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Abstract: Initiatives for preventing radicalization and violent extremism through education (PVE-E)
have become a feature of global educational policy and educational institutions across all phases,
from early childhood to universities, also in Finland. If schools may be regarded as safe spaces here
for identity and worldview construction and experiences of belonging, the specific subject matter of
PVE-E is also dangerous territory. Not least because of PVE-E’s focus on radicalization, but above
all because of perceptions of schools being used as an adjunct of governmental counter-terrorism
policy. We argue that understanding young people’s views on issues related to radicalization and
violent extremism is critical in order to develop ethical, sustainable, contextualized, and pedagogical
approaches to prevent hostilities and foster peaceful co-existence. After providing some critical
framing of the Finnish educational context in a broader international setting, we thus examine young
people’s views (n = 3617) in relation to the safe spaces through online survey data gathered as a
part of our larger 4-year research project Growing up radical? The role of educational institutions in
guiding young people’s worldview construction. Specifically focused on Finland but with potentially
wider international implications, more understanding about the topic of PVE-E is needed to inform
teacher education and training, to which our empirical data makes some innovative contribution.

Keywords: prevention of violent extremism through education; safe space; dangerous territory;
teachers’ beliefs; teachers’ skills; identity; worldviews

1. Introduction

The rise of nationalism, the threat of terrorism, and the seeming increase in violent
attitudes all appear omnipresent in public debate, in Finland as in other countries. In many
countries, children and young people are as often part of the story as the adults. Thus,
although there have not been large-scale acts of violence and indeed the incidents classified
as terrorism in Finland are scarce, the school shootings in Finnish educational institutions
in recent history shocked the nation and left incisions, especially in the collective memory
and sense of security of young people [1].

The challenges these developments pose for societies and their educational institu-
tions are growing and becoming more complex [2–5]. As possible approaches for the
prevention of violent attitudes, radicalisation, and extremism in education, authorities and
scholars from various fields have suggested, for example, peace education [6], citizenship
education [7], religious education [8], or fostering of national values [9]. With a focus on
promoting non-violent dispositions, increasing awareness and understanding of others,
and caring for the welfare of others in a peaceful manner [10], education on peace, democ-
racy, and human rights can be seen as opposite for violence, radicalisation, and extremism,
and thus considered as potential means towards combatting and preventing these [11–13].
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Human rights and the international system that supports them have, however, also been
characterized and critiqued as being themselves part of the problematics of a dominant
global north, and this a source of conflict and dissent [14,15]. This has become especially
apparent in recent debates around “decolonising the curriculum” [16].

Contentious matters aside, the issues of violence and extremism are never actually far
from the surface of international educational policy. Yet, while traditions of human rights
and cultural understanding have a long tradition in Finnish education [17], policy and
research on the prevention of violent extremism, physical and ideological, has become a
new phenomenon in Finland, as it has worldwide [4,18,19]. Rather novel as a specific field
of study, the manner in which PVE-E has emerged is quite extraordinary, though the jury,
so to speak, is out on the actual effectiveness of such programmes, including in teacher
education and training [20]. Many questions therefore remain open when it comes to the
prevention of violent extremism through education (PVE-E) in the institutional context,
especially in the pedagogical sense.

In sum, initiatives for the countering and preventing violent extremism through
education (PVE-E) have become a feature of global educational policy and educational
institutions across all phases, from early childhood to universities. If schools may be
regarded as safe spaces here for a pastorally sensitive reflection on matters of child safety
and harm, the specific subject matter of PVE-E is also dangerous territory. Not least
because of PVE-E’s focus on radicalization, but above all because of perceptions of schools
being used as an adjunct of governmental counter-terrorism policy. For the purposes
of developing pre-service teachers’ knowledge here—PVE-E policies now involving the
educational systems they will enter—understanding young people’s views on issues related
to radicalization and violent extremism form, we argue, a critical element in policy and
pedagogical critique. After providing some critical framing of the Finnish educational
context in a broader international setting, we thus examine young people’s views in
relation to these issues, data gathered as a part of our 4-year research project Growing up
radical? The role of educational institutions in guiding young people’s worldview construction.
Specifically focused on Finland but with potentially wider international implications, more
understanding about the topic of PVE-E is needed to inform teacher education and training,
to which our empirical data makes some innovative contribution.

