences Youth Purpose around the World, led by Research Associate 
Professor Seana Moran and funded by the John Templeton foundation for the 
years 2014–2017. As a result, the article-based doctoral dissertations of two of 
our students, Niina Manninen (2019) and Nasibeh Hedayati (2019), included 
articles that addressed the purposes of social service workers and Iranian sec-
ondary school students. We also developed the concept of purposeful teach-
ing (Tirri, Moran, & Mariano, 2016) and the purposeful teacher (Tirri, 2018) as 
goals of teacher education and ethical teaching.

Kirsi Tirri was a research director at the Helsinki Collegium for Advanced 
Studies during the years 2017–2019. During that time, she designed the 
Copernicus-project Changing Mindsets about Learning: Connecting 
Psychological, Educational, and Neuroscientific Evidence. Professor Carol 
Dweck, from Stanford University, is the Academic Advisor of this project, and 
we have applied her mindset theory to our multidisciplinary studies on teach-
ing and learning. Junfeng Zhang (2020) compared the mindsets of Chinese 
and Finnish students and teachers in her doctoral dissertation, and Cristiana 
Levinthal (2022) has explored the mindsets of Portuguese and Finnish par-
ents related to their children’s learning. Teachers’ implicit beliefs (mindsets) 
influence their ethics and teaching behavior, and it is important to reveal and 
change those beliefs that are unethical or discriminate against students.

In this book we discuss teachers’ professional ethics using both theoretical 
and empirical approaches. We provide examples of concrete moral dilemmas 
in teaching that can be more effectively navigated with the rational principles 
and guidelines that philosophies of different ethical frameworks can provide. 
We argue that teachers require ethical skills, especially ethical sensitivity, in 
order to select the most beneficial course of action concerning diverse stu-
dents in inclusive education. Moreover, they should be purposeful in their pro-
fession to develop the motivation and resilience to continue their demanding 
but fulfilling work with long-term goals. Moreover, they should acknowledge 
their implicit beliefs and possible stereotypes to be able to provide equal learn-
ing opportunities to their students and to build democratic moral communi-
ties in their schools. In this book, ethical sensitivity, purposeful teaching, and 
incremental beliefs concerning learning are seen as important prerequisites 
for teachers’ professional ethics. We discuss these aspects with examples from 
our empirical studies in Finnish schools.

The book can also be used in different countries as a self-study teacher-
education course book. For this purpose, we have added questions for readers 
to reflect upon after each chapter to help them process the different concepts 
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and research findings presented in the book. To provide comparative perspec-
tives on the topics discussed, we compare the case of Finnish education with 
examples from different countries.

We would like to thank our previous publishers, especially the Journal of 
Moral Education, for publishing our articles from 1999 until the present day 
(Tirri, 1999b; Husu & Tirri, 2001; Malin, Tirri, & Liauw, 2015; Hedayati, Kuusisto, 
Gholami, & Tirri, 2017c; Manninen, Kuusisto, & Tirri, 2018; Rissanen, Kuusisto, 
Hanhimäki, & Tirri, 2018; Ronkainen, Kuusisto, Eisenschmidt, & Tirri, 2021). 
Moreover, we would like to thank the Brill book series Moral Development and 
Citizenship Education and the series editors Fritz Oser and Wiel Veugelers for 
publishing our books (Tirri, 2008; Tirri & Nokelainen, 2011; Kuusisto, Ubani, 
Nokelainen, & Toom, 2021). In addition, Gaudeamus Helsinki University 
Press has published our book on teachers’ ethics in Finnish (Tirri & Kuusisto, 
2019), and we would like to thank the Publishing Director, Leena Kaakinen, 
for her valuable collaboration. Feedback from Helsinki University Press has 
also helped us to improve the manuscript of this book. We are grateful for the 
anonymous three experts who provided valuable suggestions for improvement 
in their referee comments of our first draft of the manuscript. We would also 
like to thank Wiel Veugelers and John Bennett for their comments and support 
in the final modifications of the book.

We dedicate this book to Fritz Oser, the first editor of the series Moral 
Development and Citizenship Education. His research work on teachers’ ethos 
and moral education has had an important influence on our thinking and 
teaching. We hope that this book can continue Fritz’s legacy and honor him as 
a great scholar and wonderful human being.
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chapter 1

Introduction

Teachers in many countries are ethical professionals whose value base rests 
upon a national ethical code for teachers and the national core curricula. In 
this book we present these important ethical guidelines with Finnish examples 
and discuss other ethical frameworks that help teachers solve moral dilemmas 
they encounter in their work. Teachers require rational principles that they 
can use to find answers to the current challenges in education in Finland and 
abroad. Moreover, when different societal crises arise, teachers also require 
resilience and purpose to continue to work in the profession. According to 
UNESCO (2021), the world will soon face a substantial teacher shortage. We 
will need 69 million elementary and secondary school teachers by the year 
2030. By then, it is likely that 258 million children will receive no formal edu-
cation, and this number does not include those who dropped out because of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Moreover, 800 million young people and adults lack 
basic skills in mathematics and literacy, without which they will be unable to 
find employment.

In Finland, we have been lucky to attract gifted young people to teaching, 
especially females, who have been able to realize their academic and artistic 
talents in their work as teachers (Tirri, 2014). However, the current global crises 
have influenced teacher education and teachers’ work in Finland too, and thus 
it is important to promote crisis resilience in future teachers.

We face various kinds of crises, which can be ‘predictable or unexpected, 
global or local, one-dimensional or multidimensional, fast or slow, or easy 
or difficult to handle’ (Mauranen et al., 2021, p. 9). In a statement issued by 
the Finnish Academy of Science and Letters titled Bending, but not breaking –  
From the coronavirus pandemic to strengthening Finland’s crisis resilience, a 
group of leading scholars discussed different ways to develop crisis manage-
ment (Mauranen et al., 2021). Finland is known for its strong education sys-
tem and high-levels of societal trust, which were key factors in the country’s 
relative success in managing the pandemic. Thus, it is important to maintain 
these Finnish characteristics in the future. One way to achieve this is to pro-
mote equality and equal opportunities for education in society. Education is 
extremely important for providing a sense of safety and security within society 
and helps lay the foundation for a better future in the midst of various crises. 
Moreover, effective communication is required between different parties to 
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negotiate different solutions to these crises. Interaction is also essential in a 
democratic society to promote inclusion and participation.

Formal education is key to supporting life-long learning and the experience 
of a meaningful life by providing equal opportunities for schooling. However, 
the Finnish population is becoming ever more diverse, with consequent impli-
cations for educational equality. The challenge is now to help those families 
with low educational and income status encourage their children to seek fur-
ther education. In recent years, Finland has enhanced the opportunities for 
digital learning in education. However, the coronavirus pandemic revealed 
not only the strengths but also the weaknesses of distance learning. Finnish 
schools were fast to adjust to online teaching, but it was not suitable for all 
students and teachers (Mauranen et al., 2021).

It is not only global crises that influence teachers’ work. Teachers encoun-
ter everyday challenges, conflicts, and dilemmas that are ethical in nature and 
also address issues of equality and inclusion. Professional ethics are required 
for every teacher to reflect on and solve these daily situations. The focus of 
this book is the teaching profession and the ethical core of teaching. The goal 
of education is to help students find their own agency and strengthen it at all 
grade levels and in all school subjects. The goal of the teaching profession is to 
help students grow, and this goal includes supporting the development of stu-
dents’ purpose, both in their studies and in life, with a view to the future. The 
book offers both research-based knowledge and concrete pedagogical ideas to 
support this goal.

The book is written from a school pedagogy and general didactics perspec-
tive. It is based on the German and Nordic didactical tradition, which aims 
to support individuals’ holistic development to become civilized members 
of society (Kansanen et al., 2000). We also connect these concepts to Anglo-
American theories based on educational psychology, which are investigated in 
the light of the empirical data we have gathered during the last 10 years.

Schools require teachers with a long-term commitment to teaching and a 
sense of the meaningfulness of their profession. To this end, educators need 
knowledge of the different ethical frameworks underpinning teacher ethics. 
In Chapter 2, we present these frameworks, thereby building the theoretical 
and philosophical foundation to investigate the ethical aspects of teachers’ 
work. Prior to the end of the 20th century, ethics and morality in teaching had 
long been taken for granted and thus under-researched. However, in the 1990s, 
scholarly interest in teacher ethics and moral dilemmas in teaching dramati-
cally increased (Jackson et al., 1993; Sockett, 1993; Tirri, 1999). This emphasis 
and the abundance of research on teachers’ ethics in the 1990s explains why 
we refer to many publications and research findings from this era. These are 
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considered to be seminal studies in the literature on teacher ethics (see, e.g., 
Osguthorpe, 2021).

In this book, we emphasize the ethics of commitment in teachers’ work. 
Teacher commitment has long been reflected in Finnish educational policy. In 
1998, an ethical code for teachers was published, and, in 2017, the trend con-
tinued with the establishment of Comenius’ Oath. In the school community, a 
teacher is committed to students and colleagues and other possible collaborat-
ing partners. In this book, we view teachers as life-long learners who can and 
should develop throughout their entire career. In Chapter 3, we emphasize the 
development of ethical expertise, skills in distributing justice, ethical decision 
making, and readiness to engage in ethical discussions. We highlight the ratio-
nal principles guiding teachers’ thinking and actions by drawing on the cogni-
tive moral tradition advocated by Lawrence Kohlberg in moral education and 
Fritz Oser in teacher education. To provide a comprehensive overview of the 
different schools of thought influencing the moral domain in education, we 
also present thoughts from those scholars who emphasize intuition, virtues, 
and caring in the development of ethical expertise in teaching.

Chapter 4 discusses the growing diversity in schools and the reasons why 
the whole learning community requires ethical sensitivity in identifying and 
solving ethical issues. Every teacher is a moral educator, and their teaching 
both includes moral messages and reflects their educational philosophy. In 
this chapter, moral dilemmas and conflicts are discussed from the perspec-
tive of teachers, students, parents, and principals to provide a holistic picture 
of the school as a moral community. We also present a self-report instrument 
developed to evaluate the ethical sensitivity skills of teachers and students 
and the empirical results from this instrument in different cultural contexts. 
The culture-specific and culture-invariant aspects of ethical sensitivity that 
we identified from these findings inform teachers’ understanding of their stu-
dents’ diverse cultural backgrounds.

Our research adapts William Damon’s (2008) holistic developmental theory 
of a purpose in life to teacher education and teachers’ professional develop-
ment. In Chapter 5, we present the concept of a purposeful teacher, which we 
use to describe teachers who can combine their personal purpose in life with 
their long-term commitment to teaching (Tirri, 2018; Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021). 
Purposeful teachers, in turn, help their students find a sustainable and long-
term purpose in their studies and wider lives. This chapter presents a didac-
tical model that allows teachers to elaborate the meaning of the subject they 
teach. Especially in times of crisis, purpose is required to provide teachers with 
the resilience necessary to continue their work and to help students remain 
motivated to study.
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Teachers require ethically sustainable means to meet the needs of diverse 
learners and address pedagogical challenges in teaching. In Chapter 6, we argue 
that implicit beliefs guide teachers’ actions, and thus teachers should acknowl-
edge the impact of their beliefs on their professional ethics. To aid teachers in 
this task, we have developed a growth mindset pedagogy adapted from Carol 
Dweck’s (2000, 2006) theory on the two different implicit beliefs, i.e., mind-
sets, that guide our thinking about teaching and learning. Implicit beliefs are 
important for teachers’ professional ethics because they might include stereo-
types that hinder the provision of equal learning opportunities to all students. 
Moreover, it is necessary for teachers to acknowledge those implicit beliefs 
held by their students that prevent them from learning and realizing their full 
potential in certain areas, such as mathematics.

We summarize and reiterate the main message of our book in Chapter 
7, that the ideas and empirical findings we present can be used to improve 
teachers’ pre- and in-service education. In order to build schools as democratic 
moral communities, we require teachers with knowledge of multiple ethical 
frameworks that can be used to rationally justify the principles behind their 
moral arguments and actions. Teachers need knowledge of the ethical princi-
ples guiding their work and the willingness to commit to their profession with 
long-term goals. We emphasize ethical sensitivity skills in that can be taught 
and learned like other elements of ethical expertise, including distributing 
justice, decision making, and ethical discussion. Building moral communities 
requires resilience from teachers. In this task, teachers need sustainable life 
purposes and the ability to guide their students to find meaningful goals for 
their life and studies. By recognizing and changing the implicit beliefs that hin-
der learning, teachers promote equal opportunities and the participation of 
diverse students in building schools as moral communities.
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chapter 2

Teaching as an Ethical Profession

1	 Development of Professional Ethics in Recent Decades

Teachers’ work can be viewed in various ways in different countries. For 
instance, it can be seen as a job where the teacher fulfils certain standards and 
duties assigned by the authorities, as in the UK and the US (Harrison, 2019). 
In Finland, teaching is considered one of the professions. The discussion on 
teacher professionalism was prominent in Finland during the 1980s and 1990s, 
a theme that was also reflected in the academic literature and textbooks of the 
1990s (Airaksinen, 1998; Tirri, 1999a). Traditionally, one criterion for the status 
of a profession has been academic education, in which intellectual skills are 
emphasized alongside the provision of services that promote essential wellbe-
ing in society (Tirri, 1999a). Such professionals, in addition to teachers, include 
medical doctors, lawyers, psychologists and social workers. Occupations that 
meet the requirement of a profession possess systems of professional ethics, 
which play a major role in reflection on ethical challenges in the occupation, 
and ethical codes that help professionals meet these challenges (Tirri, 1999a). 
In the teaching profession, the most important factor in teachers’ professional 
ethics is commitment to students and support for their learning and personal 
development.

Codes for teachers’ professional conduct were published in the United 
States as early as the 1950s and 1970s, while in Europe they became more pop-
ular during the 1990s (Tirri, 1999a). Currently, more than 50 countries around 
the world have code of ethics for teachers (Forster, 2019). Such codes have been 
seen as an attempt to resolve the tension between autonomy and control in 
teachers’ work. For example, Edward Terhart proposes that the compilation of 
teacher’s ethical code in Germany was a compromise between idealizing the 
teacher’s personality and the strict standardization of teaching. The emphasis 
on and idealization of teachers’ personalities in professional ethics can cause 
the profession to be seen as a vocation in which only certain types of peo-
ple can succeed. This kind of idealization can be viewed as a form of control, 
where teachers are made to feel guilty and inadequate if they fail to conform 
to this ideal. At the other end of the spectrum, teachers’ work is controlled by 
standardization and defining professional duties in great detail. In this case, 
the evaluation of teachers’ work becomes the primary means of controlling 
teachers (Terhart, 1998).
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In Finland, teachers enjoy extensive freedom in their work, which in not 
controlled by any form of external evaluation. Finnish teachers are viewed as 
ethical professionals with the competence to reflect on their own work and 
develop in the profession with the help of pre-service and in-service education 
(Sahlberg, 2011; Tirri, 2014). In 1998, the Trade Union of Education in Finland 
published an ethical code for teachers, the first of its kind in the Nordic coun-
tries. The Finnish code is purposely formulated extremely loosely in order to 
be applicable to the work of all kinds of teachers (see the current code from 
2010 in the Annex). Nevertheless, the code clearly demonstrates the current 
ideal of a ‘general teacher’ in which teachers of all subjects and grade-levels are 
seen as professional educators (Tirri, 2010). The following conclusions can be 
drawn from Finnish teachers’ ethical code:
–	 The Finnish code openly express the values on which they are based.
–	 The code acknowledges teachers’ own needs and rights in addition to the 

needs of students and society.
–	 The code acknowledges the communal nature of professional ethics by 

emphasizing interaction among teachers.
–	 The teaching profession is seen as part of Finnish society and teachers as 

playing an important role in building that society.

The Finnish ethical code for teachers is aspirational in nature rather than 
deontological (Schwimmer & Maxwell, 2017). The purpose of the code is not to 
provide concrete advice for ethical action but to remind teachers of the prin-
ciples to which they are committed in their profession. It is the task and chal-
lenge of individual teachers to reflect on the application of these principles in 
the ethical questions they encounter. It specifies the underlying conception 
of humankind and the values derived from this conception: human dignity, 
truthfulness, justice, responsibility and freedom.

In an EU-project exploring common values in Europe, 12 EU-member states 
participated in an evaluation of how the values of democracy and tolerance 
are manifested in their official curricula for students in secondary education 
(Veugelers et al., 2017). The Finnish case study identified ethics and equality 
as important aspects of Finnish education policy (Tirri, 2017). According to 
participants in the Finnish study, the values propounded in official documents 
were not always actualized in schools. Moreover, teachers often lacked aware-
ness of these values in their own national curriculum. In Finland, each munic-
ipality and school are required to establish local curricula and their own values 
to promote local perspectives; therefore, national and global factors are eas-
ily ignored. The Finnish ethical code for teachers emphasizes democracy and 
human dignity, and these values should be advanced by acknowledging global 
perspectives, including those of developing countries.
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2	 Ethical Frameworks in Professional Ethics

We argue that teachers’ professional ethics are not governed by a single, 
all-encompassing ethical framework covering all aspects of their profession. 
Instead, professional ethics can be built on many different theories, each with 
its own goals and purposes. Some theories aim to acquire empirical knowl-
edge and form predictions on that basis; others are interested in defining and 
clarifying the concepts used. For most of them, however, the unifying factor 
is that they are normative. The best-known theories in moral philosophy are 
strongly normative and take a clear stand on the values behind right thinking 
and action. Most of these theories provide some universal principle that can 
guide the teacher to reach the morally right decision. In teacher education, 
it is important to learn and reflect on these theories from the perspective of 
teachers’ ethics. Below, we provide some examples of how teachers can justify 
their decisions based on these theories.

2.1	 Teleological and Deontological Ethics
The term teleological comes from the Greek word telos and means the result 
or the final goal. Teleological theories are consequential ethical theories that 
emphasize the consequences of moral action. Thus, right action is determined 
by the result or consequence of the action.

According to teleological ethics, the consequences determine the kind of 
action that serves the best interest of the student. Therefore, if we adopt tele-
ological ethics in education, we will pay most attention to educational goals. 
The most important task of the school is thus to promote the best interest 
of students according to the goals of education. Traditionally, schools have 
emphasized cognitive goals. According to teleological ethics, knowledge and 
its acquisition can be seen as the best interest of students and the goal teach-
ers should attain in their work. A teacher’s role is to function as the mediator 
of the most valid and correct knowledge. The goal of education is to find the 
truth.

A teleological ethical framework is relatively easy to utilize in the basic task 
of defining educational goals. This framework, however, fails to provide solu-
tions to concrete dilemmas in the school community where the views of dif-
ferent groups are in conflict.

The best-known school of thought representing teleological ethics is util-
itarianism. According to classic utilitarianism, we should always act in ways 
that provide the greatest amount of happiness to the largest number of people 
(Driver, 2014). By adopting this principle, the school community should func-
tion in a manner that profits the majority of its students. In school communi-
ties where the interests of different groups are in conflict, the application of 
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utilitarian ethics should further the interests of the greatest number of stu-
dents. However, this ethical framework can, in extreme cases, ignore objective 
truth in the advancement of the interests of the majority. In the worst cases, it 
can lead to a form of subjectivism which indorses majority values that directly 
conflict with the ideals of a democratic society. It is also extremely important 
to acknowledge the societal sphere beyond the school community and empha-
size the wellbeing of future members of our society.

In contrast to teleological frameworks, deontological ethics emphasizes 
duties (Alexander & Moore, 2020). The term deontological comes from the 
Greek word deon, which means a duty or ‘the one that binds.’ According to 
the best-known advocate of deontological ethics, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), 
the consequences of an act are irrelevant when evaluating its moral quality. 
This means, for example, that stealing is always wrong, regardless of the con-
sequences. Thus, even if stealing could save somebody’s life, it is not justified 
based on a strict Kantian doctrine.

Kantian ethics apply the categorial imperative in justifying right action 
(Rohlf, 2020). According to this approach, teachers should always act accord-
ing to generally justifiable principles that define our universal duties to each 
other. The categorial imperative means, for example, that teachers’ duties 
include respect for their students. However, deontological duty ethics lead, in 
practice, to a situation in which teachers cannot compromise on these prin-
ciples, regardless of the consequences. Moreover, a duty such as respect for 
students requires sensitivity from a teacher, when, for example, protecting stu-
dents’ physical integrity.

Nevertheless, some advocates of deontological ethics interpret duty ethics 
less strictly. W.D. Ross (1877–1971) identified the main duties that can conflict 
with one another. These include the universal duty to avoid causing harm, to 
compensate for the damage we have inflicted, to do good, to be loyal, to be 
honest and grateful, to develop ourselves and to be just. According to Ross, in 
situations where these duties are in conflict, we should identify those duties 
that are most important to fulfil. While he provides no precise guidance on 
how to prioritize such duties, he claims that avoiding causing harm and keep-
ing promises are more important than doing good. Moreover, Ross argues that 
in moral judgment we also require intuition and knowledge of the situation to 
complement rational thinking (Ross, 1930; Lebacqz, 1985).

Some schools of thought in ethics have adopted aspects from both teleolog-
ical and deontological frameworks, thereby raising new and important issues 
for ethical reflection. For example, advocates of critical theory, such as Paolo 
Freire (1921–1997), wish to pay special attention to certain groups or minorities, 
due to their weaker societal status. These scholars frequently criticize current 
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practices in the school community and seek to protect the rights of particular 
student groups, such as immigrants or female students. Moreover, advocates 
of this group might defend the rights of all students in the school community 
vis-à-vis those of teachers and administrators. For example, critical theorists 
have condemned the current school system for making students passive and 
voiceless. Freire’s views on social justice, empowerment and transformation 
have important implications for moral education and teachers’ professional 
ethics in emphasizing societal awareness and inclusion (Veugelers, 2017).

2.2	 Virtue Ethics
Virtue ethics theories can be considered a branch of teleological ethics. Their 
goal is to promote the happy life of the individual as a member of a just com-
munity (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2018). The majority of normative moral 
theories are predominantly interested in guiding correct moral reasoning and 
action. Even though some of these theories acknowledge the influence of intu-
itive thinking and situational factors on moral reasoning, the main emphasis 
is rational thinking. However, in teachers’ work it is difficult to separate pro-
fessional and rational thinking from the teacher’s own personality (Tirri et al., 
1999). Teachers work and reflect on ethical problems in the light of their own 
values, beliefs and feelings. Thus, professional ethics cannot be reduced to a 
collection of ethical principles and the moral theories underlying them. This is 
why teachers should acknowledge their own ethical ideals and the individuals 
and groups whose values have most strongly influenced the development of 
their own ethical thinking. When teachers are faced with difficult ethical ques-
tions, they should ask themselves: ‘What kind of person would I like to be?’; 
‘What kind of ethical decisions would the person I would like be to make?’, 
and ‘Is the decision I am making in harmony with my own personality and the 
ideals I am striving for in my life?’

Aristotle (384–322 BCE) was an example of a moral philosopher who advo-
cated virtue ethics but did not separate individuals’ personal qualities from 
their rational thinking. He used the term phronesis to refer to moral knowl-
edge, which he considered intuitive and situational. According to Aristotelian 
knowledge, a person’s prior attitudes and character traits influence what they 
perceive as ethically problematic and how they solve these problems (Aristotle, 
1975; Bricker, 1993; Tirri & Husu, 2002). Ethical reasoning that is based on 
normative theories emphasizes rationality and the use of certain situation-
dependent principles. However, teachers’ personalities affect what they per-
ceive as important in situations that call for moral reasoning. For example, a 
teacher who believes in positive thinking and finding the good in every child is 
likely to discern more positive issues than a teacher who looks for mistakes and 
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thinks in a more negative manner. Thus, a student who constantly comments 
and interrupts the teacher can be seen as either a problematic individual who 
disturbs the lesson or as an energetic person interested in the learning task.

In the Aristotelian framework, the challenge in ethical problem-solving is 
to develop the sensitivity to identify the most important aspect of the situa-
tion. Application of the principles of moral theories will not help the teacher 
distinguish the issues that are important in each situation. For example, a stu-
dent quarrel can equally be a playful incident between friends or the start of 
a serious conflict that requires immediate attention from the teacher (Tirri, 
1999b). Usually, the interpretation of this kind of situation requires, in addi-
tion to rational thinking from the teacher, experience, intuition and skills in 
anticipating what will occur next. Consequently, for the development of pro-
fessional ethics, it is important for teachers to learn ethical sensitivity in addi-
tion to moral reasoning and practice in order to distinguish the most salient 
moral factors from less important ones.

Many experts in professional ethics encourage trust in intuition as an addi-
tion to rational thinking (Nash, 2002; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1990). This means 
that teachers can utilize their feelings to help them solve ethical problems. 
Feelings are often necessary for the development of empathy and understand-
ing. Teachers can engage their ethical sensitivity by asking which solution is 
best in harmony with their highest moral ideals, whether their actions run 
contrary to their personality, and whether the same solution would have been 
reached by their ‘moral exemplar.’

Moral exemplars influence our ideas of the kinds of virtues a teacher should 
possess. Many exemplars are historical figures, such as Socrates and Jesus, who 
were renowned teachers. It is beneficial for teachers to recognize the moral 
exemplars who might have affected their thinking, even unconsciously. Moral 
exemplars are committed to high ideals, act according to them and take risks 
to uphold them. They are inspiring, humble and committed to their duties. 
They also identify with the needs of other people (Damon & Colby, 2015).

According to the Aristotle’s teaching, moral virtues develop from habits and 
are best learned in homes and nearby environments. Virtues are necessary com-
ponents of a happy life. From the perspective of virtue ethics, teachers’ ethical 
solutions derive from their personality and virtues. A good and just teacher 
reaches good and just solutions. Virtue ethics focus on personal characteristics 
and the possibility to develop one’s character through education (Harrison, 2019). 
Virtue ethics remind us that morality is not separate from teachers’ wider life but 
is part of their personality. In both teachers’ professional ethics and their lives 
outside the classroom, moral dignity consists primarily not of successful decision 
making but of responsibility taken for their own character as human beings.
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2.3	 Agapism
Teachers’ professional relationship with their students can be described as 
pedagogical love (Haavio, 1948; Kaukko et al., 2021). One ethical framework 
that emphasizes love is agapism. This approach is based on Christian ethics 
and posits a binding duty of unconditional love for one’s fellow human beings. 
According to this ethic, all other duties derive from this principal. The ethi-
cist William Frankena (1908–1994) viewed agapism as the third leading ethical 
framework alongside teleological and deontological ethics (Frankena, 1963, p. 
43). From the perspective of a teacher’s work, the idea of unconditional love is 
similar to pedagogical love. Teachers are committed to a student’s best interest 
even if they dislike that student or are ultimately unable to secure that interest. 
According to Frankena, the ethic of love is highly compatible with the duty of 
doing good. He presents agapism, augmented with the principals of equality 
and distributive justice, as an ethical ideal. However, he acknowledges that, 
as an ethical ideal, it can be striven for but never entirely attained (Frankena, 
1963, p. 45).

In teachers’ professional ethics we cannot dictate the particular ethical 
framework and associated ethical principles that a teacher must follow. In the 
school community, every teacher and student possess their own value base 
that guides them in their ethical decisions. However, each school community 
is committed to some shared values that steer its actions. In Finnish schools, 
the national curriculum and municipality-based and school-based curricula 
represent such shared values and include the educational goals for schools 
(FNBE, 2016). School-base curricula allow each school the possibility to define 
its own values in more detail. Common community values are often those that 
are seen as valuable from the majority of ethical frameworks.

3	 Teachers’ Role in Supporting Student Development

When teachers reflect on the best interest of their students, they should con-
sider the ethical basis of their profession. Teaching involves similar problems 
to those present in other professions. Every profession includes social power 
that members of the profession must use responsibly. Specialist expertise, 
status, and authority are common characteristics of each profession. Of these 
three characteristics, authority can be seen as the most important from an eth-
ical standpoint, as it enables the use of power. However, authority cannot exist 
without status or skills in the profession (Tirri & Puolimatka, 2000).

In terms of authority, the concept of power is central. However, another cru-
cial aspect is the autonomy or independence of the profession. The value base 
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of the teaching profession emphasizes the holistic development of the stu-
dent. Teachers’ professional competence can be seen as the individual skill to 
take educational decisions aimed to facilitate that development. In this case, a 
teacher’s professional competence and professional ethics are based on indi-
vidual authority instead of shared authority (Campbell, 2003). This emphasis 
on individual authority can be used to justify an individually oriented teacher 
culture. In such a culture, teachers’ professionalism is based on individual 
decision making where teachers promote the best interest of their students 
based on their own understanding. Naturally, this requires that teachers’ own 
personal ethics guide their decisions.

In Finland, the ethical nature of the teaching profession includes commu-
nality and collegiality (Trade Union of Education in Finland, 2010). Profes-
sionally competent teachers can be defined as moral educators who work in 
collaboration with their colleagues (Sockett, 1993). This emphasis on collegial-
ity is the basis for a multiprofessional collaboration in which adults of the com-
munity jointly interpret what is the best interest of their students. In schools, it 
is important to reflect on the shared ethical principles that guide the commu-
nity. If teachers agree to commit to collaboration with their colleagues, they 
also agree to share their authority with other teachers and partners. In schools, 
members often face conflicts between the interests of different groups. These 
groups might also display significant differences in the principles that guide 
the resolution of such conflicts. In these cases, issues related to the ethics of 
commitment must be addressed (see Section 4 in this chapter).

The power related to membership of a profession offers teachers the pos-
sibility to help their students. The challenge in the teaching profession is to 
motivate students to study and develop their knowledge and skills. It is crucial 
to guide students to identify their personal goals and the long-term benefits of 
studying. A teacher can help students by bolstering and improving their exter-
nal and internal competence. External competence can be related to the con-
crete organization of studies, for example, finding the right study group or the 
selection of study materials. By contrast, internal competence involves knowl-
edge and skills, self-confidence and motivation. In helping students develop 
these competences, the teacher supports the advancement of their agency. 
For this to be beneficial, both teacher and student must be active. Teaching 
involves interaction and reciprocity, and, without the active contribution of 
the student, the goals of teaching cannot be met. Teachers are representatives 
of their profession and follow the ethical codes of teaching with the aim of 
achieving the goals defined in the curriculum. Moreover, while teachers act 
morally in their aim to work for the best interest of their students, their action 
is not altruistic, as they are paid for their work and can promote their own 
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ambitions while helping their students. Furthermore, while assisting students, 
teachers retain the right to protect their own privacy and wellbeing (Trade 
Union of Education in Finland, 2010).

4	 Teachers’ Commitment to the Profession

The ethics of commitment are based on commitments between people. They 
include, for example, the commitment between spouses and the commitment 
between professionals and their clients (Deyhle et al., 1992). The teaching pro-
fession’s value base, which directs teachers to facilitate the development of the 
student, is excellently suited to the framework of the ethics of commitment. 
In the school community, teachers are committed to their students, colleagues 
and other possible partners. Nevertheless, these many commitments might 
lead to a conflict of loyalty (Hanhimäki & Tirri, 2009; Tirri & Husu, 2002). 
Nonetheless, if we define the best interest of students as the goal of education, 
we can conclude that teachers’ commitment to their students is their primary 
commitment. How then should teachers act in situations where the best inter-
est of different students is in conflict? The central ethical problem in the teach-
ing profession is the interaction between different groups and the conflicts of 
interest arising from this interaction.

In Finland, the ethical code for teachers and the National Core Curriculum 
for Basic Education have strongly guided teacher culture to develop in a 
community-oriented direction. In a community-oriented teacher culture, 
commitments and shared values are important aspects of discussions about 
professional ethics. In professional occupations, one way to demonstrate com-
mitment is by swearing an oath of office.

By swearing an oath of office, the novice demonstrates their willingness to 
commit to the goals and ethical values of the profession. For instance, Medical 
doctors take the Hippocratic oath during their graduation. In 2017 the Finnish 
Ethical Committee for the Teaching Profession developed an oath for teachers 
named Comenius’ Oath (Trade Union of Education in Finland 2017, see Table 
1), according to the 17th century educational philosopher Johan Comenius 
(1592–1670). Comenius is viewed as the founder of didactics, and his teaching 
doctrine is crystallized in the best-known textbook on the topic, the Didacta 
Magna, published in 1657. The English version of this book (Comenius, 1896) is 
available for download on the Internet.1

The goal of Comenius’ Oath is to emphasize professional ethics as part of a 
teacher’s professional identity. The Oath emphasizes, for example, a teacher’s 
duty always to act with justice and equality. By taking the Oath, a teacher also 
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pledges to advance the development of each student according to their ten-
dencies. Furthermore, a teacher promises to respect the privacy and integrity 
of children. Finally, the Oath commits teachers to protecting students’ right to 
develop in an environment free from political and economic indoctrination 
in order to allow them to form their own political and world views. Similar to 
teachers’ ethical code, the Oath is intended for all teachers, from early educa-
tion to adult education. The Oath, which is an ethical guide without juridical 
obligations, is aptly suited to educational professionals who work autono-
mously and who are trusted by society.

table 1  Comenius’ Oath (Trade Union of Education in Finland, 2017)

As a teacher I am engaged in educating the next generation, which is one of the 
most important human tasks. My aim in this will be to renew and pass on the 
existing reserve of human knowledge, culture and skills.
I undertake to act with justice and fairness in all that I do and to promote the 
development of my pupils and students, so that each individual may grow up as a 
complete human being in accordance with his or her aptitudes and talents. I will 
also strive to assist parents, guardians and others responsible for working with 
children and young people in their educational functions.
I will not reveal information that is communicated to me confidentially, and I will 
respect the privacy of children and young people. I will also protect their physical 
and psychological inviolability.
I will endeavour to shield the children and young people in my care from political 
and economic exploitation and defend the rights of every individual to develop his 
or her own religious and political convictions.
I will make continuous efforts to maintain and develop my professional skills, 
committing myself to the common goals of my profession and to the support of my 
colleagues in their work. I will act in the best interest of the community at large and 
strive to strengthen the esteem in which the teaching profession is held.

5	 Questions to Reflect on by Yourself or with Your Peers

–	 Reflect on the reasons why the teaching profession is more popular in 
Finland than in other countries. What attracts young people to the teach-
ing profession?

–	 How does the teaching profession differ from other professions, for 
example from medicine or law? Reflect also on the similarities between 
these professions.
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	 Note

1	 See https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Great_Didactic_of_John_Amos_
Comenius.html?id=sE9MAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=kp_read_
button#v=onepage&q&f=false

–	 Read the Finnish ethical code for teachers and evaluate them from the 
following perspectives:
1.	 Suitability: Are the codes equally suited to all teachers in Finland? 

Are they suitable for teachers in other countries?
2.	 Coverage: Is something important missing from the codes? What 

kind of things are missing? Is there something that could be removed 
from the codes? What kind of things? Justify your perspectives.

3.	 Practicality: How can teachers benefit from the codes in their prac-
tical work? Provide some examples of such situations. Would it be 
possible to make the codes more practical? How?

–	 How can teleological ethics help teachers solve ethically problematic sit-
uations in their work?

–	 What kind of duties do deontological ethics bestow on teachers?
–	 What do the ethics of commitment mean in teachers’ work?
–	 Are certain types of personalities more suited to teaching than others?
–	 Describe the characteristics of an ideal teacher. Do you possess them?
–	 What does teacher authority mean today? Offer some examples from the 

school context
–	 How can teachers use power in their profession? Give examples of 

situations.
–	 Describe an ideal relationship between a teacher and a colleague. What 

factors are the most important?
–	 Describe an ideal relationship between a teacher and a student. How is it 

possible to create such a relationship?
–	 Read and carefully consider Comenius’ Oath. What are your thoughts on 

it? Provide both positive and negative perspectives. 

https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Great_Didactic_of_John_Amos_Comenius.html%3Fid%3DsE9MAAAAIAAJ%26printsec%3Dfrontcover%26source%3Dkp_read_button%23v%3Donepage%26q%26f%3Dfalse
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Great_Didactic_of_John_Amos_Comenius.html%3Fid%3DsE9MAAAAIAAJ%26printsec%3Dfrontcover%26source%3Dkp_read_button%23v%3Donepage%26q%26f%3Dfalse
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Great_Didactic_of_John_Amos_Comenius.html%3Fid%3DsE9MAAAAIAAJ%26printsec%3Dfrontcover%26source%3Dkp_read_button%23v%3Donepage%26q%26f%3Dfalse
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chapter 3

Ethical Expertise in Teaching

In this chapter, we adhere to the Kohlbergian cognitive school of thought in 
moral development. We argue that ethical expertise develops through rational 
thinking and practice. Therefore, it is important for teachers to exercise their 
skills in principled moral reasoning. In the development of ethical expertise, 
rules and regulations are important, but their role changes as the teacher’s 
proficiency increases from the slow process of following externally regulated 
instructions to the fast, automatic implementation of internalized principles 
that resemble intuition. In distributing justice and solving moral dilemmas, 
teachers should practice the use of different principles and strategies.

1	 The Development of Ethical Expertise

The majority of research related to morality is focused on the development 
of moral judgment and is based on classic studies by Jean Piaget (1896–1980) 
and Lawrence Kohlberg (1927–1987) (Piaget, 1965; Kohlberg, 1969). These stud-
ies represent cognitive approaches in which morality is studied in the frame-
work of cognitive developmental theories. Kohlberg’s moral development 
theory contains clear stages and is built on the work of Piaget. According to 
Kohlberg, the highest stage of moral development is reached when a person 
has developed into an independent agent capable of taking decisions on moral 
dilemmas based on general principles of justice. Moral thinking is developed 
deductively, from general principles to individual cases (Tirri, 2003a).

Kohlberg investigated moral judgments by using predefined dilemmas with 
no obvious right or wrong solution. In his approach, subjects are asked to select 
the best possible decision in a situation involving conflicting principles of jus-
tice. In the original method, these dilemmas were presented in a long inter-
view followed by more detailed questions and a hypothetical situation after the 
test-taker had taken the decision. After the interview, the answers provided by 
the subject were analyzed by identifying characteristics typical of Kohlberg’s 
stages, upon which the participant’s developmental level of moral thinking 
was finally decided. Kohlberg formulated a coding system for this analysis that 
was used for many years in the analysis process. Finally, he created codebook 
containing standardized coding instructions (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987).
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The cognitive approach has focused on people’s conception of justice and 
its development, which is also one of the goals of moral education (Tirri & 
Pehkonen, 2002). When teachers and students encounter real-life moral 
dilemmas, it is important for them to identify the principles that they use to 
justify their moral arguments. In their work, teachers must find arguments to 
justify their educational decisions concerning diverse students and teach their 
students to justify their own moral arguments. In an educational context, the 
most rational argument should be prioritized in the search for the morally 
right solution. The teachers’ ethical code in Finland emphasizes truthfulness 
in teachers’ ethical conduct. This implies that moral arguments should also be 
grounded in academic knowledge and research findings.

The importance of truthfulness in teachers’ professional ethics is self-
evident, as teachers must constantly deal with knowledge and truth. Aiming 
for the truth can also be seen as the fundamental goal of all education. More-
over, many researchers of the teaching profession cite honesty as one of the 
basic virtues that enable educators to teach about the good (Clark, 1990, pp. 
252–256; Sockett, 1993, pp. 62–88).

Christopher Clark defines truthfulness as speaking the truth and acting in a 
way that entirely equates with a person’s belief in what is true. This definition 
also includes avoidance of cheating, lying and stealing, plagiarism, and other 
dishonest acts. In teaching, moral issues with students most often concern 
truthfulness and cheating (Clark, 1990, p. 253; Tirri, 1999b).

While Kohlberg studied moral development in general, scholars such as 
Hubert and Stuart Dreyfus focused on development of ethical expertise. They 
used the analogies of playing chess and driving cars to illustrate the learning of 
ethical action. In their model, intuition and spontaneity are central aspects of 
advanced ethical action. In the same way as chess players or drivers learn the 
rules of the game or the road, teachers learn at least some ethical guidelines 
within their own community. At first, these guidelines strictly regulate their 
action, but later they become more context and situation dependent. Once 
they enter the expert phase of their careers, these rules and regulations pro-
vide room for spontaneity (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1990).

In practical school life, a teacher’s ethical expertise can be defined as the 
ability to function in an ethically problematic situation as an experienced 
expert. In chess and driving, the successful result is easy to define. By contrast, 
in education and teaching the results are seldom seen immediately, and a 
teacher’s success is more difficult to assess. According to the theory proposed 
by Dreyfus and Dreyfus, ethical expertise is manifested not only as reflection 
on and adoption of successful principles but in the use of moral intuition. 
In a problematic situation, ethical experts do not apply certain principles or 
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guidelines; rather they listen and gather information about the case until their 
intuition guides them to the right decision. Ethical expertise results in fewer 
ethical problems in practice and tolerance of uncertain situations. However, 
just as any two experts might have different spontaneous reactions to the same 
situation, teachers can also react very differently to the unique ethical prob-
lems they encounter. In these spontaneous situations, there are often no other 
guidelines than each teacher’s intuition based on earlier experiences of the 
best action suitable for the situation.

According to the theory proposed by Dreyfus and Dreyfus, ethical expertise 
is developed through these stages:
1.	 Novice: Initially, teachers’ actions are guided by the rules and regulations 

of a mentor or the school community, and by following them the novice 
teacher learns ethical action. New situations without clear rules cause 
uncertainty for the teacher. In this phase, teachers often feel that they are 
failing to follow the regulations.

2.	 Advanced beginner: With experience, a teacher learns to function in dif-
ferent situations. The contexts of these different situations begin to be 
familiar, and this helps the teacher identify some special characteristics 
of the problems they encounter.

3.	 Practiced: Here, teachers use their prior experience to formulate cer-
tain hierarchies in their minds regarding problematic ethical situations. 
Certain situational factors help practiced teachers form a holistic pic-
ture of the situation and plan their action. A practiced teacher, however, 
requires time for analytical thinking to help them understand the holistic 
nature of the situation and predict future scenarios. This phase includes 
both successes and failures, with consequent strong emotions.

4.	 Experienced: The experienced problem identifier and solver abandons 
slavish adherence to guidelines. The experiences of success and failure in 
various ethical situations have provided the teacher with a holistic pic-
ture of ethical action and related situations. In this phase, the teacher 
perceives the situation in its entirety and knows how they should act. 
This action, however, requires careful thinking and planning from the 
teacher.