2. Worldviews and Values in Finnish Education

Education, especially through the formal system of schooling, is one of the core
processes through which communities, such as nations, socialize their younger generations
and thereby also create and maintain societal cohesion. By transmitting those values
and ideas that the society regards important, formal education strengthens the idea of a
collective identity and the unity of the group, such thinking is increasingly an important
part of international educational policy, including but extending far beyond programs of
citizenship [21,22].

Often with a pervasive multidimensional dimension of inherited and acquired culture,
worldview is here referred to as an individual’s unique ontological, epistemological, and
ethical orientation to the environment [23] and the ontological foundation for values,
beliefs, and knowledge used in meaning-making and for making choices [24]. Worldview
functions as a philosophy of life, which is in a critical role in understanding reality and
in providing satisfying meanings to life questions. It may also refer to group values and
epistemologies, which function to define understandings of what can be known and how
to construct ideas of oneself and “the other” [25,26]. Children and youths’ worldviews are
increasingly hybrid in nature, merging elements from a variety of religious, secular, etc.
sources or traditions [27], and new forms of often very individualized spirituality [28,29].

To discuss prevention of radicalization and extremism, in other words, countering
of worldviews and mindsets that are considered as harmful or dangerous and thus pre-
ventable, it is necessary to first define those values and worldviews that are considered
as normative and accepted and in line with societal status quo [4]. Finland’s educational
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system is based on an ethos of equality and inclusion [30,31]. There are very few private
schools in Finland and all levels of pre-primary, basic, upper secondary, and university
education are publicly funded and aimed to be inclusive of all children. School education
in Finland is based on the values of humanity, equity, and democracy, stated in the Na-
tional Core Curricula [31]. While the foreign-born population is still relatively small [32],
plurality of attitudes and worldviews is increasing in Finland, which is also demonstrated
by the growing demand for school education in different religions and mother tongues,
which are offered for pupils based on their guardian’s request [33]. The Finnish model of
religious and secular ethics education has been praised for the ways in which it supports
the freedom of religion identified in the universal declaration of the human rights [34].
However, the model has also been strongly criticized for separating the students according
to their memberships, as well as for the fact that students do not necessarily identify
themselves with the tradition they are assigned to [35]. Although the school system is
officially non-denominational, Finland has a strong connection to the Evangelic-Lutheran
church in its history and this has created a national hegemony that, despite secularization,
impacts several layers of the society, including basic education. Despite the remarkable
decrease in memberships of the Lutheran Church in the past decades, a vast majority of
Finns (71%) affiliate with Lutheranism [36] at least nominally, and consider Lutheranism as
part of “Finnishness”. While this percentage does not necessarily tell much about the ways
in which people identify as being religious or non-religious, it provides an example of the
hegemonic position that Christianity has had, and still has, in being the main religious
tradition in Finland.

While the objectives of school education are defined in the national curricula, in re-
ality, educational institutions and individual teachers have great autonomy to decide the
teaching practices and learning contents. This type of setting emphasizes the significance
of individual teachers and their subjective values, worldviews, and understandings about
the moral foundations and complexities of those of the others. Unconscious or conscious,
these moral and ethical underpinnings underlie all education, from planning to pedagog-
ical practices to assessment. Especially central they become when addressing sensitive,
topical themes in the classroom, which lie at the basis of education for the prevention of
radicalisation and extremism [37,38].