5.	 Expert: The ethical expert is immediately aware of how to act in ethically 
problematic situations and intuitively acts according to this knowledge. 
In an ethically problematic situation, the expert functions without the 
need to consciously consider the requirements of the situation. They do 
not need to reflect on rules or principles, but nevertheless their actions 
mirror those in similar situations earlier in their career. This is why they 
experience fewer ethically problematic situations that demand reflection.
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The centrality of intuition in the development of ethical expertise in 
Dreyfus and Dreyfus’s theory might seem similar to ‘the new science school 
of moral psychology’ presented, for example, by Joshua Green and Jonathan 
Haidt (see Damon & Colby, 2015). They claim that moral decisions are based on 
feelings, intuitions, and neuropsychological responses. However, for Dreyfus 
and Dreyfus, intuition is not a feeling or emotional response to stimuli but a 
mature wisdom that is guided by internalized and automatized applied ethical 
knowledge. Their theory also highlights the importance of deliberate practice 
and effort in developing expertise in teaching.

2	 The Teacher as a Distributor of Justice

An important aspect of teacher ethics is equal treatment of diverse students. 
For example, students’ school achievement and socioeconomic status should 
not influence teachers’ work in educating their students. Schooling, however, 
involves dilemmas related to teachers’ allocation of time and resources to their 
students (Mäkinen, 2013; Tirri, 1999b). When facing these dilemmas, teachers 
require support in making ethical decisions. Here, teachers usually turn to ped-
agogical principles to support their decision making, but teachers should also 
reflect on how they can treat different students justly (Kansanen et al., 2000).

In schools, the ideal of inclusion, where diverse students are taught in 
the same classroom, challenges teachers to reflect on whose needs are pri-
mary and whether it is possible to meet all the needs of their students (Tirri 
& Laine, 2017a, 2017b). Such decision making is demanding, and teachers are 
not always able to identify the consequences of their actions for their students 
(Jackson et al., 1993; Tirri et al., 2013). In school communities, teachers should 
constantly reflect on the values behind their actions. The distributive justice 
framework emphasizes the need for teachers to behave in an unbiased manner 
towards different parties in conflicts and situations requiring the distribution 
of resources. Nevertheless, teachers might hold differing views on what prin-
ciples to apply in order to treat the people involved in the most just and unbi-
ased manner.

Morton Deutch (1920–2017) defined three possible principles to justify the 
distribution of resources: equality, equity,1 and need (Deutch, 1985). In the 
application of the principle of equality, the teacher aims to share the advan-
tages and disadvantages of a particular situation or action equally among all 
the parties concerned. In this kind of distributive justice, the teacher acknowl-
edges no inherent differences between parties and considers an unbiased pol-
icy to mean ‘equality for all.’ In turn, by using the principle of equity, teachers 
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compare their students’ possible merits or deficiencies and distribute justice 
based on this comparison. For example, in the application of this principle, 
the teacher distributes awards and other benefits to those students who have 
worked or striven the hardest in their studies. However, it is unclear whether 
the different needs and skills of diverse students are sufficiently considered in 
this approach. By contrast, when applying the principle of need as the basis of 
distributing justice, the teacher takes particular care that the needs of differ-
ent students are acknowledged and met in appropriate ways. Now the teacher 
advocates policies in which the needs and rights of different kinds of students 
are secured. For instance, Finland has traditionally taken care of students with 
learning difficulties or special educational needs. By contrast, high academic 
achievers have received little special attention from the teacher. However, 
inclusive education means just education for all, and the teacher is required 
to acknowledge the needs of gifted students as well, for example, by tailoring 
instruction to match their level of achievement (Tirri & Laine, 2017a, 2017b).

Kirsi Tirri has investigated the principles of distributive justice used by 
teachers and students in solving both hypothetical and real-life moral dilem-
mas (Tirri, 1998, 1999b, 2003a). Her research has identified differences between 
teachers and students in their use of these principles. For example, in the 
hypothetical Heinz dilemma, concerning the right to steal medication in order 
to save a sick person, students tended to apply the principle of need (the sick 
person needs the drug). Teachers, on the other hand, tended to utilize the prin-
ciple of equality (stealing is always wrong). However, in real moral dilemmas at 
school, students used the principles of equality and equity when solving cases 
related to their teachers and peers. For example, students supported equal-
ity in the case of distributing goods and material: all students should receive 
a similar amount. However, in the case of fighting, students used the princi-
ple of equity, since they advocated a harsher punishment for the person who 
initiated the fight than for others involved. By contrast, students never used 
the principle of need in these cases. Conversely, teachers most often applied 
the principle of need to solve real-life moral dilemmas at school. These dif-
ferences between teachers and students can be explained by their divergent 
roles. Teachers are guided by their professional ethics and are always primarily 
committed to serving their students’ needs (Tirri, 1998).

A teacher works in a school community comprising colleagues, students 
and other school staff. In addition, teachers are subject to the expectations of 
parents and other parties. In school conflicts, teachers should reflect on their 
solidarity with these different groups. In such situations, teachers generally 
emphasize their commitment to students and view the principle of acting in 
the student’s best interest as the guiding precept of their work (Tirri, 1999b).
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The majority of moral dilemmas at school allow the best interest of the 
student to be defined in different ways. Moreover, in many disputes, a con-
flict exists between the best interest of different students. Thus, teachers 
must decide on the principles of justice they should implement, which can be 
extremely case specific. This implies that the principles of distributive justice 
should be reflected in case examples provided to teachers in their pre- and 
in-service education related to professional ethics.

3	 The Teacher as an Ethical Decision-Maker

Teachers’ professional morality can be studied using a classical model devel-
oped by Fritz Oser (1991) that has been widely used in the Finnish context 
(Tirri, 1999b, 2021). This model allows teachers’ moral dilemmas to be investi-
gated in their natural environment – schools. The model outlines the central 
dimensions of teachers’ professional morality: justice, caring and truthfulness. 
These dimensions allow reflection from many different perspectives on the 
moral dilemmas encountered by teachers. The model also recognizes that eth-
ical dilemmas, by nature, seldom have one correct solution. In the teaching 
profession, the challenge is to search for balanced solutions that accommodate 
all these dimensions.

In his classic study, Oser (1991) used the terms professional morality and 
ethos synonymously.2 The model he constructed discusses the different dimen-
sions of teachers’ decision making that must be acknowledged to find the best 
possible solution (see Figure 1).

According to Oser, moral dilemmas in teaching occur when teachers are 
unable to balance justice, care, and truthfulness simultaneously. The dimen-
sions presented by Oser are very similar to the values underpinning Finnish 

figure 1 Dimensions of the teachers’ ethos model (adapted from Oser, 1991, p. 202)
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teachers’ ethical principles. The challenge for teachers is to find solutions that 
take all of these dimensions into account in decision making. In Oser’s the-
ory, teachers can apply five different types of orientations in moral dilemmas: 
avoiding, delegating, single-handed decision making, discourse I, and discourse 
II. In the avoiding orientation, teachers strive to solve the problem by ignoring 
it. They are unwilling to take responsibility for difficult questions and leave the 
task of balancing between justice, caring, and truthfulness to others. In turn, 
teachers with a delegating orientation accept their obligations concerning the 
moral dilemma in question. However, they are reluctant to take decisions them-
selves and instead delegate decision making to others (for example, colleagues, 
parents, the principal) In a single-handed decision-making orientation, teachers 
attempt to solve the situation by themselves. Here, teachers view themselves as 
authorities in problem solving, and thus see no need to justify their decisions 
to anybody. According to Oser, moral dilemmas require discourse orientations. 
In an incomplete discourse orientation, teachers discuss the dilemma with the 
others involved and justify the principles they used in solving moral dilemmas. 
They trust that their students are also capable of reflecting on these justifica-
tions. Oser advocates a complete discourse orientation, in which teachers treat 
each party equally and allow all those involved to argue and justify their per-
spectives. In this orientation, the final decision is determined by the rationality 
of the best argument (Oser, 1992, p. 112). Nonetheless, this kind of orientation is 
extremely challenging and time consuming for the teachers, since some situa-
tions can involve aggression or be impossible to solve.

4	 The Teacher as an Ethical Discussant

In every working community, common rules and the rights of minorities must 
be discussed. In the current community-oriented teacher culture, where the 
ethics of commitment are emphasized, the skills to discuss ethical issues 
become central. However, some 20 years ago, at the beginning of the 21st cen-
tury, teachers from different grade levels already highlighted the need to dis-
cuss various themes in their own communities. The most important of these 
included the community’s vision, power and leadership, the tension between 
individuality and communality, and issues related to commitment (Tirri, 2002).

When striving to create communality, it is important that each member 
is able to present their view of the current issues affecting the community. 
In Oser’s adaptation of Habermas’ discourse ethics model to the context of 
schools (Oser, 1986; Habermas, 1984), the only requirement for participation 
is the readiness to adopt the role of the other and provide the opportunity for 
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everybody to be heard. In order to understand the situation, participants in 
the discussion must be aware of the needs and motives of the people involved, 
understand their life situations and know the rules that apply to the situa-
tion (Oser, 1986, p. 921). Kirsi Tirri has further developed the model for use in 
Finnish schools and teacher education. She calls it a ‘roundtable discussion’ 
and suggests that it should include ‘a critical friend’ from outside school who 
brings an objective perspective to the discussion. Such critical friends can be, 
for example, church workers, police youth workers, social workers or partners 
cooperating with the school (Tirri, 2003b). Figure 2 presents the roundtable 
discussion, in which the current ethical issues, such as inclusive education, 
can be discussed.

In the following case example, the teacher arranges a roundtable discussion 
in school to discuss a situation in the context of their 4th grade mathematics 
class. The teacher currently teaches 30 students with different mathematical 
skills and motivation in the same classroom. The majority of students (n = 17) 
are average math learners: they experience no major difficulties in the subject, 
but they require instruction from the teacher when new topics are presented. 
In turn, three students are high achievers and already master the entire 4th 
grade math curriculum. By contrast, two students are frustrated and bored 
and spend most of their time sleeping during the lessons; moreover, one of 
them frequently disturbs other students and prevents them from listening. The 
teacher attempts to engage this student by using him as her teaching assistant, 
with unsatisfactory results. Three students have an immigrant background and 
lack sufficient Finnish skills to follow the teacher’s instruction. One student 
has down syndrome and faces consequent physical and cognitive challenges. 
This student is normally supported by a personal assistant, but the assistant is 

figure 2 Roundtable discussion in school
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currently on sick leave. The rest of the students (n = 6) are, for different rea-
sons, low math achievers, and they use their time disturbing each other. The 
teacher wishes to discuss who they should prioritize in the math class and how 
they should divide their time and resources between different learners.

In this roundtable discussion, the teacher has invited members of the school 
community (the principal, a special education teacher, a student representa-
tive, and a parent representative) and a critical friend (a senior teacher from 
another school specialized in special education). The principal has booked a 
meeting room with a round table where the discussion can take place after 
school hours. The teacher acts as the chair of the discussion and is responsible 
for ensuring that everyone can be heard. In the meeting invitation, the teacher 
has described the problem related to their mathematics classes in a very con-
crete way. They require support and advice on how to meet the needs of differ-
ent learners in the same classroom.

The teacher opens the discussion by emphasizing that every student has 
the right to learn in school. The teacher then asks how this could be realized in 
a classroom with diverse students, and what kind of principles and solutions 
can be identified. The student and parent representatives as well as the princi-
pal and special education teacher bring their perspectives to the discussion on 
students’ rights and needs in their school. The critical friend, in turn, provides 
approaches to the discussion on how such matters have been successfully 
addressed in a neighborhood school with a similar student population.

In a case such as this, the roundtable participants might prioritize differ-
ent groups in their arguments and disagree on whose rights and needs are the 
most important. Thus, reflection on the principles of justice is essential. In this 
case, the principle of need guides the discussion. The aim is to identify ways 
to meet the needs of the majority as well as those of the immigrant students, 
high achieving students, low achieving students, and the disabled student. All 
the members provide their suggestions and ideas to reach this goal. In a situa-
tion involving conflicting perspectives, the most educationally robust option is 
chosen. A critical friend can, for example, attempt to reconcile the differences 
that arise in these discussions.

A practical requirement for the roundtable discussion is the readiness of 
each member to adopt the role of others and provide the opportunity for them 
to be heard. Utilizing this approach advances responsibility, justice and social 
learning for everybody involved. A roundtable discussion is an example of a 
situation where teachers can relinquish their traditional role as an author-
ity figure and offer equal opportunities for students and other partners to 
express their views. This requires teachers to change their attitude and strat-
egies. Teachers must adopt an attitude of trust towards all participants in the 
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discussion to be able to search for a solution that includes justice, caring and 
truthfulness. Teachers must also possess the skills to organize the discussion 
in such a way that they are simultaneously participants and leaders. Teachers 
require the skill to balance and coordinate the different views of individuals. 
Most importantly, however, teachers must trust, in advance, that the discus-
sion will ultimately provide the best solution and that a joint decision is pref-
erable to a unilateral one (Oser & Althof, 1993).

Teachers can accustom their students to roundtable discussions, argumen-
tation and debate by using hypothetical situations or cases of problematic situ-
ations identified by the students. School communities can arrange roundtable 
discussions with different members. In issues concerning the entire school 
community, each class can send a representative, and the teachers’ union and 
parents’ association can also send theirs. From an educational perspective, 
roundtable discussions support argumentation skills and social learning and 
strengthen moral responsibility (Tirri, 1999b). In the best cases, roundtable dis-
cussions become a natural way to solve conflicts in the everyday life of schools 
and build a shared vision of the future of the school and its classes.

5	 Questions to Reflect on by Yourself or with Your Peers

–	 How do novice teachers and experienced teachers differ from each 
other? Reflect on the question based on your own experiences.

–	 Is it possible for ethical action to be intuitive and spontaneous, or is ratio-
nal thinking required? Compare these perspectives and take your own 
stand on this matter.

–	 What kind of teacher is a just teacher? Discuss this with your peers and 
compare your views.

–	 How can teachers distribute their time with justice in teaching both slow 
learners and fast learners in the same class? Present some pedagogical 
options.

–	 Whose needs are primary for the teacher in inclusive education? Why?
–	 How is caring manifested in a teacher’s professional work? Provide some 

examples based on your own experiences.
–	 In what kinds of situations does a teacher need to reflect on truthfulness? 

Is it possible that truthfulness prevents caring in some situations? Think 
about some example situations.

–	 What kind of issues should be discussed more in school communities? 
Why?
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	 Notes

1	 The OECD (Field et al., 2007) has defined equity as inclusion, indicating that a basic minimum 
standard of education is guaranteed to all, and as fairness, meaning that socio-economic 
barriers to education are reduced. Further, in the current discussion on inclusion, the word 
‘equity’ has become the prevailing concept and has sometimes even replaced ‘equality’ (for 
more, see Tirri & Kuusisto, 2022). 

2	 Oser’s more recent work discusses the possible differences between professional morality 
and professional ethos, the former referring to supporting students’ learning and latter to 
students’ holistic development (Oser & Biedermann, 2018).

–	 What kind of readiness should teachers have for ethical discussions in 
schools? How can these skills be learned?

–	 Practice a roundtable discussion in a group. Divide the roles so that 
somebody is a teacher and the others are students and parents. Include a 
critical friend in the discussion. Discuss the themes in Figure 2.
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chapter 4

Ethical Sensitivity in Teaching

In the previous chapter, we adhered to Kohlberg’s cognitive tradition in moral 
development by emphasizing rationality in teachers’ moral argumentation 
and justification for their ethical conduct. In our research on teachers’ profes-
sional morality, we have adapted Oser’s ethos model to include caring as an 
important aspect of ethical reflection. This chapter discusses caring as part of 
the ethical sensitivity that teachers require to identify moral dilemmas in their 
work and predict the consequences of different solutions to these dilemmas. 
Moreover, teachers require tools to assess their own and their students’ skills in 
ethical sensitivity. In this chapter, we present a self-report instrument that can 
be used in educational contexts in different cultures.

1	 Caring in Teachers’ Professional Ethics

Moral thinking that emphasizes empathy and caring assigns priority to human 
relationships when solving moral dilemmas. Genuine encounters with others 
and protection of the weak are the most important aspects of the search for 
right actions. Hypothetical moral dilemmas used in Kohlberg’s studies are 
dominated by authoritative relationships and ownership. Reflection on these 
dilemmas develop students’ cognitive thinking and the search for universal 
principles of justice. By contrast, the real-life moral dilemmas that young 
people encounter are dominated by social and romantic relationships (Tirri, 
2003a). In real-life moral dilemmas, people encounter, in addition to questions 
of justice, many other factors that influence their decisions. A person’s moral 
decision making is not guided by abstract rational thinking; rather affective fac-
tors are also influential, including devotion and emotional ties (Bandura, 1991; 
Rest, 1983). Moreover, instead of reaching decisions deductively, the person 
often reflects on the specifics of the individual case. Nevertheless, moral think-
ing can be inductive and the right action determined case by case. In human 
relationships, empathy and adopting the role of the other person are skills that 
provide a wider perspective for solving moral dilemmas than does the search 
for a logical and just decision alone. Interestingly, gender differences have been 
found between the choice of a justice-oriented or care-oriented solution, with 
males tending to favor universal justice-oriented thinking and females more 
likely to adopt a care-oriented approach (Gilligan & Attanucci, 1988).
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Nel Noddings is one of the main advocates of caring in teacher-student 
relationships. Ideal caring requires deep empathy and commitment from a 
teacher. Teachers need to constantly nurture caring in their work with dia-
logue and model learning. According to Noddings, this kind of ethical caring is 
rooted in our biological and psychological structures and based on the natural 
sympathy we feel for each other (Noddings, 1984, 1992).

In a caring relationship, a person wishes to do good for the other, under-
stands them and their life situation and is prepared to strive for their best inter-
est. Nevertheless, a teacher cannot act or make decisions on behalf of a student. 
They can simply highlight the student’s potential to develop. This kind of care 
is emancipatory in nature and is intended to help students find their own path.

In sum, mature solutions to moral dilemmas require ethical sensitivity and 
care in addition to a well-developed conception of justice. Thus, justice can be 
viewed as a necessary but insufficient condition of a moral system. A brutal 
person can be just or completely biased in their brutality. By contrast, a society 
that connects the principle of justice to care is much more of a truly human 
community than a society pursuing justice alone (Peters, 1966).

2	 What Is Ethical Sensitivity?

As society grows ever more diverse, teachers require ethical sensitivity to inter-
act with different partners. A teacher needs the skill to adopt the role of diverse 
students, families and colleagues when reflecting on shared goals and aims. 
Ethical sensitivity means awareness of the way our actions affect other people 
(Bebeau et al., 1999). Without ethical sensitivity, it is impossible for a teacher 
to identify ethical challenges in the school community. A teacher with ethical 
sensitivity skills can identify the ethical issues present in different situations 
and visualize multiple options for solving them. Ethical expertise consists of 
four different skills: ethical sensitivity, ethical judgment, ethical motivation, 
and ethical action (Bebeau et al., 1999; Narvaez & Endicott, 2009). In teachers’ 
professional ethics, ethical sensitivity is a key factor for identifying and solving 
moral dilemmas in schools. Without recognizing the ethical dimension in edu-
cation, ethical questions cannot proceed to decision making and ethical action.

Narvaez and Endicott (2009; Narvaez, 2001) operationalize ethical sensitiv-
ity in terms of seven skills: (1) reading and expressing emotions, (2) adopting 
the perspective of others, (3) caring by connecting to others, (4) working with 
interpersonal and group differences, (5) preventing social bias, (6) generating 
interpretations and options, and (7) identifying the consequences of action 
and options. We have developed the Ethical Sensitivity Scale Questionnaire 
(ESSQ, see Table 2) to provide self-assessment tools for teachers’ and students 
(Tirri & Nokelainen, 2011).
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table 2  Ethical Sensitivity Scale Questionnaire (ESSQ) 

Dimensions Items

1 �Reading and 
expressing 
emotions

es1_1	 In conflict situations, I am able to identify other 
people’s feelings.

es1_2	 I am able to express my different feelings to other 
people.

es1_3	 I notice if someone working with me is offended by me.
es1_4	 I am able to express to other people if I am offended 

or hurt because of them.
2 �Taking the 

perspectives of 
others

es2_5a	 I am able to cooperate with people who do not share 
my opinions on what is right and what is wrong.

es2_6a	 I tolerate different ethical views in my surroundings.
es2_7a	 I think it is good that my closest friends think in 

different ways.
es2_8a	 I also get along with people who do not agree with me.

3 �Caring by 
connecting to 
others

es3_9a	 I am concerned about the wellbeing of my partners.
es3_10a	 I take care of the wellbeing of others and try to 

improve it.
es3_11a	 In conflict situations, I do my best to take actions that 

aim at maintaining good personal relationships.
es3_12a	 I try to have good contact with all the people I am 

working with.
4 �Working with 

interpersonal 
and group 
differences

es4_13	 I take other people’s points of view into account 
before making any important decisions in my life.

es4_14	 I try to consider another person’s position when I face 
a conflict situation.

es4_15a	 When I am working on ethical problems, I consider 
the impact of my decisions on other people.

es4_16	 I try to consider other people’s needs, even in 
situations concerning my own benefits.

5 �Preventing 
social bias

es5_17	 I recognize my own bias when I take a stand on 
ethical issues.

es5_18	 I realize that I am tied to certain prejudices when I 
assess ethical issues.

es5_19	 I try to control my own prejudices when making 
ethical evaluations.

es5_20	 When I am resolving ethical problems, I try to take a 
position evolving out of my own social status.

(cont.)
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Dimensions Items

6 �Generating 
interpretations 
and options

es6_21a	 I contemplate the consequences of my actions when 
making ethical decisions.

es6_22a	 I ponder different alternatives when aiming at the 
best possible solution to an ethically problematic 
situation.

es6_23	 I am able to create many alternative ways to act when 
I face ethical problems in my life.

es6_24a	 I believe there are several right solutions to ethical 
problems.

7 �Identifying the 
consequences 
of actions and 
options

es7_25a	 I notice that there are ethical issues involved in 
human interaction.

es7_26a	 I see a lot of ethical problems around me.
es7_27a	 I am aware of the ethical issues I face at school.
es7_28a	 I am better than other people at recognizing new and 

current ethical problems.

a	 Items used in this book since they have been found to be the most valid in different datasets 
from different cultures (see Gholami et al., 2015; Ronkainen et al., 2021).

table 2  Ethical Sensitivity Scale Questionnaire (ESSQ) (cont.)

Instruments like the EESQ are required to study ethical sensitivity in teach-
ing. Currently there are 20 different tools measuring ethical sensitivity of 
which three are designed for teachers and educational contexts (Brabeck et al., 
2000; Maxwell et al., 2021; Tirri & Nokelainen, 2007, 2011). Measuring ethical 
sensitivity is challenging. It requires rigorous development of the instrument 
by critically estimating the validity and reliability of the scale. Therefore, many 
participants and answers are required for this iterative process. When develop-
ing an instrument, it is essential that items measure what they are intended to 
measure and that they capture the theoretically identified phenomenon and 
its structure. Our studies indicate an overlap and strong correlation between 
some of Narvaez’s dimensions. Thus, we have crystallized ethical sensitivity 
into four dimensions in the context of teaching: 1) Reading ethical issues, 2) 
Identifying the consequences of actions and options, 3) Taking the perspec-
tive of others and 4) Caring by connecting to others (Gholami et al., 2015; 
Ronkainen et al., 2021). This means that an ethically sensitive person is able to 
see the ethical nature of situations and can visualize the possible implications 
of actions and statements. Such individuals are also able adopt the perspec-
tives of others and wish to care for their wellbeing.
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2.1	 Ethical Sensitivity in Different Cultures
As a concept and phenomenon, ethical sensitivity was first acknowledged in 
the US (Rest, 1985; Narvaez & Endicott, 2009). However, when a theory or model 
has been developed in one country, it is important to study, test and validate 
it in other cultures and countries. In this section, we present our research on 
identifying the culture-dependent and culture-independent features of ethical 
sensitivity. We investigated the relationship between the dimensions of ethical 
sensitivity and the structure of the phenomenon in three different countries: 
Finland, Estonia and Iran (Gholami et al., 2015; Ronkainen et al., 2021).

A study conducted by Hofsted, Hoftsted and Minkov (2010) on cultural 
differences identified five dimensions that distinguish various countries. 
These dimensions are individuality-collectivity, power distance, indulgence-
restraint, long term-short term orientation and masculinity-femininity. Table 3 
presents the cultural dimensions that characterize the countries we have stud-
ied. Finland and Estonia both represent European cultures that emphasize 
individuality and equality (Hofstede et al., 2010). By contrast, Iranian culture 
emphasizes collectivity, large power distances (e.g., the teacher is an explicit 
authority) and strict social norms influenced by the Iranian interpretation of 
Islam. In turn, Finnish and Iranian cultures value virtues related to the past 
and present, which can be seen in appreciation of education and moral educa-
tion in schools. Instead, Estonian culture emphasizes virtues directed towards 
the future and economic success, such as persistence and frugality. From the 
perspective of education, this has meant that in Estonia moral education has 
not been seen as integral part of school pedagogy until recently. However, 
these three countries all share a feminist approach in the sense that all people 
are expected to be interested in human relations and the quality of life.

The participants in our studies were Finnish teachers (n = 864, of which 522 
were in-service teachers and 342 were preservice), Estonian teachers (n = 412) 
and Iranian teachers (n = 556). All three groups ranked highly in ethical sen-
sitivity, which can be explained by teaching being viewed as a deeply ethical 

table 3  Cultural dimensions of Finland, Estonia and Iran 

Cultural dimensions Finland Estonia Iran

Individualism-collectivism Individualism Individualism Collectivism
Power distance Small Small Large
Indulgence-restraint Indulgence Restraint Restraint
Long term-short term orientation Short Long Short
Masculinity-femininity Femininity Femininity Femininity
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figure 3 Ethical sensitivity among Finnish, Estonian and Iranian teachers

profession in these countries. By contrast, the Iranian teachers scored lower 
than their Finnish and Estonian counterparts on adopting the perspective of 
others, a result that is connected to the collective features of Iranian culture, 
where communal perspectives override those of the individual. In all three 
countries, teachers scored the highest for caring by connecting to others and 
the lowest for reading ethical issues (Figure 3).

Taking the perspective of others was found to be a culturally dependent 
dimension of ethical sensitivity. In Finland and Estonia, taking the perspective 
of others predicted caring for others, indicating that in Finnish and Estonian 
cultures caring means an empathetical approach where one attempts to view 
the world through the eyes of others or places oneself ‘in their shoes.’ Instead, 
in Iran taking the perspective of others was neither directly nor indirectly asso-
ciated with caring for others, which indicates that in Iran Islamic and collectiv-
istic values are prioritized over the values and thoughts of individuals. This can 
also be seen in Iranian teacher education, where only confessional Muslims 
who are committed to advocating the religious values of society are chosen for 
teacher education (Hedayati et al., 2017b).

Ethical sensitivity is manifested in different cultures and countries in dif-
ferent ways. However, caring by connecting to others seems to represent the 
core of ethical sensitivity regardless of culture or country. It is manifested in 
concern and taking care about wellbeing of others and keeping good relations 
even in conflict situations. Our empirical results about teachers’ ethical sen-
sitivity in different countries indicate that ethical sensitivity is understood in 
same ways in different countries, however, teachers can emphasize different 
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aspects of ethical sensitivity in their work. Empirical findings also support the 
culture invariant nature of the definition of ethical sensitivity we have used.

3	� Ethical Sensitivity in Identifying and Solving Moral Dilemmas in 
Schools

Acknowledging the dimensions of ethical sensitivity helps teachers identify 
their existing strengths and areas requiring further development. In teaching, 
ethical sensitivity is necessary for identifying and solving moral dilemmas. 
Moreover, in multicultural schools, the different backgrounds of students, 
teachers and parents challenge us to build a shared school culture that values 
and understands diversity.

3.1	 Teachers’ and Students’ Perspectives
In addition to quantitative studies, we have explored teachers’ and students’ 
skills in identifying moral dilemmas and conflicts with qualitative approaches. 
In a recent study conducted in Tehran, Iran, 20 teachers were interviewed, 
and 302 secondary school students wrote essays about moral conflicts in their 
schools (Hedayati et al., 2019). The data included 163 girls from a female school 
and 139 boys from a male school. In both schools, 10 female and 10 male teach-
ers participated. Here, data collection replicated Tirri’s (1999b, 2003a) ear-
lier studies: the teachers were asked to describe the most challenging moral 
dilemma they had experienced in their work, while students were advised to 
write stories about unfair situations in school. 40 students were then inter-
viewed about their stories.

Matters related to staff behavior comprised the largest category of moral 
conflict in Iranian schools (Table 4). This category includes issues related to 
the behavior of teachers, principals and assistant principals. Punishment was 
the most common theme of moral conflicts identified by students, including 
stories related to unfair and aggressive sanctions. The following example from 
a female student illustrates a conflict related to aggressive punishment, which 
in this case was physical:

One of our teachers is very aggressive. She does not care about students. 
Once, two of my friends were talking in class, and the teacher hit their 
hands with a ruler …. We were sad. (Iranian female student, Hedayati et 
al., 2019, p. 6)

By contrast, no Iranian teacher identified punishment as a moral dilemma 
in their school. However, in a previous study on moral dilemmas in Finnish 
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schools, teachers indeed identified punishment as an important ethical issue 
related to their work (Tirri, 1999b). In Finland, such punishment refers to 
detention and notes to parents, which are currently delivered more and more 
with digital communication tools (Kuusimäki et al., 2019). Even though the 
physical punishment of students is forbidden in both countries, there seems 
to be a distinct cultural difference in the application of this rule (Hedayati et 
al., 2019, Österman et al., 2014). In Finnish schools, physical punishment has 
been forbidden since 1914, and corporal punishment in society at large has 
been prohibited since 1984 (Österman et al., 2014; Wikipedia, 2021). In Finland, 
teachers’ ethical code and Comenius’ Oath both acknowledge the importance 
of protecting students’ physical and psychological inviolability. While Iranian 
teachers rank high in self-assessed ethical sensitivity (Gholami et al., 2015), 
especially in caring by connecting to others, the reports of students from Ira-
nian schools nevertheless show that caring does not seem to manifest in their 
teaching behavior.

The second largest category among Iranian teachers and students con-
cerned matters related to students’ behavior. This category included issues 
related to students’ work ethic and peer relations. The same issues had already 
been identified in Tirri’s (1999b, 2003a) studies in Finland. In both countries, 

table 4  Moral conflicts in Iranian schools (from Hedayati et al., 2019, p. 6)

Moral conflicts Students’  
perspective

Teachers’ 
perspective

Female
n = 163

f

Male
n = 139

f

Female
n = 10

f

Male
n = 10

f

Matters related to staff behavior 120 128 8 2
Punishment 94 106
Other matters 26 22 8 2
Matters related to student behavior 101 120 2 2
Students’ work ethic 67 68 2 2
Peer relations	 34 52
Sensitive issues 15 2
Matters related to religion 15 1
Matters related to minorities 1
Matters related to parent behavior 2 3 4
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problems in students’ work ethic refer to cheating, insulting language and 
neglection of homework and study tasks. In turn, harassment was the most 
commonly mentioned challenge in peer relations in both countries. A study by 
Tirri (2003a) found that in Finland 50% of the conflicts concerned harassment 
(Tirri, 2003a), which is surprising, since Finnish schools have adopted a zero 
tolerance policy against all bullying.

Finnish schools have widely implemented the anti-bullying program KiVa- 
school (Salmivalli, 2010; Salmivalli et al., 2011), that provides tools and materi-
als for schools to prevent bullying. However, despite achieving some promising 
results, the programme has thus far failed to solve this challenge. The current 
educational policy in Finland attempts to criminalize bullying in schools 
and hold students accountable for their actions (Finnish Parliament, 2020; 
Vierimaa, 2012). An interesting cross-cultural difference regarding moral con-
flicts in Iranian and Finnish schools seems to be that aggressive behavior in 
Iran was mostly related to adults’ behavior, while in Finland it concerned stu-
dents’ behavior.

Sensitive issues in Iranian schools were related to religion, ethnicity and sex-
ual relations (Hedayati et al., 2017a, 2019). The same topics were also included 
in moral dilemmas identified by Finnish teachers (Tirri 1999b), even though 
the Finnish constitution guarantees equal rights and non-discrimination for 
all, irrespective of gender, age, ethnicity, language, religion, worldview, opin-
ion, health, or disability (Finnish Constitution 731/1999). Finnish teachers’ eth-
ical code emphasize dignity and ‘respect for humanity.’ According to the code, 
‘[t]eachers must respect every person, regardless of gender, sexual orientation, 
gender diversity, appearance, age, religion, social standing, origin, opinions, 
abilities and achievements’ (Trade Union of Education in Finland, 2010), indi-
cating an even broader perspectives than the constitution.

Matters related to parents’ behavior were also identified as a source of moral 
conflicts in Iranian schools. Teachers reported that parents failed to cooperate 
with the school or asked teachers to assign their children better grades than 
they deserved (Hedayati et al., 2019). In Finnish studies, early education and 
elementary school teachers reported similar moral dilemma with Finnish par-
ents related to cooperation. In many cases, parents ended their collaboration 
with teachers or removed the child from kindergarten if they disliked their 
educational practices (Tirri & Husu, 2002). In the following example, a kinder-
garten teacher describes a moral dilemma she had encountered with parents 
in her work:

I have a child in my kindergarten group who is developmentally delayed 
in many areas. This is a very difficult thing for his parents to admit. We 
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have tried to discuss this issue with them with a medical doctor, but these 
discussions have not changed their attitude. The child should start school 
in a year and a half, but I don’t think he is mature enough for it. Every 
time I talk with his parents, I feel I am torturing them with suggestions 
of speech therapy, etc. However, I didn’t think I had a choice here. I told 
the parents that their child needs professional help in order to be ready 
for school. The parents were very angry with me, and they told me they 
would transfer their child to another kindergarten. Their cooperation 
with me was finished. I knew I did the right thing because I had the sup-
port of my supervisor and colleagues. I had to take the perspective of the 
child even it did not please his parents. I had to be honest with the par-
ents. Now it is their choice what to do with their child. I could only sug-
gest ways to help the child develop. (Finnish kindergarten teacher, Tirri 
& Husu, 2002, pp. 70–71)

Teachers’ professional ethics are guided by truthfulness manifested in hon-
esty in communication with parents. Teachers cannot raise grades or evaluate 
students based on parental expectations. According to Finnish studies, moral 
issues in schools are not always solved in a positive way. Discussions and con-
sultations often fail to cause improvement, and cases frequently remain open 
and unsolved (Tirri & Husu, 2002). However, in these negotiations with par-
ents, students and colleagues, teachers can demonstrate that they are caring, 
responsible and ethical professionals.

3.2	 Parents’ Perspectives
We have extended our studies on parents to involve a European country, Portu-
gal, where collectivity in education is emphasized (Levinthal et al., 2021). In our 
study Finnish (n = 10) and Portuguese (n = 9) parents were interviewed about 
their perspectives on how teachers can support the parent-teacher partnership 
and parental engagement in school (see Table 5). In both countries, parents 
expected good communication from teachers to support the teacher-parent 
partnership. According to parents, a teacher should be able to engage in dialogue 
with parents about their children’s education. In such dialogue, the teacher 
should be able to adopt the perspective of the parents and be emotionally easy to 
approach. Ethical sensitivity provides teachers with more opportunities for suc-
cess in this dialogue, as the following example from a Finnish father illustrates:

The most important component is smooth communication and no bar-
rier. Because if you don’t have a barrier, you can also approach the teacher 
with some problematic issues or ask for advice …. We all are emotional 
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beings, and we see things in a different way, so it is important to com-
municate, to speak things out and to be understood. (Finnish father, 
Levinthal et al., 2021, p. 9)

Teachers also require ethical sensitivity to understand when parents require 
more information about their child’s schooling. In the following, a Finnish 
mother explains her needs related to teacher-parent communication:

It is very important information to me because my son doesn’t speak so 
much. I ask him how the day was, and (he answers) ‘it was good.’ I am left 
wondering about what is happening in real life, because I can’t be there 
watching what’s happening, so it’s the only way to get the information. I 
like to get these emails. (Finnish mother, Levinthal et al., 2021, p. 9)

The parents in this study also mentioned their expectations of teachers’ pro-
fessional behavior, manifested in their competence to teach and in a good ped-
agogical relationship with the child. In the following quote, a Finnish father 
discusses the professional behavior that he values:

table 5  �Parents’ perspectives on how teachers can support the parent-teacher partnership 
(from Levinthal et al., 2021, p. 8) 

Teachers support partnership and parental 
engagement when they …

Finnish
(n = 10)

f

Portuguese
(n = 9)

f

Total
(N = 19)

f

Communicate 76 59 135
Engage in dialogue 42 34 76
Inform 26 12 38
Give pedagogical advice 7 4 11
Welcome parents’ initiatives 1 9 10
Show professionalism 44 24 68
Have competence to teach 38 17 55
Have a good pedagogical relationship with 

the child
6 7 13

Invite active participation 27 28 55
Invite participation in parental activities 15 26 41
Invite participation in collaborative activities 12 2 14
Total of statements 147 111 258
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It is also the motivation you can see in the teacher, how dedicated they are 
to the class. Like, how often they change a group or school. Sometimes, if 
there’s some trouble for the school to have a motivated teacher stay with 
the group for a long time, you can see that they change the teacher every 
half a year. But, sometimes, you have a teacher that stays for many years, 
and it makes a big difference to get to know the teacher. Also that they 
have a long period of time with your child, so they get to know them per-
sonally and see the growth, and also have an effect on their learning skills, 
and if there’s some problems, they can address them and see the results. 
(Finnish father, Levinthal et al., 2021, p. 10)

In Finland, teachers are ethical professionals with both pedagogical and ethical 
competence. Ethical professionalism includes ethical codes and academic educa-
tion. By contrast, Portuguese teachers lack an explicit ethical code; thus, contrary 
to their Finnish counterparts, they cannot be regarded as ethical professionals. 
This aspect was also evident in the interviews with Portuguese parents, where 
less emphasis was placed on teacher professionalism (Levinthal et al., 2021).

Both Finnish and Portuguese parents emphasized the importance of teach-
ers’ invitations to parents to participate actively in school. However, Finnish 
parents highlighted collaborative activities more than did their Portuguese 
peers. In the current Finnish educational climate, parents are regarded as 
members of the school learning community and important partners in devel-
oping schools.

All the activities where my engagement is bigger involves organizing, 
with other parents, all these activities besides school. It’s about social 
engagement with other parents. The way the teacher has managed that 
is really good. She took on a very big responsibility, kind of drew all the 
parents in. We have this small group of parents who organize this event in 
the spring, kevätkeikaus. It’s kind of a big event, a lot of parents go there 
and all different classes that they (the school) have. So, the teacher took 
care of the responsibility and let us do that, and we just did it. And it’s 
good we have those [events] because it is not only about having a rela-
tionship with the teacher, but socializing, having this relationship with 
the other parents. (Finnish father, Levinthal et al., 2021, p. 11)

In Finnish schools, parental associations are a crucial element in increasing 
collaboration between teachers and parents as well cooperation among par-
ents. The role of principals in school in creating the atmosphere and culture 
for cooperation between different parties.
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3.3	 Principals’ Perspectives
Our recent qualitative multiple case study involving four school leaders from 
Estonia and Finland investigated the current ethical challenges principals 
identify in developing their schools (Tirri et al., 2021). The principals were 
deliberately chosen for the study, as they had been acknowledged as exemplar 
school leaders who were respected by their peers, collaborated with univer-
sities and were committed to developing their schools and their leadership 
skills. In the interviews, four topics were discussed: the interviewee’s role as 
a principal, pedagogical interaction in school, curriculum development and 
pedagogical leadership.

As Table 6 shows, principals identified the development of the learning 
community as the greatest challenge in both countries. This theme included 
issues related to teacher collaboration, cooperation with families, student 
engagement, the wellbeing of learning community members, and cooperation 
with external partners.

The challenge of teacher collaboration stems from the history of educa-
tional systems and teacher education. In Estonia and Finland, elementary 
school teachers and secondary school teachers are educated separately in 

table 6  �Categories of current challenges identified by Finnish and Estonian principals 
(from Tirri et al., 2021, p. 6) 

Categories and themes Finnish (n = 2)
f

Estonian (n = 2)
f

Learning community development: 17 26
Teacher collaboration 6 7
Cooperation with families 4 6
Student engagement 0 4
Well-being of LC members 3 6
Cooperation with external members 4 3
Curriculum development 16 14
Inclusive education 8 3
ICT 2 2
Assessment 3 3
Phenomenon-based learning 1 4
Learning environment 2 2
Principals’ professional development 9 8
Total of statements 42 48
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their own programs. Elementary school teachers (class teachers of grades 1–6) 
graduate with a masters’ degree in education, while secondary school teach-
ers (subject teachers of grades 7–9) graduate with a master’s degree in their 
subject, for example mathematics or English language (Tirri, 2014). However, 
in both countries, teachers in basic education (grades 1–9) work in the same 
learning community and even in the same physical buildings. Traditionally, 
teacher culture has been individually oriented, with an emphasis on teacher 
autonomy, indicating that teachers have not collaborated with each other. 
However, the current educational policy calls for the development of learn-
ing communities, which demands collaboration between teachers of different 
grade levels and subjects.

Both Estonian and Finnish principals identified the same challenge con-
cerning collaboration between class teachers and subject teachers, indicating 
the need to educate teachers in ethical sensitivity, especially in the domain of 
adopting the perspective of others. Here, it seems that it is easier to adopt the 
perspective of teachers with similar rather than different educational back-
grounds. Differences in status and salary create circumstances where teachers 
mostly identify themselves with those of parallel standing. In the following 
example, a female Estonian principal describes this challenge:

At first, we had this hierarchical arrogance … the teacher in a high school 
thought that teachers in elementary schools should be paid less, not to 
mention the other benefits. Also, the teachers in elementary schools said, 
well, it is easy to be a teacher in first grade; think about how hard our 
work is … now for four years, we have had these learning communities 
comprising teachers of different subjects at different levels, who meet 
regularly twice a month … after half a year, we asked the teachers what 
they thought and what we found … and there is much more respect for 
and trust in colleagues. (Kadri, Tartu, Estonia, Tirri et al., 2021, pp. 4–5)

This Estonian principal has thus been able to improve teacher collaboration in 
her school through frequent teacher meetings.

The male Finnish principal of a multicultural school in the next quote had 
attempted to create collaboration among elementary and secondary teachers 
for decades. Here, he describes the process and his vision for the comprehen-
sive school.

The challenge of building a comprehensive school that started in 1996, 
the ideology of the comprehensive school, still divides teachers. Teachers 
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at elementary schools and secondary schools are still too far from each 
other, and we cannot build our learning community with this kind of sep-
aration. We have worked on this challenge in this school more than in 
many other schools, and I have not given up on this ideology and devel-
opment. I can discuss many issues, and we take different ideas to the 
school board and discuss them, but this ideology of the comprehensive 
school is something on which I cannot compromise. (Jaakko, Helsinki, 
Finland, Tirri et al., 2021, p. 5)

This principal had tried several strategies over the years but had come to con-
clusion that the effective solution was changing the physical learning environ-
ment to support and even force teachers to work together.

The second most mentioned challenge was related to curriculum develop-
ment. This category included challenges related to inclusive education, ICT, 
assessment, phenomenon-based learning and the learning environment. 
In Finland, the current policy of inclusive education presents a challenge to 
teaching and learning in classrooms. In a multicultural school with 38 spoken 
languages and over 50% of students with an immigrant background, the lan-
guage of communication becomes a central issue, as described below:

We are very close to a situation in which we do not have a Finnish-
speaking population in our school. This means that learning about the 
Finnish language and culture is much slower and more difficult. The 
knowledge does not come from inside the learning community, it comes 
from outside. It is very important to maintain good co-operative relation-
ships with actors from the different cultures and groups in order to help 
these multicultural students in their learning. (Jaakko, Helsinki, Finland, 
Tirri et al., 2021, p. 6)

Even though it is important to meet the needs of multicultural families and 
respect different cultures, schools must also provide the necessary skills in 
Finnish language and cultural heritage. In multicultural schools, language 
skills are among the main factors defining learning trajectories from basic edu-
cation to upper-secondary education and beyond among young people with 
immigrant backgrounds. Ensuring adequate Finnish language skills provides 
better educational opportunities for all students. However, supporting learn-
ing in Finnish is an issue that requires ethical sensitivity from the school com-
munity in communicating to families the importance of language learning for 
future educational opportunities.
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The third category of challenges related to school leadership concerned 
the principals’ own professional development. For example, the challenge for 
the male Finnish principal quoted below, who had worked 11 years in a school 
with approximately 1000 students in a multicultural and low socio-economical 
area, was his own wellbeing. He described his situation in the following way:

I am devoted to my school, but, at the same time, I feel that I am close to 
burnout, and I need to take a break from this work. I am doing everything 
as well as I can, but I plan to take a leave of absence to learn how to build 
wooden boats. When I retire, I will spend time with my boat, and I’ll do 
some sailing. (Jaakko, Helsinki, Finland, Tirri et al., 2021, p. 8)

Burnout is a serious problem that commonly afflicts those working as teach-
ers and in helping and serving professions (Pyhältö et al., 2021; Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2019). This principal demonstrates responsibility, courage and honesty 
in acknowledging his own limitations. In our study with exemplar principals, 
the moral virtues of wisdom and knowledge, humanity, courage, justice, tran-
scendence and temperance have been identified as important in creating eth-
ical leadership (Eisenschmidt et al., 2019). Moreover, according to the Finnish 
ethical code for teachers, it is important for teachers to take care of their own 
wellbeing in order to be able to help their students.

4	 Questions to Reflect on by Yourself or with Your Peers

–	 What does ethical sensitivity mean in a teacher’s work? In what kinds of 
situations is it required?

–	 What kinds of challenges do students and their families from other coun-
tries and cultures present for a teacher’s work?

–	 Become familiar with the items measuring ethical sensitivity in Table 2 
and ponder how well these items describe ethical sensitivity in the con-
text of teaching, studying, and learning. You can also evaluate your own 
level of ethical sensitivity.

–	 Become familiar with Figure 3 and consider the cultural dependency of 
ethical sensitivity. How do Finland, Estonia and Iran differ in ethical sen-
sitivity and what could explain these differences?

–	 Ponder how schools could enhance a sense of communality between stu-
dents, teachers and parents with different cultural backgrounds.
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–	 What are the current ethical challenges in schools? Reflect on and com-
pare the challenges presented in this chapter to the ones in the schools 
of your country.

–	 What kind of moral conflicts can teachers experience in their work? How 
can ethical sensitivity help teachers find constructive solutions?

–	 Reflect on unfair situations in your own life related to schooling? What 
was the situation? Who treated you unfairly? How did the situation 
end? Is there something you or the people involved could have done 
differently?

–	 What kind of ethical sensitivity is required from a teacher in collabora-
tion with homes?
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chapter 5

The Purposeful Teacher

The previous chapters emphasized that teaching involves multiple moral dilem-
mas, conflicts, and challenges. The development of ethical expertise in teach-
ing is demanding and time consuming. Teachers require long-term goals and 
resilience to continue in their profession. Similarly, students require long-term 
goals to develop the stamina and motivation to continue in their studies. In 
this chapter, we present the purposeful teacher as a goal for teacher education 
and an important part of professional ethics. Purposeful teachers are educators 
who have found their own purpose in teaching and use content knowledge and 
pedagogical content knowledge for developing purpose in their students.

1	 Purpose in Teacher’s Professional Ethics

One of the most important goals of human existence is to find a clear purpose and 
place in life. Ideally, one’s chosen occupation and work can provide such a pur-
pose. The teaching profession has often been regarded as a calling (Hansen, 1995; 
Tirri et al., 1999). The teacher’s task is to help students develop holistically. In turn, 
students’ task is to view studying as meaningful and reflect on the purpose of their 
lives. Reflection with students on a purpose in life is one of the tasks of a holistic 
educator in all subjects and grade levels. Moreover, teachers cannot explain the 
purpose of studying different subjects without first reflecting on a purpose in life. 
The following questions are particularly challenging for teachers in their work:
–	 Why is it important to study different subjects, for example, mathematics 

or religion?
–	 What is the long-term purpose of education?
–	 How does the subject students are studying relate to their current life situation?

William Damon is one of the best-known researchers in topics related to a 
purpose in life. His perspective is developmental and holistic and excellently 
suited to education and teacher education contexts. Damon defines a purpose 
in life in the following way:

Purpose is a stable and generalized intention to accomplish something 
that is at once meaningful to the self and of consequence to the world 
beyond the self. (Damon et al., 2003, p. 121)
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Damon’s definition was influenced by the thinking of the founder of logope-
dics, Victor Frankl’s (1905–1997), on responsibility and ‘giving to the world’ and 
the view that a purpose in life is nonreligious by nature (Frankl, 1988). It does 
not require belief in God or commitment to any worldview. On the other hand, 
his definition allows for the inclusion of these aspects in one’s purpose in life. 
Typically, according to Damon’s definition:
1.	 A purpose in life is meaningful to the self. It is something that inspires and 

motivates a person and is personally important. A purpose in life is a con-
crete goal that can be reached in the long-term. This is how a purpose in life 
differs from the general and philosophical concept of the meaning of life.

2.	 A purpose in life is not only a dream or fantasy, as an individual is commit-
ted to realizing it and makes plans and choices and acts in order to attain it.

3.	 A purpose in life also benefits others and not only the self. (This moral 
prosocial emphasis distinguishes Damon’s definition from many other 
definitions.)

Based on Damon’s definition, earning money to become wealthy does not 
fulfil the criteria for a purpose in life. On the other hand, purposes that include 
the goals of helping others and building society do fulfil these criteria. Both 
the Finnish ethical code for teachers and the National Core Curriculum for 
Basic Education emphasize this beyond-the-self dimension. For teachers, this 
means acting in the best interest of students and working with students to 
support their growth into moral citizens.

2	 Teachers’ Purposes

2.1	 Teachers’ Purpose Profiles
Based on empirical studies, William Damon identifies four different groups 
into which young people can be categorized based on their purpose in life. He 
terms these groups disengaged, dreamers, dabblers and purposeful (Damon, 
2008, p. 59). The same categorization can be applied to teachers.

From a teaching perspective, the disengaged are teachers who neither can 
formulate goals for their teaching nor are even interested in searching for such 
goals. Some disengaged teachers are not committed to anything, while oth-
ers pursue hedonistic goals or self-promotion. Dreamers fantasize about goals 
they do not currently pursue, such as hypothetical educational ideals. They 
have taken no action to realize these ideals. Thus, they have idealistic dreams 
related to teaching and learning but lack concrete plans and practices.

Dabblers are teachers who might appear purposeful. For example, they may 
have participated in in-service education for teachers, but these experiences 
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have failed to produce either concrete action in their teaching or plans with a 
long-term perspective. Such teachers change their teaching methods or edu-
cational philosophies without reflecting on the goals they wish to achieve in 
their teaching. Their interests are too short and transient to develop into goals 
they can commit to.

By contrast, purposeful teachers ‘are ethical professionals with long-term 
commitment to their students and educational goals they intend to meet 
in their teaching’ (Tirri, 2018, p. 222). They can justify the goals they wish to 
achieve in their teaching and have found a purpose that inspires them in their 
everyday work and helps them to see the meaning of their work for the future. 
These teachers have taken concrete action to realize their goals and promote 
their educational philosophy.

Table 7 presents the purpose profiles of Finnish teachers by adapting 
Damon’s model (Tirri & Kuusisto, 2016a). The profiles can provide help in 
planning teachers’ professional development both in preservice and in-service 
teacher education. The direction of development is from a disengaged to a pur-
poseful teacher. The profiles can be used to search for the general purpose of 
teaching and in reflection on the specific purposes of different subjects.

2.2	 Contents of Teachers’ Purposes
We discuss next the kinds of purposes Finnish pre- and in-service teachers 
identify for themselves. The participants in our study were Finnish preservice 
teachers (n = 912) and practicing teachers (n = 77) who were asked to describe 

table 7  Teachers’ purpose profiles 

Purpose profile Description

Disengaged Disengaged teachers express no purposes for their teaching and 
are uninterested in searching for them.

Dreamers Dreamers possess ideals about teaching and learning but do not 
actualize them.

Dabblers Dabblers participate in in-service education for teachers, but 
they fail to internalize these experiences or reflect on and apply 
them professionally.

Purposeful Purposeful teachers have identified the purpose of their 
teaching and are committed to it with long-term goals. They 
possess a clear understanding of what they wish to achieve and 
the justification for these goals.
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in their own words their purpose in life and how they incorporate aspects of 
their professional life into this purpose (Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021).

Table 8 presents Finnish teachers’ written statements on their purpose in 
life. Happiness was identified as the most frequently mentioned aim. Over half 
of preservice teachers (62%) and in-service teachers (71%) wished to pursue 
a good and happy life. Happiness was the ultimate goal, meaning the partici-
pants sought to realize it through other purposes, such as self-actualization or 
having a family. On the other hand, happiness was understood as a prerequi-
site for realizing other, more important purposes, as this teacher wrote:

When I am happy, I am a better mum. (Preservice teacher 2271, Kuusisto 
& Tirri, 2021, p. 6)

Other popular purposes concerned relationships (44%), work (34%), and 
self-actualization (27%). Teachers aimed to have their own family, raise chil-
dren and cherish close friendships.

Preservice teachers, in particular, wished to find meaningful work. The 
teachers used words like ‘work,’ ‘job,’ and ‘occupation,’ which in the context of 

table 8  �Finnish pre- and in-service teachers’ purposes according to their written 
statements (from Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021, p. 5) 

Categories in the 
statements

Preservice teachers (N = 912) In-service teachers (N = 77)

Self Other Self Other

N % n % n % N % n % n %

Happiness 568 62 520 57 182 20 55 71 52 68 20 26
Relationships 402 44 318 35 133 15 10 13 5 6 5 6
Work 311 34 274 30 69 8 11 14 8 10 3 4
Self-actualization 245 27 240 26 23 3 21 27 21 27
Hedonism 158 17 158 17 3 0 11 14 11 14
Social issues 112 12 26 3 96 11 3 4 3 4
Political influence 105 12 19 2 94 10 5 6 1 1 4 5
Economic goals 70 8 69 8 5 1 1 1 1 1
Religion 51 6 37 4 24 3
Health 44 5 43 5 5 1 4 5 4 5
Aesthetics 29 3 24 3 8 1 1 1 1 1



48� chapter 5

teacher education could refer to the teaching profession. Nevertheless, some 
preservice teachers seemed to mean other occupations, and some wrote about 
their uncertainty with regard to their professional choice:

Professionally, I do not have a clear purpose, even though I am studying 
to become a teacher. (Preservice teacher 4129, Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021, p. 8)

For 10% (n = 100) of preservice teachers, teaching was explicitly mentioned 
as their dream, calling or purpose. The following quotations reflect the ideals 
of a purposeful teacher:

My purpose in life is to teach what I can and whom I can, to help others 
grow and understand life. (Preservice teacher 1064, Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021, 
p. 8)

[For me the most important purpose is to have a happy relationship and 
family life] and secondly to defend children’s rights to a good life and 
participate in their upbringing as a Kindergarten teacher. (Preservice 
teacher 1330, Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021, p. 8)

Teachers also wanted to learn new things, develop themselves, live in accor-
dance with their own values and help others to do the same, as this preservice 
teacher wrote:

My purpose is to be my authentic self and also to help other people to be 
what they truly are. (Preservice teacher 1378, Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021, p. 6)

Purposes that were mentioned by under 20% of the teachers were related to 
hedonism (enjoying life, having fun), social issues (helping others, voluntary 
work), political influence (helping at a societal and global level), economic 
goals (having enough money, owning a home), religion, health, and aesthetics 
(making music or writing books).

All of the content categories were found to reflect both a self-orientation 
(the teacher wanted to be happy) and a beyond-the-self orientation (the 
teacher wished to advance the happiness of other people and especially the 
happiness of their own family and friends). However, the majority of purposes 
were clearly self-oriented (Table 8). Only when teachers were writing about 
purposes related to social issues (helping others) and political influence were 
they inclined to contribute to the wellbeing of others more than their own.

Figure 4 summarizes teachers’ purpose orientations. The majority of teach-
ers had identified at least one content category, thus these Finnish teachers 
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had found meaningful goals for their lives. However, nearly half (preservice 
teachers 46%, in-service teachers 55%) showed only a self-orientation. By con-
trast, approximately 40% of the teachers (pre-service teachers 43%, in-service 
teachers 36%) displayed a beyond-the-self orientation, implying a purpose 
and a profile of a purposeful teacher.

For a few teachers, taking care of their own family and children was the only 
aspect of their orientation to benefit others. Moreover, some teachers men-
tioned that they lacked a purpose in life or wrote that these types of questions 
should not be discussed at all. In addition, a small number failed to answer.

To investigate further teachers’ associations between their purpose and 
teaching, we asked in-service teachers (N = 77) to write their views on the 
topic. As Table 9 illustrates, when explicitly addressing this question, 78% of 
teachers saw teaching as a medium or instrument for realizing their purpose 
in life. This time, a beyond-the-self -orientation was more strongly present in 
teachers’ answers (44%). Nevertheless, one third of teachers (33%) viewed 
teaching as beneficial for their individual life goals. For a few teachers, purpose 
and teaching were unconnected.

Teachers also require goals that extend beyond the self in their work. If 
teaching is seen as a purpose in life instead of a job, the work becomes mean-
ingful and teachers also wish to help their students find a purpose in their own 
lives. Researchers in teacher education frequently discuss the notion of vision, 
which provides motivation and helps teachers reflect on their work (Husu & 
Tirri, 2007; Tirri & Husu, 2006). Teachers’ trust in their ability to positively 
influence their students’ lives helps them commit to their work. In schools, 
teachers should be able to teach in such a way that students consider the 

figure 4 �Self- and beyond-the-self orientations among Finnish teachers (Note: the numbers 
above the bars denote percentages)
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subject to be personally significant and studying to be a meaningful activity 
(Darling-Hammond, 1990).

3	 Purposeful Teaching

Purposeful teaching supports the goals of school education. It refers to holistic 
education that aims to place the subject taught in a meaningful framework and 
demonstrate its relevance to students’ personal development. For example, 
in 2014 the goals of basic education in the Finnish National Core Curriculum 
were updated to include students’ reflections on the connections between the 
past, the present and the future and the meanings of their own choices, life-
styles, and actions to themselves and their communities, society and nature. 
At the same time, the curriculum requires students to acquire skills to evalu-
ate the actions of their communities and society and to advance sustainable 
development (FNBE, 2016).

The current curriculum thus topicalizes reflection on a purpose in life. 
Teaching about a purpose in life supports reflection on the choices and actions 
in one’s own life not only within the framework of the self but also from the 
perspective of the community, society and nature. The Finnish curriculum 
guides students to commit themselves to pro-active actions to build a sustain-
able future. The curriculum goals emphasize finding a clear purpose in life that 
students are committed to realizing and that is meaningful both to themselves 
and others (Damon et al., 2003).

According to Damon (2008), the task of an educator is to help young people 
identify a sustainable and long-term purpose for their lives that supports their 
development and holistic growth. He suggests that the problems of young 

table 9  �Teachers’ perceptions on how teaching manifests in their life purposes  
(from Kuusisto & Tirri, 2021, p. 8)

Categories In-service teachers 

N = 77 %

Teaching as a medium for realizing purpose 60 78
Beyond-the-self orientation (Other or self and other) 34 44
Self-orientation 26 33

No role 5 6.5
Unclear answer 12 15.5
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people are often unrelated to overly demanding requirements and ambitious 
goals; instead, they are due to excessively low goals and a lack of purpose in 
life (Damon, 1995). This lack of purpose causes addictions, depression, antiso-
cial behavior and indolence in students. By contrast, finding a purpose in life 
supports prosocial behavior, moral commitment, achievement and high self-
esteem (Damon, 2008). In order to find a purpose in life, young people require 
help from educators. In a comparative study among Finnish and American 
young people, participants were asked what kind of help they required in their 
search for purpose. According to the findings, both American and Finnish 
students (13–19-year-olds) required teachers’ support in finding a purpose for 
their studies and lives (Bundick & Tirri, 2014).

In discussions on a purpose in life, the teacher serves as an example and role-
model of an adult who can identify and verbalize important issues in life (Malin 
et al., 2013, p. 195). Research has demonstrated that such reflections on a purpose 
in life positively influence students’ goal-orientation and satisfaction (Bundick, 
2011). Moreover, searching for a vision and planning for the future together with 
a teacher advances students’ ability to set goals and commit to achieving them 
in a purposeful and systematic manner (Bundick & Tirri, 2014; Nurmi, 1991).

3.1	 Interactive Relationships in Teaching
The German concept Bildung refers to holistic education and teaching. It 
includes development as an individual and a member of a society. Teaching 
is realized through interaction between the teacher, student(s) and the study 
material (Herbart, 1835). The teaching-studying-learning process (Kansanen et 
al., 2000) includes important interactive relationships that are depicted in the 
didactical triangle in Figure 5. A teacher’s relationship with a student is termed 
a pedagogical relationship (Stadius, 1967, p. 25). The teacher and student are 
equal as human beings, but the teacher holds a professional role that conveys 
power and responsibility in the relationship with the student. This causes the 
pedagogical relationship to be asymmetric in nature (Kansanen & Meri, 1991). 
The pedagogical relationship also includes a pedagogical paradox: the teach-
er’s goal is to help students become so independent that the teacher is no lon-
ger required (Kant, 2007). Teachers master the content of their teaching, and 
the goal of teaching is to create similar relationship between the student and 
the subject that is studied. However, even though teachers possess knowledge 
of their own subject and are passionate about it, they also require pedagogi-
cal content knowledge to be able to teach the subject in such a way that their 
students learn (Shulman, 1986, 1987). Pedagogical content knowledge distin-
guishes the teacher from other experts in the field, who master the content but 
lack pedagogical knowledge. The didactical relationship refers to teachers’ rela-
tionship with their students’ studying and learning (Kansanen & Meri, 1999). 
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figure 5 �Didactic triangle (see Herbart, 1835; Kansanen & Meri, 1999; Tirri & Kuusisto, 2016b; 
Toom, 2006)
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With the aid of the didactical relationship, the teacher helps the student create 
a personal relationship with the content. Teachers enjoy the pedagogical and 
didactical freedom to use any method they wish that adheres to the goals in 
the curriculum in order to open the meaning of the content to their students.

In teaching based on German didactics, the content may contain many 
meanings. However, ‘there is no content without meaning and no meaning 
without content’ (Hopmann, 2007, p. 116). Meaning is created through a teach-
er’s methodological decisions, for example by explaining and justifying to 
students why the content and course materials are important or by students’ 
written reflection on the meaningfulness of the subject (Durik & Harackiewicz, 
2007; Hulleman & Harackiewicz, 2009). In a study published in the journal 
Science, Chris Hulleman and Judith Harackiewicz demonstrated that, for aca-
demically weak students, personal reflection on the subject matter studied in 
science had a statistically significant effect on success in their studies. How-
ever, this intervention had no influence on the success of high-achieving stu-
dents (Hulleman & Harackiewicz, 2009).

3.2	 General and Subject Specific Purposes in Teaching
In two Finnish studies, teachers and preservice teachers were asked to iden-
tify the most important purposes in their teaching (Tirri, 2012; Tirri & Ubani, 
2013). The teachers’ answers contained general purposes that were common 
to all teachers in the study. Both practicing teachers and preservice teachers, 
irrespective of their subject, viewed themselves as responsible professionals 
whose task it was to teach the basic elements of their subjects. Moreover, they 
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described themselves as holistic educators who were responsible for the devel-
opment of their students’ personalities and ethics. Teaching experience was 
visible in their answers such that experienced teachers were more likely than 
preservice teachers to emphasize the needs of their students. By contrast, pre-
service teachers paid more attention to their skills and knowledge. This vari-
ation can be explained by the different developmental stages of the teachers 
surveyed. Novice teachers are uncertain and concentrate on developing their 
own skills. The greater experience of expert teachers, on the other hand, allows 
them to concentrate more on their students (Berliner, 1991; Huberman, 1992).

In this research, subject-specific purposes were also evident. The most sta-
tistically significant differences were found between teachers of mathematics 
and teachers of religious education (Tirri, 2012; Tirri & Ubani, 2013). According 
to the results, both practicing and preservice mathematics teachers empha-
sized the need to acknowledge different learners in their teaching, for exam-
ple gifted students and girls. Mathematics is often seen as a male subject, and 
girls can thus underestimate their skills (Cvencek et al., 2011). The teachers in 
the study were aware of this tendency and thus consciously encouraged girls 
to study mathematics. Moreover, mathematics is often seen as a difficult sub-
ject, and teachers wished to identify potential giftedness and support it in their 
teaching.

By contrast, both in-service and preservice religious education teachers 
emphasized the importance of personal reflection regarding the subject taught. 
This emphasis is also easy to understand, as in Finland religious education has 
always been a subject about which people have strong preconceptions. Eth-
ically sensitive teachers can acknowledge timely ethical issues related to the 
subject and teach them to their students in ways that help them form their 
own opinions.

3.3	 Cultural Differences in Purposeful Teaching
In the same way as teaching any subject or topic, to become a purposeful 
teacher requires acquisition of and reflection on content knowledge about a 
purpose in life in general. For example, teachers could ask themselves the fol-
lowing questions:
–	 Why is purpose important for holistic wellbeing and learning? Why is it 

essential that a purpose in life includes a long-term commitment to its real-
ization and a beyond-the-self orientation?

–	 How does purpose develop? What are purpose profiles? What kind of pur-
poses do young people typically have?

–	 What is my own purpose in life? What kind of purpose profile do I have at 
the moment? How are my purposes in life and my profession linked?
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By answering these questions, teachers build their content relationship, which 
in turn is important for guiding students towards finding their own purposes.

In purposeful teaching, teachers also require pedagogical content knowledge, 
meaning that teaching takes accounts of students’ age, learning styles, and 
current developmental level to ensure that it supports individual and process-
focused learning. In one of our studies, we examined teachers’ self-evaluations 
of their pedagogical approaches to teaching purpose and supporting students’ 
purpose development (Kuusisto et al., 2016). We investigated whether teachers 
explicitly discussed purpose in the classroom or implicitly taught it through 
revealing the personal relevance of the subject being taught. In this study, the 
participants were in-service teachers from Finland (n = 464) and Iran (n = 556).

Figure 6 shows the results and how Iranian teachers advocated an explicit 
style in which a purpose in life was discussed openly with students, while Finnish 
teachers utilized more implicit styles by showing the relevance of the subjects 
they taught. The Iranian findings can be explained by the aims of the Iranian 
curriculum and educational system, where, after the 1979 Islamic revolution, the 
government has required that every teacher from elementary school to higher 
education advances students’ commitment to the Iranian interpretation of the 
Islamic faith and values (Hedayati et al., 2017b). In other words, Iranian society has 
a clear idea of the kind of purpose that should be internalized. Finnish teachers 
instead, emphasized teaching the personal meaningfulness of the subject, which 
in turn reflects the Finnish tradition of didactics, indicating that the teacher facil-
itates the learning process by creating a personal relationship between the stu-
dents and the subject they study regardless of the topic or subject in question.

figure 6 Teaching purpose evaluated by Finnish and Iranian teachers
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We also found that Finnish subject teachers of mathematics and science 
experienced greater challenges in teaching purpose than other teachers. By 
contrast, religious education teachers found instruction on purpose the most 
natural, which is unsurprising since this subject involves discussion of life’s ‘big 
questions’ in order to build student’s worldviews (Kuusisto et al., 2016). Never-
theless, the results raise questions for teacher education, particularly concern-
ing mathematics and science teachers. Teacher education should equip such 
teachers with pedagogical ideas that help students recognize the personal rel-
evance of these subjects and realize how they can be used to contribute to 
society and help others (Hulleman & Harakiewicz, 2009; Yeager et al., 2014).

Figure 6 shows that the scores for Finnish in-service and preservice teachers 
were similar: both highlighted teaching personal relevance more than explicit 
discussions about purpose.

The preservice teachers who self-evaluated how they would teach purpose 
also provided answers related to the dimensions and content of purpose. Thus, 
we were able to analyze how purposeful teaching was predicted by such dimen-
sions (purpose found [Steger et al., 2006], engagement [Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keys, 
1995], helping [Roberts & Robins, 2000], content – relationships, hedonistic, 
economic, political influence, religion and aesthetics – [Roberts & Robins, 
2000] and the search for purpose [Steger et al., 2006]). The results showed that a 
purpose found, the search for purpose and helping predicted purposeful teaching 
(Tirri & Kuusisto, 2019). Instead, purposeful teaching was not predicted by either 
engagement in realizing one’s own purpose or any of the content categories. 
This could be explained by the teachers’ written answers, which demonstrated 
that their personal purpose was mostly related to pursuing happiness and close 
relationships. The results presented in this chapter show a surprisingly strong 
self-orientation among Finnish teachers, which presents challenges for teacher 
education and the educational system.

3.4	 Didactic Model of Purposeful Teaching in Teacher Education
Figure 7 presents a didactical model of purposeful teaching in teacher educa-
tion based on German didactics (Hopmann, 2007; Toom et al., 2015). In the first 
phase of the process, preservice teachers write a description of a purposeful 
teaching or learning event during their own schooling. The goal of this phase 
is to identify the personal experiences of preservice teachers and guide them 
to reflect on these experiences. The preservice teachers are asked to write from 
their own experiences with the help of concrete questions that assist them in 
their reflection and writing. In this phase, it is important to relive the purpose-
ful event and attempt to remember the details and feelings associated with it.

At the second stage, preservice teachers are divided into small groups 
in which they are told to reflect on their purposeful experiences in more 
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systematic ways. Now the purpose is to guide preservice teachers to reflect on 
the contents and meanings of the experience (Hopmann, 2007). What was the 
issue taught or learnt in the experience? How was the meaning of the issue 
opened up? Here, preservice teachers analyze their experiences and reflect on 
the contexts of the situation, routines, habits, and human relationships with 
the help of the questions provided.

In the third phase, preservice teachers jointly discuss their experiences and 
their different perspectives on them. The goal is to create new understandings 
of the situations in cooperation with a teacher and peers. Collective reflection 
allows a better and deeper understanding of the essential factors of these sit-
uations. In such discussions, a more general picture of the spectrum of pur-
poseful experiences is formed that lays the foundation for finding purpose in 
teaching and learning. Finally, preservice teachers are asked to write a reflec-
tive essay on the second and third phases of the process. A teacher can use the 
stages in Bloom’s taxonomy in the evaluation of these essays (see Chapter 6 
and Figure 11).

4	 Students’ Purposes

In order to help students in their reflections on and search for a purpose in 
life, it is important for teachers to understanding the individual circumstances 
of their students. In the same way as a teacher evaluates students’ learning in 
different subjects, holistic growth and the development of purpose are to be 
acknowledged, diagnosed, and acted upon in school. Some students require 
support in their overall sense of purpose, some in pursuing that purpose and 
some in broadening their concerns beyond the self. Teachers must also recog-
nize those students who thrive and possess clear visions as they enjoy address-
ing the multiple opportunities and new openings available to them (Damon, 
2008). To offer some concrete examples for teachers, in this section we present 
the purposes in life identified by secondary school students in different coun-
tries. In our research, the participating students (n = 386) were 13–18-year-olds 
from different parts of Finland. We compare their purposes with those of US 
(n = 1250) and Brazilian (n = 275) young people (see Damon et al., 2009; Tirri 
& Kuusisto, 2019).

4.1	 Students’ Purpose Profiles
Finnish students’ purpose profiles were created based on three dimensions of 
Damon et al.’s definition of purpose (Damon et al., 2003): the extent to which 
students feel that they have found a purpose (Steger et al., 2006), their level of 
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commitment to actualizing this purpose (Ryff, 1989; Ryff & Keys, 1995), and the 
importance of helping and contributing to others in that purpose (Roberts & 
Robins, 2000).

The profiles were named in line with the categories defined in Seana 
Moran’s study, presented below in Table 10 (Moran, 2009, p. 147). While Moran 
uses the same three proposed by Damon – disengaged, dreamers, and purpose-
ful (Damon, 2008) she also includes a group termed self-oriented youth, which 
refers to young people who have identified and committed to realizing import-
ant goals but lack the motivation to help others and contribute beyond the self.

Figure 8, in turn, depicts the four purpose profiles we identified among 
Finnish students (Tirri & Kuusisto, 2019). All profiles differed statistically 

table 10  �Purpose profiles in relation to actualization and beyond-the-self 
aspects of purpose (from Moran 2009, p. 147)

Beyond-the-self

High
Dreamer Purposeful

Disengaged Self-oriented
Low

Low High

Actualization

figure 8 �Purpose profiles of Finnish students (means are standardized z-values, since two 
instruments contained a scale of 1–7 and one 1–5)
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significantly from each other in all dimensions apart from helping in the case 
of disengaged and self-oriented students, which was equally unimportant for 
either profile.

The largest group, accounting for almost one third of students, was dream-
ers (n = 111, 29%). These students had not yet fully found their purpose and thus 
were not actively working to realize it. However, helping others was important 
to them. Nevertheless, for dreamers, purpose was gradually taking shape. From 
an educator’s perspective, these students could benefit from teacher help in 
identifying concrete ways to participate and contribute, such as encouraging 
them to take on small-scale responsibilities and participate, for example, in 
voluntary work. When dreamers gradually begin to realize their visions to help 
others, their sense of purpose and agency becomes stronger (Damon, 2008).

In turn, one fourth of students were self-oriented (n = 96, 25%). They had 
found meaningful aims and were engaged in realizing them, but they were 
uninterested in benefiting others. Since this profile lacks a beyond-the-self 
dimension, within Damon et al.’s framework these students are not yet con-
sidered to possess a purpose. Instead, they have life goals that they pursue. 
From the teacher’s perspective, these students require help in learning to 
recognize the needs of others and shape their life goals in a prosocial direc-
tion, in line with the goals of the National Core Curriculum (see FNBE, 2016). 
Self-orientation seems to be growing trend in many cultures (Moran, 2019). 
For instance, even in countries that have traditionally valued communality, 
such as Iran and China, today young people emphasize materialistic and self-
oriented life goals (Hedayati et al., 2017c; Jiang & Gao, 2018).

Almost one fourth of students were purposeful (n = 88, 23%). These students 
had found a purpose, were engaged in realizing it, and wanted to help oth-
ers. From the teacher’s perspective, it should be noted that even purposeful 
students require teacher support in developing and deepening their purpose. 
Purpose development is a process where purpose is revised throughout the life 
course (Bronk, 2014).

Over 10% of students were identified as disengaged (n = 52, 13.5%). They had 
not found their purpose, were not pursuing it, and were uninterested in help-
ing others. This group seems to be in potential danger of dropping out, sliding 
outside education and working life and becoming so called NEET s, in other 
words young people who are not in education, employment or training (Damon, 
2008). In schools, it is crucial that teachers are able to recognize these students 
and offer help to allow them to identify a meaningful purpose for their lives.

The proportion of students belonging to the profiles identified in Finland 
was somewhat similar to that in Moran’s research, in which the participants 
were 12–22-year-old (N = 270) young people from the US (Moran, 2009). For 
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example, parallel to our study, Moran found that one fourth of young Amer-
icans were self-oriented (25%) or purposeful (25%). However, in the US 
young people were found to be disengaged (40%), while the smallest group 
was dreamers (10%). Moran also acknowledged that among college students 
the number of disengaged students was smaller. Having a place to study and 
prospects for a future career seemed to increase both purposefulness and self-
orientation among US youth. Therefore, for example, the extension of com-
pulsory education in Finland from 16 to 18 years of age in 2020 (Finlex, 2020) 
appears to be a promising attempt to support students’ holistic growth.

Purpose profiles are useful tools for teachers in identifying and diagnos-
ing their students’ purpose development. However, in addition to the profiles 
themselves, teachers need to know their content. This informs teachers about 
students’ interests and helps them create a relationship with students’ learn-
ing, i.e., a didactical relationship. The nature of students’ purposes also reveals 
how a beyond-the-self orientation, which is a crucial element in Damon’s pur-
pose definition, is manifested in their thinking and behavior.

4.2	 Contents of Student Purposes in Three Countries
Next, the contents of purposes held by Finnish (n = 386), the US (n = 1247) 
and Brazilian (n = 260) students (Damon et al., 2009; Tirri & Kuusisto, 2019) 
are examined. The students were asked to choose the most important purpose 
from the list presented in Figure 9. Students were also advised to ponder each 
item on a scale of 1–7 (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and answer the 
question ‘How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
The purpose of my life is to …’ (for more about the instrument, see Bundick et 
al., 2006).

Finnish students’ purpose in life most often concerned family and friends 
(25%) and having fun (16%). By contrast, those in the US selected serving God 
or a higher power (16%) and family and friends (14%). In turn, the rankings of 
their Brazilian counterparts were more evenly distributed between family and 
friends (13%), a good career (12%), making the world a better place (12%) and 
earning other people’s respect (12%).

In all three countries, family and friends made life purposeful for young peo-
ple. When measured on a scale of 1–7, religion was among the least pursued 
purposes and contained the largest standard deviation, also in the US, which 
means that for some, youth spirituality seemed to provide the basis for their 
life and purpose, while for others it was not meaningful at all.

Within Damon’s framework, we were naturally interested in whether the 
aims of the participants were self-serving, indicating a self orientation (life goal), 
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or associated with serving others, indicating a beyond-the-self orientation (pur-
pose). The orientation of the student is not always clear judged by the items 
alone. For example, supporting family and friends could be associated with 
self-centeredness or contributing to a better world. Thus, we used a principal 
component analysis of the 17 items to examine whether family was understood 
as part of the self or whether supporting the family was an indicator of a beyond-
the-self orientation with (Figure 9). In all three countries, the items loaded on 
two components: advancing one’s own life (self-orientation) and making the 
world a better place (beyond-the-self-orientation) (Tirri & Kuusisto, 2019).

Among Finnish youth, family and friends were part of advancing their 
own life and were associated with the same category as career, money, suc-
cess, duties, having fun, gaining other people’s respect and doing things right. 
Instead, the US and Brazilian young people linked family and friends with 
making the world a better place. In America, family, religion and country were 
associated with helping others. Similarly, in Brazil, making the world a bet-
ter place was linked with home and religion (Brazilian young people did not 
evaluate the item ‘serving your country’). Among US and Brazilian youth, suc-
cess in their own life was related to economic achievements, career, and fun. 
Nevertheless, in all three countries, they emphasized their own lives more than 
their contribution to the world (Figure 10). These results indicate that teachers 
should specifically focus on helping students broaden their interests to find a 
purpose in serving and benefiting others.

figure 9 The most important purpose among Finnish, US and Brazilian young people
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figure 10 Means of purpose orientations among Finnish, US, and Brazilian youth

5	 Questions to Reflect on by Yourself or with Your Peers

–	 What is your purpose in life? Compare your answers with your peers.
–	 Evaluate William Damon’s definition of a purpose in life. Do you agree 

with it or do you want to present your own definition?
–	 Reflect on the nature of the pedagogical relationship and your own role 

in it. What are your challenges as a teacher?
–	 What is your relationship with the content you teach? Do you master all 

the content you teach equally? Do you have a favorite subject? Do you 
find any subject or theme unpleasant or challenging? Reflect on how you 
could improve your relationship with the content in those subjects that 
are difficult for you.

–	 What does pedagogical content knowledge mean? How does it differ 
from simple content knowledge?

–	 What is the didactical relationship? How could you improve the didac-
tical relationship in ways that would increase your students’ motivation 
to study?

–	 What methods can you use to open the meaning of the subject you teach 
to your students? Exchange ideas in a group.

–	 What purposes guide your teaching? How are they related to the pur-
poses in your own life and the purposes presented in the curriculum?

–	 Discuss the different purpose profiles in Table 7. In what group do you 
belong? Why?
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–	 Both practicing teachers and preservice teachers evaluated happiness as 
their most important purpose in life. Ponder the content of happiness. 
What makes you happy as a person and as a teacher?

–	 Become familiar with the teachers’ written answers on purpose pre-
sented in this chapter. What is your purpose personally and profession-
ally? Write it down.

–	 Ponder why some of the teachers in our study lacked a purpose. Why 
should purpose be discussed in school and teacher education?

–	 Table 9 shows how many teachers associated their purpose in life with 
teaching. Think about this issue. Is teaching your purpose in life? Why?

–	 Become familiar with Figure 6, which presents teachers’ evaluations of 
how they support their students’ purpose in life. Ponder what factors 
could explain the differences between Finnish and Iranian teachers. How 
would you teach purpose to your students? Evaluate your approach with 
the items presented in Figure 6.

–	 Ponder the meaning of helping in the teaching profession. What does 
helping mean in a teaching context? Whom is the teacher helping?

–	 Study the didactical model presented in Figure 7. Try it in practice to sup-
port your own learning and advance your students’ learning.

–	 Familiarize yourself with the pedagogical approaches presented by Malin 
(2018) in her book Teaching for Purpose: Preparing Students for Lives of 
Meaning. Choose one approach that you would like to try. Discuss the 
approaches in a group and develop new ones.

–	 Become familiar with the part of Table 10 (Moran) that presents the pro-
files in relation to the realization of purpose and the beyond-the-self 
dimension. In which profile would you locate yourself?

–	 Become familiar with the purpose profiles of Finnish students (Figure 
8) and compare them with the American results. What could explain 
the similarities and differences between the profiles of Finnish and 
American youth?

–	 Become familiar with the types of purpose mentioned in Figure 9. Which 
are the most important for you? You can compare your answers with 
the results of students reported in this chapter. How do purposes differ 
among Finnish, US and Brazilian youth? What do young people in differ-
ent cultures think about making the world a better place?
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chapter 6

From Teachers’ Implicit Beliefs to Ethical Actions

The previous chapter emphasized resilience through purposeful teaching in 
teachers’ ethics. In this chapter, we argue that it is important to guide teachers 
to reflect on their implicit beliefs related to possible stereotypes in their think-
ing. In inclusive education, teachers’ task is to provide equal learning oppor-
tunities to all students, including those with learning difficulties, immigrant 
backgrounds, specific talents, diverse gender identities, and various world-
views. We have developed a growth mindset pedagogy to help teachers actu-
alize ethical teaching in inclusive classrooms by paying attention to implicit 
student beliefs that hinder their learning. We provide concrete examples of 
how teachers’ have adopted a growth mindset pedagogy in their teaching 
and moral education. We also offer examples of teachers with entity beliefs 
(fixed mindset), i.e., teachers who believe that certain students are incapable 
of learning and who, thus, fail to invest time and effort in helping them. Such 
teachers might not understand the ethical nature of their profession and the 
implications of their implicit beliefs.

1	 Teachers’ Reflection on Their Beliefs and Actions

In Finnish teacher education, the goal is to educate teachers who can think eth-
ically and pedagogically and reflect on their own work (Kansanen et al., 2000). 
Reflection is a necessary professional skill for educators to grow as teachers. 
The concept of reflection originates from John Dewey (1859–1952), who is also 
known for his philosophy of learning by doing. According to Dewey, reflection 
is ‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form 
of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and further conclu-
sions to which it leads’ (Dewey, 1910, p. 6).

Teacher education includes both theoretical and practical studies. In teach-
ing practice, the teacher learns by teaching, but this is insufficient; a teacher 
who thinks pedagogically also requires the skills to reflect on and justify the 
goals and acts of teaching. Donald Schön (1930–1997) transformed Dewey’s 
definition of reflection into a schema for describing reflective practice. Schön 
identified reflection-in-action as a teacher’s thinking during the teaching 
event, where decisions are quickly and often intuitively taken. By contrast, 
reflection-on-action refers, for example, to deeply pondering the goals achieved 
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during class after the teaching event (Schön, 1983). In Finland, a teacher’s pro-
fessional skills also include guiding students toward reflection on obtaining 
new skills and knowledge (FNBE, 2016).

Teachers’ professional ethics concern the commitment to support the devel-
opment of every student. Teachers should believe that a student can learn even 
if the student lacks this belief or is not dedicated to studying. In an inclusive 
school, teachers encounter diverse students with different learning (dis)abili-
ties, cultural backgrounds and socioemotional challenges. Teachers must con-
tinuously ponder how to distribute their time and resources between students. 
This decision requires teachers to understand the role and meaning of implicit 
beliefs for their ethical actions. Thus, it is useful for teachers to know the con-
cepts of incremental beliefs (growth mindset) and entity beliefs (fixed mindset) 
presented in Carol Dweck’s (2000, 2006) theory. Moreover, they could reflect on 
how these beliefs are manifested in their teaching and their students’ learning.

As mentioned above, Dweck (2000, 2006) identifies two different implicit 
beliefs (mindsets) that guide our motivation, thinking and action. A teacher 
with a growth mindset believes that basic human qualities such as ability, 
intelligence and morality are malleable and can be developed, whereas a 
teacher with a fixed mindset believes that such qualities are stable and unal-
terable. According to growth mindset thinking, learning is a lifelong journey, 
and learning from mistakes is always possible. Fixed mindset thinking takes 
the opposite stand on these issues and advocates a belief that intelligence and 
giftedness are fixed at birth and cannot be developed. In this kind of thinking, 
a person’s earlier accomplishments predict the possibilities for the future, and 
it is more difficult to learn from mistakes and change.

In her empirical research, Dweck (2000, pp. 119, 129) highlights the correlation 
between these mindsets and many areas of life. Mindsets can, for example, be 
connected to morality. Fixed mindset thinking leads easily to hiding mistakes, 
embellishment and lying. By contrast, growth mindset thinking encourages 
truthfulness, as only honest feedback helps the learner to advance. In Finnish 
studies, the majority of teachers possess a growth mindset related to the devel-
opment of intelligence, giftedness and personality (Kuusisto & Tirri, 2013; Laine 
et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2020a). However, in conceptions related to giftedness, 
we found a difference between teachers and parents (Kuusisto & Tirri, 2013). 
The teachers in our first study were more likely than the parents to consider gift-
edness a developmental attribute. Moreover, fixed mindset thinking was most 
prominent among parents from low socio-economic neighborhoods (Kuusisto 
& Tirri, 2013). However, when parents of the same low socio-economic school 
were studied five years later, most advocated a growth mindset (Tirri & Kuusisto, 
2019), demonstrating a positive shift in parents’ attitudes.
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2	 Implications of Teachers’ Implicit Beliefs in Moral Education

In our empirical study on Finnish teachers’ morality, we found qualitative dif-
ferences among teachers related to their implicit beliefs on the possibilities of 
their students to develop as moral citizens and how they taught morality in 
their classrooms (Rissanen et al., 2018a). Moreover, in a previous study with 
four subject teachers in Finnish secondary schools (grades 7–9, I–III), we inves-
tigated the implications of teachers’ mindsets for moral education, in particu-
lar the implications for teaching morally and teaching morality (Fenstermacher 
et al., 2009). The four teachers were chosen from a survey measuring Finnish 
teachers’ (N = 463) mindsets using Carol Dweck’s (2000) mindset inventory. 
The qualitative data included preliminary interviews with the four teachers, 
observations and videotaping of their classroom teaching (approximately 15 
h per teacher), followed by stimulated recall interviews. Two of the teachers 
were identified as supporting a fixed mindset (Jack, Patsy) and two a growth 
mindset (Kate, Sally).

Jack, mathematics teacher, displayed a tendency towards a fixed mindset 
when teaching morally. In the interview, he described his idea of the teaching 
profession in the following way:

I do not think about my work from an ethical point of view. I think that 
teaching does not need any ethics. It can only be teaching of the sub-
ject. The teacher is not necessarily an ethical exemplar, they can be only 
teachers. (Jack, preliminary interview)

Jack ignored the ethical aspects of teaching, instead concentrating on his 
duties to teach mathematics as a subject and helping students learn the con-
tent. He separated moral roles from teachers’ roles, seeing teaching as only 
transforming knowledge and skills.

Jack’s tendency towards a fix mindset was also reflected in his views on 
teaching morality. In his opinion it was no longer possible to foster students’ 
moral growth in secondary school. According to Jack, it was too late to teach 
moral behavior. Thus, he demonstrated helplessness responses to students’ 
moral growth.

Let’s say … it is very difficult to aim at the personal development of the 
students. Mostly, we try to keep them under some kind of control. At this 
phase, in upper comprehensive school, it is not possible to teach man-
ners that much anymore; I cannot regard that as my responsibility any-
more, whether they wear hats in the classroom, spit on the streets, wait at 
traffic lights, stay quiet in the classroom … even though in my lessons, of 
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course, I take care of that. But it’s like … their behavior, they have already 
learned it, and you cannot change it anymore. (Jack, preliminary inter-
view, Rissanen et al., 2018b, p. 72)

Our previous empirical research also identified deficits among preservice 
teachers and practicing mathematics teachers in understanding the holistic 
nature of the teaching profession, including ethical sensitivity (Kuusisto et al., 
2012). Nevertheless, in Finland both the national curriculum and teachers’ pro-
fessional ethics emphasize the holistic nature of teaching, including students’ 
moral development. All teachers, regardless of their subjects, thus require edu-
cation in how to include an ethical dimension in their teaching.

Kate, a language teacher, tended towards a growth mindset. Her ethical con-
duct and ethos indicated a humanistic worldview that was in line with that of 
the Finnish teachers’ ethical code, which is based on humanistic psychology 
and human rights. In the next interview extract, she emphasizes the individual 
needs and rights of students with the goal of making the world a better place 
through her teaching.

I think what actually motivates me the most in teaching languages is that, 
in the end, the aim of learning languages is that there would be no wars, 
no hatred, because language helps you to come closer to other human 
beings who do not share your culture. (Kate, preliminary interview, 
Rissanen et al., 2018b, p. 69)

Kate was also motivated to teach ethics to her students. For example, during 
one of the lessons we observed, a student arrived late for the second consecu-
tive time. This is how Kate responded:

So is there a problem with your alarm clock? This is the second time 
you’ve shown up late. If the reason is; I’m sorry, but I assume the reason is 
that you’re on the computer too late in the evening, so cut it out. I mean 
come on; it is the middle of the day already. I woke up at six today and 
so have many others here; so I will send a message to your parents about 
this; they have to know about this. (Kate, critical incident 41, Rissanen et 
al., 2018b, p. 70)

In the stimulated recall interview, Kate justified her actions in the following 
way:

Well, that was a bit mean of me, but I don’t think it’s that bad that I say 
these things, because it’s not the result of your appearance, but what 
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you do or don’t do. That’s what I criticize. I don’t even know the fam-
ilies of these students, like, ‘your brother was terrible, and I’ve taught 
your mother and she was terrible too, always late’ …. I know people have 
heard these things, that you will never achieve anything because your 
dad didn’t either …. I would never fall for that kind of thinking. (Kate, 
stimulated recall interview, Rissanen et al., 2018b, p. 70)

Thus, Kate focused on the student’s ethical actions with emphasis on situa-
tional attributions, rather than family background, in facing ethical conflicts 
and challenges. She was motivated to enhance students’ ethical growth. The 
implications of teachers’ mindsets for teaching ethics and teaching ethically 
are compiled in Table 11.

In a study among American and Finnish upper secondary students, we were 
able to use a short intervention to change the mindsets of students related to 

table 11  �Implications of teachers’ mindsets for teaching morally and teaching morality 
(from Rissanen et al., 2018b, p. 66) 

Tendencies related to 
teachers’ fixed mindset

Tendencies related to 
teachers’ growth mindset

Professional moral  
ethos of teachers
(‘Teaching morally’)

–	 Fulfilling professional 
responsibilities and 
norms

–	 Striving for justice
–	 Duty-based morality

–	 Taking responsibility 
for students’ personal 
development

–	 Meeting individual needs 
and preserving individual 
rights

–	 Rights-based morality
Educating students’ Fostering students’ Fostering students’
ethical capabilities
(‘Teaching morality’)

–	 Fixed mindset about 
morality

–	 Dispositional attribu-
tions of moral offenses

–	 Maladaptive and 
ego-defensive courses 
of action when facing 
moral offenses and 
challenges

–	 Helplessness responses 
to moral growth	

–	 Growth mindset about 
morality

–	 Situational attributions  
of moral offenses

–	 Adaptive courses of 
action when facing moral 
conflicts and challenges

–	 Motivation for moral 
growth
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revenge in conflict situations. By studying growth-mindset thinking, students 
who desired revenge changed their mindsets and became ready to negotiate 
and search for more constructive solutions to conflicts with their peers (Yeager 
et al., 2011). Moreover, in Chile, the research findings of a national study 
demonstrated that growth-mindset thinking decreased the effects of poverty 
on secondary-school students’ academic achievements (Claro et al., 2016). The 
presence of a growth mindset in a teacher’s ethical thinking implies that all 
members of the school community can learn and develop new knowledge, 
skills and attitudes.

Dweck’s theory is based on neurological studies demonstrating the poten-
tial of the brain to develop throughout a person’s life. This quality is called neu-
roplasticity (Kujala & Näätänen, 2010). The brain can be viewed as a muscle 
that requires practice, repetition and challenges in order to develop and learn. 
With practice, new cells are created in the brain with new connections, syn-
apses. This means that learning has a strong biological foundation. Moreover, 
it indicates that intelligence, giftedness, and morality can be developed. All 
this implies that implicit beliefs important part of teachers’ reflection in both 
pre- and in-service education.

3	� Manifestations of Teacher’s Implicit Beliefs in Teaching – The Case 
of Anne

Anne is an elementary school teacher specialized in teaching first and second 
grades. She is highly experienced also in supervising preservice teachers in 
their teaching practicum. At the time of the study, Anne taught a first-grade 
class with seven-year-old students.

For the research, Anne first completed Dweck’s inventory (Table 12). This 
was followed by observation and videotaping of her teaching for one week (19 
hours). The purpose of the observation was to explore how implicit beliefs are 
manifested in teaching (See Rissanen et al., 2019). According to the results from 
Dweck’s inventory, Anne displayed both growth-mindset and fixed-mindset 
tendences in her thinking, indicating a mixed mindset (Rissanen et al., 2019).

The video recordings of Anne’s teaching demonstrated that she strongly 
emphasized learning processes, which is a central feature of a growth mind-
set pedagogy (Rissanen et al., 2019). Anne typically provided positive feedback 
praising her students. Her feedback systematically focused on effort, com-
pleting tasks, and choosing strategies. For example, when a student had fin-
ished a task quickly, Anne asked the student to describe how they had found 
the solution: ‘How did you came up with this result? How did you reason it?’ 
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table 12  Mindsets manifested in Anne’s teaching 

Teacher Anne Fixed mindset Growth mindset

Mindsets about learning
Dweck’s 
inventory 

Intelligence (M = 3.0) Giftedness (M = 3.75)

Definition in 
own words

Giftedness is an inherent 
ability to master certain areas 
of life

Without work and effort, 
giftedness will narrow

Mindsets actualizing in teaching
Noticing 
individual 
needs of the 
students

–	 Emphasis on successes
–	 Traits and gifts of talented 

students are stable
–	 Persistence and learning-to-

learn skills taught to students 
with learning difficulties

–	 Focus on learning and 
process

–	 Knowing one’s students 
and noticing their 
individual

–	 No tests or exams, in 
order to keep the focus 
on learning and to 
avoid students defining 
themselves or their 
learning with test results.

Feedback Anne wanted to encourage 
gifted and talented students to 
trust themselves more, but she 
did not identify these students’ 
need for special support to 
encounter their challenges

–	 Praising effort and 
strategies

–	 Anne did not praise 
students for completing 
tasks quickly. Instead, she 
asked them to describe 
how they found the 
solution

Attitude 
towards 
mistakes

–	 Avoiding random mistakes
–	 Anne aimed to anticipate and 

prevent students’ mistakes if 
she thought they would cause 
emotional distress

–	 Learning by mistakes was 
only allowed for students 
who could cope with failure

–	 Mistakes are part of the 
learning process

–	 It is important for 
students to see that the 
teacher also fails
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Anne’s questions helped students verbalize their thinking process. This kind of 
process feedback has been found to be the best way to support learning moti-
vation and students’ positive inner talk. It also helps students cope better and 
avoid self-criticism if and when they subsequently make mistakes (Kamins & 
Dweck, 1999).

Furthermore, Anne’s focus on learning and mastery was evident in her deci-
sion not to use exams or tests to evaluate her students’ learning. In her experi-
ence, test results easily caused students to define themselves both as students 
and human beings. Anne wanted her students to concentrate on developing 
and learning rather than performing or comparing themselves to others. Anne’s 
pedagogical strategies embodied the principles of the Finnish National Core 
Curriculum (FNBE, 2016), which highlight learning processes and evaluation 
based on students’ own previous work rather than comparison with students.

Anne emphasized the importance of teachers knowing their students well 
in order to meet their diverse needs and guide their individual learning pro-
cesses. Anne’s goal was to tailor teaching and tasks to match the developmen-
tal level of each student. Moreover, she strove to choose tasks that enabled 
her to encounter and support each student at an individual level. Thus, Anne’s 
pedagogical thinking and actions were mostly in line with a growth mindset 
pedagogy, and educational policy in Finland.

Anne seemed to acknowledge the importance of making mistakes in learn-
ing. Indeed, she wanted her students to see that even teachers could make 
mistakes:

Often, I make mistakes by accident, but sometimes I make them on pur-
pose, so that the children can see their teacher perhaps does not always 
know things …. I try to communicate that mistakes are ok and it’s not so 
serious if you make them and somehow through that encourage them, 
like, let’s just do this again and let’s give it another try. (Anne, preliminary 
interview, Rissanen et al., 2019, p. 209)

Anne hoped for and anticipated mistakes beforehand in order to challenge 
her students’ thinking. Thus, she used failures and conflicts as pedagogical tools.

I tried to create an intellectual conflict – this was a very fruitful situation 
and I was really happy when I noticed that they put them in pairs [differ-
ently shaped pieces of paper], but all the pieces did not have a pair – of 
course I could not have arranged this beforehand, but I was hoping this 
would happen. (Anne, critical incident 1, stimulated recall interview)
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By contrast, Anne did not seem to permit random failures. On the contrary, 
she aimed to prevent mistakes, especially when she thought students would 
be unable to cope or when they might cause students stress and anxiety. For 
example, during one Finnish language lesson, students were working in small 
groups, with group members placed in alphabetical order according to various 
criteria. This time, students were asked to arrange themselves in alphabetical 
order based on the first letter of their last names. When the group was ready, 
they raised their hands to ask Anne to check their order. When she asked what 
letters their lasts names began with, one student failed to reply. Eventually, 
the other students helped find the answer, and Anne ignored the problem 
by assigning the group a new principle with which to organize themselves in 
alphabetical order. Anne commented on this situation as follows:

Since it was January [indicating almost six months of schooling], I was 
hoping that the student would have said something or at least looked at 
me. Eventually. [This student is] incredibly talented, but I do not usually 
ask her anything if I kind of sense that she does not want to answer. She 
wants to feel somehow very sure [before she is willing to answer]. (Anne, 
critical incident 15, stimulated recall interview)

Anne was very sensitive towards her students’ emotional states, and, when 
she noticed uncertainty, she wished to avoid exposing her student to possible 
failures. In the preliminary interview, Anne had described the same student in 
the following way:

For example, I have one student who is ridiculously talented; she can do 
absolutely everything, and I do not even know how much she can, since 
she is so shy and cautious. For her, encouragement like ‘just say now’ 
or something like that does not work. So, I have been thinking that she 
kind of gathers courage and then at some point, since she is so smart, 
then at some point she will dare to show it a little bit. (Anne, preliminary 
interview)

Anne wished to encourage talented students to trust themselves, and she 
provided them space to gather their courage. At the same time, however, she 
decided not to attempt to help these students practice failing and coping with 
failure in a safe environment.

Anne’s class also contained another academically talented student who 
could not tolerate mistakes. Moreover, he seemed to lack persistence. In addi-
tion, Anne had noticed that this student was overly self-confident, which was 
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evident when he refused all help from the teacher. Anne wished to be extremely 
sensitive with this student too and was reluctant to challenge him or attempt 
to change his unhelpful belief systems. Instead, Anne seemed to trust in the 
stability of the traits, such as intelligence and giftedness, in talented students 
(see also Kärkkäinen & Räty, 2010). She did not consider that these students 
might need the teacher’s guidance in the emotional domain. Anne’s choice is 
understandable, since in Finnish schools academically talented students often 
lacking guidance and help. They are not offered challenges in which they can 
take risks, process their fear of failure, learn to cope with unpleasant emotions 
and turn difficulties into learning opportunities (Laine & Tirri, 2016; Rissanen 
et al., 2018a, 2019; Tirri & Kuusisto, 2013).

4	 Promoting Equal Opportunities with a Growth Mindset Pedagogy

A growth mindset pedagogy promotes equal opportunities for all students to 
learn in inclusive schools. Table 13 presents the cornerstones of a growth mind-
set pedagogy, which are supporting individual learning processes, mastery 

table 13  Growth mindset pedagogy (from Rissanen et al., 2019, p. 206)

Supporting individual learning processes
–	 Avoiding quick, stereotypical judgements of 

students
–	 Frequent one-on-one interactions with 

students
–	 Learning about individual students’ barriers 

to learning and helping students overcome 
them

–	 Differentiation as the basis of pedagogical 
practice

Supporting mastery orientation
–	 Fostering learning goals
–	 Emphasis on formative 

assessment
–	 Avoiding comparisons with 

other students

Fostering students’ process-focused thinking
–	 Praising courage, strategies, effort
–	 Teaching the positive role of failures, 

mistakes, and challenges in learning
–	 Fostering students’ incremental beliefs and 

situational attributions
–	 Teaching learning strategies and 

emphasizing learning-to-learn goals

Persistence
–	 Not giving up on students and 

leaving no room for helpless 
behavior patterns

–	 Not protecting students from 
challenges

–	 Honest critical feedback in the 
form of ‘not yet’
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orientation in learning, enhancement of process-oriented thinking and teach-
ers’ persistence.

Supporting individual learning processes means that teachers avoid delib-
erately labelling their students and their learning, skills or character. Even 
though teachers need to make diagnostic observations, the starting point does 
not reveal what the student could learn or define the learning process and its 
aims. In order to support students’ growth in the best possible way, teachers 
with growth mindsets highlight knowing and individually interacting with 
their students. In this way, teachers can learn to identify individual barriers 
and learning pits and help students overcome them. Differentiated teaching 
is one of the main tools for supporting individual learning processes (Laine & 
Tirri, 2016).

A growth mindset pedagogy emphasizes mastery orientation in learning. 
This means that the teacher underlines learning goals rather than performance 
goals. The aim is to learn, understand, and master in line with Bloom’s taxon-
omy. In addition, the teacher makes the subject personally meaningful, indi-
cating that studying is not merely superficial and repetitive. In this kind of 
process, formative assessment that supports learning and avoids comparisons 
with peers during the whole process is important.

Benjamin Bloom’s (1913–1999) famous taxonomy of educational goals helps 
plan, evaluate and reflect on teaching and learning. Bloom developed the tax-
onomy to describe the six stages in cognitive development (see Figure 11).

figure 11 The stages in Bloom’s taxonomy (from Bloom et al., 1956)
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1.	 At the lowest stage of the taxonomy, knowing, the goal of learning is to 
identify and repeat, to show knowledge of the task in learning. A student 
can list, repeat, describe, define, identify and label.

2.	 At the stage of understanding, the goal of education is to understand the 
meaning and purpose of the knowledge and demonstrate this under-
standing. A student can explain, summarize, interpret, estimate, anno-
tate and categorize.

3.	 At the stage of applying, the goal of learning is to use the knowledge in 
new situations and demonstrate the practical application of this skill. A 
student can choose, integrate, judge, execute and present.

4.	 At the stage of analyzing, the goal of learning is to dissect knowledge and 
categorize it according to its most essential characteristics. A student can 
analyze, debate, divide and generalize.

5.	 At the stage of synthesizing, the goal of learning is to present creative and 
unique solutions and create holistic frameworks. A student can create, 
plan, produce and synthesize.

6.	 At the stage of evaluating, the goal of learning is to create and develop cri-
teria for assessing knowledge and developing critical thinking. A student 
can compare, reason, contrast, create criteria and evaluate.

Bloom’s taxonomy can be used in the evaluation of the teaching-studying-
learning process. In summative evaluations, the taxonomy is used to support 
the final and numerical evaluation. In formative evaluations, continuous qual-
itative feedback is provided for the advancement of the student. In diagnostic 
evaluations, the stage of a student’s learning is identified at the beginning of a 
course or studies. The Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 
(FNBE, 2016) encourages the teacher to evaluate and give feedback in multiple 
ways and support students’ self-reflection.

The stages of Bloom’s taxonomy guide teachers and students to reflect on 
how well students master the learning content. In this way, teaching provides 
the best possibilities for a student to create different meanings from the con-
tent taught. For example, in religious education, studying only at the stage 
of knowledge leads a student to memorize facts about different religions 
(for example, ‘the Pope is the leader of the Catholic church’). The meaning 
of religion, however, is not elucidated only at the stage of knowledge, as this 
stage does not include the significance of the Pope for those committed to the 
Catholic church. At the stage of evaluation, instead, students can reflect on the 
meaning of religious leadership for different churches and religions, evaluate 
the role of religion in society and form their own opinion on religious leader-
ship. Understanding and evaluating these meanings does not require a person 
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to belong to the Catholic church or to be a believer or religious. However, crit-
ical reflection and choosing a stand are crucial in all school subjects and in 
supporting the holistic development of the student (FNBE, 2016).

Supporting students’ process-centered thinking refers mainly to the teacher’s 
feedback style. Positive comments should be provided on courage, choosing 
strategies and effort. Students should be taught the importance to learning 
of challenges and mistakes. Failures are not disasters but opportunities to 
learn. For example, in a mathematics class, the teacher should compliment 
students for making mistakes: ‘how many mistakes did you make and what 
did you learn from them?’ (Boaler, 2019). This creates a more open approach 
to learning where challenges are seen as positive, even crucial, aspects of the 
process. Students can be taught the meaning of growth and fixed mindsets in 
an age-appropriate way. Consequently, students learn concepts that help them 
understand and self-regulate their own learning process. For instance, students 
can be taught to ponder whether they explain and attribute their learning and 
challenges to a growth mindset approach, in other words, to factors they can 
influence, such as choosing strategies and making an effort, or to a fixed mind-
set approach, in other words to factors they cannot impact.

A growth mindset pedagogy highlights a teacher’s persistence, which means 
that the teacher is committed to supporting students’ learning processes and 
perseveres irrespective of success or failure. Here, teachers can be demanding, 
expect good behavior and request that students also invest in studying. Teach-
ers with a growth mindset tendences provide honest feedback and use the 
expression ‘not yet.’ The following example shows how a teacher’s persistent 
use of ‘not yet’ changes a student’s own inner talk and helps him self-regulate 
his actions (Ronkainen et al., 2019, pp. 147–148):

Many of the first graders become impatient at the beginning of the 
autumn when they are not able to do things. For example, Henri was not 
able to read or write at all [when he started first grade], so he used to say 
very often ‘I cannot do this.’ And what the child means by that is that 
‘I am not going to do this because I cannot because it is very hard and 
challenging.’ So, I have started or I willingly hasten to add: ‘You cannot do 
it yet.’ I always like to add the word ‘yet’ to students’ sentences. And then 
sometimes I will continue by saying ‘the reason why we practice is so you 
will learn this.’ And guess what? Once I almost started crying when Henri 
was doing some exercise, and he was murmuring to himself: ‘This is the 
dumbest exercise because I cannot do it yet,’ and he didn’t realize that 
he was saying that, but he just kept on working. (Mari, critical incident 6, 
stimulated recall interview)



From Teachers’ Implicit Beliefs to Ethical Actions� 77

Teachers require education in the implementation of a growth mindset 
pedagogy. In our recent study, five elementary school teachers participated in 
design-based research to learn the principles of a growth mindset pedagogy 
and co-create an educational program based on these principles. Those teach-
ers with a growth mindset seemed to internalize the principles of a growth 
mindset pedagogy more deeply than did teachers with fixed-mindset tenden-
cies (Rissanen et al., 2021). Thus, it is important to pay attention to teachers 
own mindset tendencies and the dangers of superficial understandings of a 
growth mindset during teacher education.

Certain limitations exist to the implementation of a growth mindset ped-
agogy that stem from the national curriculum and school environment. For 
example, in our study involving principals in Finland and Estonia, a Finnish 
principal identified evaluation as a difficult area in which to manifest such a 
pedagogy. In lower secondary education, teachers are required to assign grades 
to students that enable them to proceed to future studies. This practice forces 
students to focus more on their grades than on their own learning goals (Tirri 
et al., 2021).

Teachers and schools require support from homes and parents to implement 
a growth mindset pedagogy. Parents are important partners in creating a school 
community with shared values and strategies. Students’ peers also play crucial 
role in creating growth-mindset learning communities in schools (Zhang et 
al., 2020b). In a study involving Finnish (n = 870) and Chinese (n = 992) sec-
ondary school students, we found that the way students praise their peers in 
their feedback primes and modifies their mindsets and academic motivation 
(Zhang et al., 2020b). The opportunity for students to provide feedback should 
thus be included in courses at all grade levels. Teacher education should also 
include education on how to guide students to give process-oriented feedback 
to their peers. The implication is that it is insufficient merely to teach mind-
set theory in schools or teacher education; instead, practical applications are 
required (Zhang et al., 2020b).

5	 Questions to Reflect on by Yourself or with Your Peers

–	 Where does the concept of reflection come from? What experiences do 
you have of reflection? Discuss those experiences.

–	 How is a growth mindset related to morality? How can a teacher use a 
growth mindset pedagogy in moral education?

–	 How do you see the learning potential of diverse students? Can every 
student learn everything?
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–	 Study the stages of Bloom’s taxonomy. Which have you utilized most in 
your own studying and teaching?

–	 Reflect on the areas in life where you believe in growth mindset thinking, 
i.e., the idea of being able to grow and develop.

–	 Reflect on the areas in life where fixed mindset-thinking prevents you 
from growing and learning new things.

–	 How can you adopt a growth mindset to facilitate your own growth and 
the education of your students?

–	 Become familiar with Anne’s thinking and ponder how you could 
strengthen a growth mindset pedagogy in her teaching.

–	 Table 13 shows the main points of a growth mindset pedagogy. Which 
of these factors are the most challenging for you in teaching and why? 
Which of the factors do you think you master already, and which factors 
should you practice more?

–	 The example in this section involves a first-grade student, Henri, who 
experienced learning and concentration difficulties. What kind of peda-
gogy and pedagogical strategies would you use to help Henri?

–	 How can principals support a growth mindset pedagogy in schools? What 
kind of opportunities and challenges do principals face in implementing 
a growth mindset pedagogy?

–	 What is parents’ role in supporting a growth mindset in their children?
–	 What can peers do to support each other’s learning?
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chapter 7

Building Moral Communities in Schools

This book has explored the teaching profession from an ethical standpoint by 
discussing multiple ethical frameworks and concrete challenges. In Finland, 
teaching is seen as an ethical profession with high quality academic education 
and ethical code. The ethical code and national curriculum provide a value 
base and common goals for teaching and learning. Finnish teachers enjoy the 
freedom and responsibility to plan, realize and evaluate their own teaching 
in an appropriate manner for diverse students. In this book, we have argued 
that no single ethical framework provides concrete answers to the ethical chal-
lenges teachers encounter in their work. Instead, teachers should reflect on 
multiple ethical frameworks to learn their professional ethics. The previous 
chapters have described the skills a teacher requires to become an ethical pro-
fessional. We have explored models and pedagogical ideas to support ethical 
teaching. In addition, we have argued that ethical sensitivity, purposeful teach-
ing, and a growth mindset in learning are prerequisites for ethical teaching.

Finnish teachers are ethical professionals who are committed to the ethical 
principles of their profession and the values underlying them. Ethical teach-
ing is based on teachers’ professional identity, including the goal to facilitate 
the personal development of students. In order to support students’ holistic 
development, educators must share a common value base and be committed 
to mutual goals in their school communities. One concrete way for teachers to 
show commitment to their profession is to take Comenius’ Oath in the same 
way that students graduating as medical doctors take the Hippocratic Oath at 
their graduation ceremony. Taking the oath emphasizes professional ethics as 
part of a teacher’s professional identity.

Teachers require both pedagogical and ethical skills in their work. We have 
emphasized ethical sensitivity as an important skill that helps teachers iden-
tify ethical issues in their own work and school community. Ethical sensitivity 
is also necessary in interaction between the different partners with whom a 
teacher cooperates. Ethical sensitivity helps a teacher read and express differ-
ent emotions, care by connecting to others, work with interpersonal and group 
differences, adopt the perspective of others, prevent social bias and identify 
the consequences of actions and options. With the different cases and per-
spectives presented in this book, teachers can evaluate their own ethical sensi-
tivity related to their current challenges (see Chapter 4).
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Ethical sensitivity is a skill that can be learned and developed. We found 
caring by connecting to others to be the most central dimension in teachers’ 
ethical sensitivity in all the countries we investigated (Finland, Estonia, and 
Iran). This aspect of ethical sensitivity can be seen as culturally invariant. On 
the other hand, adopting the perspective of others was found to be a culturally 
dependent skill. Teachers should possess knowledge of cultural differences to 
help them understand families from different backgrounds. Understanding 
increases ethical sensitivity in teachers’ work.

The goal of the teaching profession is to help students grow and develop as 
whole individuals. In this holistic task, teachers are required to reflect on a pur-
pose in life together with their students. This book has defined a purpose in life 
as a long-term goal that is meaningful to individuals themselves and directed 
also beyond the self. Teaching can represent such a purpose for many teach-
ers. Educators who have found a long-term goal in teaching and have made a 
longstanding commitment to support their students can be termed purposeful 
teachers. Purposeful teachers possess a clear understanding what they wish to 
achieve in teaching and the justifications for these goals. The goal of a purpose-
ful teacher is well aligned with the ideal of a teacher who thinks pedagogically. 
Such teachers are aware of the values and goals of the curriculum and realize 
them in their teaching.

The current national curriculum in Finland encourages students to reflect 
on their purposes and the consequences of their choices and lifestyles. Edu-
cation is focused on the future by nurturing the persistence of students. For 
instance, the choices taken today should be investigated from the perspec-
tive of sustainable development. Teachers play an important role in helping 
their students find a long-term and stable purpose for their lives. Teaching 
goals include reflection on the meaning and significance of different subjects 
with students. The didactic skills of a teacher include the ability to help stu-
dents find the personal relevance of the subject studied. Chapter 5 presented 
a didactical model that teachers can use in guiding their students to reflect on 
and analyze their own purposeful teaching or learning experiences.

Many previous studies have profiled Finland as a country where individual-
ity is emphasized more than communality. Our findings reported in Chapter 5 
confirm this notion. Both Finnish students’ and teachers’ purposes in life were 
mainly self-oriented. For the majority of teachers, teaching was not a compo-
nent of their purpose in life. Nevertheless, teaching provided teachers with 
happiness and the opportunity for development and self-actualization. More-
over, some teachers regarded helping children and young people as a highly 
important goal that matched their personal aims in life. Finnish ethical guide-
lines for teachers emphasize teamwork and the communality of the teaching 
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profession. In the same way, the national curriculum presents the goal of creat-
ing learning communities in which members study and learn together.

In order to support the holistic development of students, a teacher must 
believe in their potential to grow and develop. A growth mindset in teaching 
emphasizes the developmental potential of each student. The teacher’s task 
is to diagnose the current developmental phase of the student and provide 
appropriate challenges and help. By tailoring their teaching, educators can 
support diverse students. Remedial teaching is required, for example, with 
low-achieving students, while high-achieving students can be taught with 
more challenging tasks and various teaching methods.

Morality is present in the teaching of all subjects and grade levels. Teachers 
are always role models for their students. Teaching morally refers to a teach-
er’s moral ethos in teaching. It includes both the entire morality of a teacher’s 
conduct and modelling morally valuable behavior to the students. In Chapter 
6, teaching morally was demonstrated with the help of case studies. Here, a 
teacher with growth mindset tendencies demonstrated how she took respon-
sibility for students’ moral development and their individual needs.

We have developed a growth mindset pedagogy that emphasizes teach-
ers’ persistence in supporting individual learning processes, process-focused 
thinking, and mastery orientation in students. A growth mindset pedagogy 
provides the ethical foundation for teachers’ work to meet the individual 
needs of all their students. However, it is insufficient that teachers alone prac-
tice a growth mindset pedagogy; rather, it is important that the whole school 
community, principals, parents and students, is committed to the principles of 
this pedagogy. In building moral communities, we need a shared pedagogical 
vision with a strong ethical basis.

Building moral communities in schools requires commitment from all 
members of the community, including students, parents, other staff mem-
bers and various partners. For teachers, this is supported by ethical codes that 
emphasizes communality and collegiality. The school also requires critical 
friends to provide new perspectives on its moral discourse. These relationships 
epitomize the African saying ‘it takes the whole village to educate a child.’ The 
school is a moral community where the ethics of both the teacher and the 
whole community are important. Thus, the ethical thinking of the entire learn-
ing community should be promoted.

This book has presented concrete ways to deal with moral conflicts in 
schools. For instance, in roundtable discussions (Chapter 3), teachers are 
responsible for creating a situation where all members of the learning com-
munity are able to communicate, listen to each other and jointly search for 
the best solutions. Teachers operate as engaged participants and demonstrate 
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through their actions that they expect everybody involved to take responsibil-
ity, search for truth, decide freely and integrate aspects of truthfulness, caring 
and justice into their choices. Moreover, the teacher should trust in advance 
that the members will find a solution that is in the best interest of school 
community.

This book has presented the current challenges related to teachers’ profes-
sional ethics with empirical data gathered from Finland and abroad. Teach-
ers are always educators for the future. This perspective should be present in 
teacher education from first-year studies to in-service education. Teachers 
are committed to life-long learning and professional development. Changes 
in society always raise new challenges that the teacher must meet. Different 
kinds of families challenge teachers to reflect on how they can meet the needs 
of diverse students through integration and differentiated teaching. In all these 
professional solutions, teachers can lean on strong professional ethics, which 
also provide a purpose for teaching. 
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Appendix

Ethical Code of Finnish Teachers

	� Teachers’ Values and Ethical Principles (Trade Union of Education 
in Finland, 2010)

Ethical principles of teaching

Teaching is an independent profession and a demanding expert task that inherently 
involves professional ethics. The key aspects of teachers’ ethical principles are 
presented in the ethical principles for the teaching profession.
The teaching profession requires that those working as a teacher comply with a high 
standard of professional ethics and that society can trust that teachers act ethically 
in all situations.
Teacher’s expertise and values
Responsibility related to a teacher’s work is based on know-how and the work’s 
values and norms. Neither of these can replace the other: poor expertise does not 
compensate for good ethical principles and vice versa.
Teachers must continuously maintain their expertise, have special sensitivity to 
recognise the ethical dilemmas involved in teaching work and the readiness to act 
ethically in these situations.
Separating legal and ethical issues
Legal and ethical issues must be treated separately in teachers’ ethics. Although a 
teacher’s basic task and responsibilities are defined in legislation and standards, 
professional ethics cannot be based on compulsion or external control. Instead, 
professional ethics are based on a teacher’s internalised understanding of the 
profession’s moral demands.
Societal expectations
The results of a teacher’s work are often not seen until much later. Good learning 
experiences support life-long learning, and teachers play a significant role in 
creating a positive learning experience and in strengthening the learner’s confidence 
and sense of social responsibility. A teacher’s job is to improve the opportunities 
for education, teaching and learning for the benefit of the individual. Teachers are 
expected to meet society’s expectations, which concern the actualization of the 
teaching goals. Due to societal changes, many teachers are forced to deal many 
matters in their work for which they cannot hold sole responsibility.
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The power and responsibility of a teacher
The shift in the role of teachers has brought the teacher closer to the learner. It 
adds to the teacher’s responsibility for the learner’s development and often also 
requires co-operation with other parties responsible for the learner’s development. 
Assessment of the learner is closely linked to the teacher’s power and responsibility. 
Internalised ethics prevent teachers from misusing their position.

Teacher’s values and ethical principles

The core of teaching consists of four basic values: dignity, truthfulness, fairness 
and responsibility & freedom. All teaching is founded on ethics – whether it be the 
teacher-student relationship, pluralism or a teacher’s relationship with their work.
Dignity means respect for humanity. Teachers must respect every person, regardless 
of gender, sexual orientation, gender diversity, appearance, age, religion, social 
standing, origin, opinions, abilities and achievements.
Truthfulness is one of the core values in teachers’ basic task, which involves steering 
learners in navigating life and their environment. Honesty with oneself and others 
and mutual respect in all communication is a basic aspect of teachers’ work.
Fairness is important both when encountering individual learners and groups but 
also in the work community. Fairness involves in particular promoting equality and 
non-discrimination and avoiding favouritism.
Teachers are entitled to their own values, but in their work, teachers’ responsibility 
is tied to their basic task and its standards such as legislation and the curriculum.

Teacher’s ethical principles

The aim of teachers’ ethical principles is to draw attention to the ethics involved in 
teaching.
Good professional ethics are among a teacher’s most important resources.
Teachers and relationship with work
Teachers commit to the standards and ethics of their work. Teachers manage their 
duties responsibly. Teachers develop their work and expertise and assess their own 
actions. Teachers teach in a manner that reflects their personality, so developing and 
caring for their individuality is their right and obligation. Teachers are entitled to be 
treated fairly in their work.
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Teachers and learners
Teachers accept and treat learners as unique human beings. Teachers respect the 
rights of learners and react to them humanely and fairly. Teachers try to understand 
the learners’ starting point, thoughts and opinions. Teachers considerately handle 
matters linked to the learner’s personality and privacy. Teachers pay special 
attention to learners who require care and protection and do not, under any 
circumstances, tolerate bullying or the abuse of other people. Teachers’ work also 
includes teaching learners to co-operate and to become good members of society. 
Building up confidence and good relationships is part of teachers’ work.
Teachers and the work community
Teachers value their work and respect their colleagues. Teachers try to pool their 
resources and find a balance between their autonomy and the work community. 
Accepting the individuality of colleagues, understanding them and helping and 
supporting each other are key principles of the work community.
Teachers and society
Teaching is one of the most important jobs in society. Teachers’ ability to be effective 
in their work and take care of their professional development are dependent not 
only on their commitment, but also on the resources allocated to teaching and 
education. Teachers promote the opportunities offered by education and growth. 
Teachers represent, above all, learners’ rights and interests – even critically, if 
necessary. In their work, they also teach learners to become responsible members of 
a democratic society.
Teachers and stakeholders
Teachers work together with learners’ parents, guardians and other parties 
responsible for education, training and well-being. These include social and health 
care expert groups, authorities and numerous other collaborating parties. The co-
operation supports learners’ learning and development.
Teachers and plurality
Teachers need to ensure that all learners have the same rights and obligations as 
members of society. They make sure that learners and their parents’ cultures and 
world views are respected equally and that no one is discriminated against based on 
them.
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mas in teaching that can be more efffectively navigated with the rational principles 
and guidelines that philosophies of diffferent ethical frameworks can provide. They 
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select the most benefĳicial course of action concerning diverse students in inclusive 
education. They should be purposeful in their profession to develop the motiva-
tion and resilience to continue their demanding but fulfĳilling work with long-term 
goals. Moreover, they should acknowledge their implicit beliefs and possible stereo-
types to be able to provide equal learning opportunities to their students and to 
build democratic moral communities in their schools.

In this book, ethical sensitivity, purposeful teaching, and incremental beliefs con-
cerning learning are seen as important prerequisites for teachers’ professional eth-
ics. We discuss these aspects with examples from our empirical studies in Finnish 
schools. 

Kirsi Tirri, PhD (1994), University of Helsinki, is a Professor of Education at the Uni-
versity of Helsinki, Finland. She has published widely on teacher education, moral edu-
cation and gifted education in international journals and book chapters. She has also 
authored 14 monographs including Measuring Multiple Intelligences and Moral Sensitivi-
ties in Education (Sense, 2011).

Elina Kuusisto, DTh (2011), University of Helsinki, works as a University Lecturer (diver-
sity and inclusive education) at the Tampere University, Finland. She has published on 
teacher ethics, school pedagogy and talent development, particularly on civic purpose, 
ethical sensitivity and growth mindset. She has co-edited Good Teachers for Tomorrow’s 
Schools: Purpose, Values and Talents in Education (Brill, 2021).

ISBN 978-90-04-53262-5

M O R A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D  C I T I Z E N S H I P  E D U C A T I O N M O R A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D  C I T I Z E N S H I P  E D U C A T I O N

MORA 20

ISSN 2352-5770

Teachers’ Professional Ethics
K

irsi Tirri and Elina Kuusisto


	Contents
	Preface
	Figures and Tables
	1. Introduction
	2. Teaching as an Ethical Profession
	1 Development of Professional Ethics in Recent Decades
	2 Ethical Frameworks in Professional Ethics
	2.1 Teleological and Deontological Ethics
	2.2 Virtue Ethics
	2.3 Agapism

	3 Teachers’ Role in Supporting Student Development
	4 Teachers’ Commitment to the Profession
	Note

	3. Ethical Expertise in Teaching
	1 The Development of Ethical Expertise
	2 The Teacher as a Distributor of Justice
	3 The Teacher as an Ethical Decision-Maker
	4 The Teacher as an Ethical Discussant
	Notes

	4. Ethical Sensitivity in Teaching
	1 Caring in Teachers’ Professional Ethics
	2 What Is Ethical Sensitivity?
	2.1 Ethical Sensitivity in Different Cultures

	3 Ethical Sensitivity in Identifying and Solving Moral Dilemmas inSchools
	3.1 Teachers’ and Students’ Perspectives
	3.2 Parents’ Perspectives
	3.3 Principals’ Perspectives


	5. The Purposeful Teacher
	1 Purpose in Teacher’s Professional Ethics
	2 Teachers’ Purposes
	2.1 Teachers’ Purpose Profiles
	2.2 Contents of Teachers’ Purposes

	3 Purposeful Teaching
	3.1 Interactive Relationships in Teaching
	3.2 General and Subject Specific Purposes in Teaching
	3.3 Cultural Differences in Purposeful Teaching
	3.4 Didactic Model of Purposeful Teaching in Teacher Education

	4 Students’ Purposes
	4.1 Students’ Purpose Profiles
	4.2 Contents of Student Purposes in Three Countries


	6. From Teachers’ Implicit Beliefs to Ethical Actions
	1 Teachers’ Reflection on Their Beliefs and Actions
	2 Implications of Teachers’ Implicit Beliefs in Moral Education
	3 Manifestations of Teacher’s Implicit Beliefs in Teaching – The Case of Anne
	4 Promoting Equal Opportunities with a Growth Mindset Pedagogy

	7. Building Moral Communities in Schools
	Appendix: Ethical Code of Finnish Teachers
	Teachers’ Values and Ethical Principles (Trade Union of Educationin Finland, 2010)

	References
	Index