3. Prevention of Radicalization in Finnish Education

Extremism and terrorism receive amplified media attention in Finland as elsewhere in
the Western world [39], which shows, for example, in young people’s increased worry about
terrorism [40,41] and the government’s emphasis of the role of the educational sector in the
national action plan for prevention of radicalisation and violent extremism [4,42]. Although
studies show that the majority of young people in Finland are doing well [43,44] and that
violent crime among young people has decreased [45], the suggested responsibilities
for educational institutions to partake in the national prevention of radicalisation and
extremism is well grounded: societal polarization, various extremist movements, and
attacks are in the rise [46,47] and young people’s exposure to propaganda, disinformation,
racism, and hate speech has increased. Teachers—working and interacting with young
people on a daily basis—are at the forefront of these trends as they get to witness and
address first-hand the effects and consequences that the various conspiracy theories and
extremist ideologies spreading online may have on children and youth.

However, to implement PVE-E policies in schools is not straightforward a mission, as,
for example, in the light of the increasing value and worldview pluralism in the Finnish
society and classrooms, it becomes challenging for the teachers to define the kinds of
values and ideologies that should be endorsed and what should be proscribed in formal
education. This ambiguity is reinforced by public debates where the focus of tolerance is
often narrow—the social norms and the societal spectrum of normality, especially regarding
values (see [48]), pose limits to which group or worldview is promoted, and which ones
are perhaps merely “tolerated”, or discriminated against [49]. Obviously, there is a lot of
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variety and nuance in between any ideological or religious extremes, so a clear demarcation
of worldviews that are endorsed in education and those regarded as extremist and harmful
needs careful consideration.

Our previous studies highlight the need to plan PVE-E strategies in line with national
educational policies through what we conceptualize as “institutional habitus” [4,18]. This
means that, for example, in the Finnish context, strategies based on profiling or monitoring
students, deployed in some countries [50], may not seem on the surface appropriate for the
Finnish educational culture, which is based on trust and the values of humanity, equity,
and democracy [4,30,31]. Regardless of interpretation or worldview, human rights and non-
violence can be considered as an indisputable frame of reference when defining models
of thought and action that need to be prevented at school. These are also included in
the fundamental rights defined by the Finnish constitution, on which the value base and
curricula of formal education are based. In this light, it can be concluded that all values,
beliefs, and intentions that are contrary to the fundamental rights and curricula and that
may lead to violent speech and/or actions should be considered as preventable. Despite
these clear boundaries, a lot of interpretive variation remains regarding the ways certain
values are held, for example, patriotism and nationalism.

In the national action plan for PVE-E, the role of formal education is viewed as twofold:
on the one hand, children and young people must be encouraged to think critically and
learn to peacefully engage in democratic citizenship, but on the other hand, attitudes and
activism must be prevented from turning into violent acts and extremism [42]. As the
objectives of the core curricula and the suggested PVE-E strategy are well aligned, the
focus of PVE-E is set on the prevention of polarization of children’s and young people’s
attitudes through a holistic approach based on the objectives and contents already defined
in the national curricula and existing organizational structures in ways that strengthen
each students’ inclusion, well-being, identity construction, and critical thinking [42,51].

Our recent studies on Finnish upper secondary and vocational school students (ages
16 to 20) indicate that the Finnish students share these national strategic aspirations. The
findings indicate that the students themselves see the role of educational institutions as
central in the prevention of violent attitudes and radicalization. The first of these stud-
ies [18] examined upper secondary school students’ answers to a matriculation examination
question titled “Assessing Radicalization” (ages 16 to 20, n = 1675). Of particular interest in
the research analysis was the way young people see the role of school in the prevention of
radicalization. The findings showed that young people see social and educational inequal-
ities as explanatory factors for radicalization and perceive school as an enabler of social
equity. In this sense, the students’ answers seem to reflect and be in line with the societal
ideal, as traditionally in Finland, educational institutions are viewed as contexts where
children and young people from all backgrounds meet as equal individuals and acquire
equal opportunities in life. Students also stressed the importance of education in increasing
one’s cognitive capital. They emphasized the need to broaden and diversify one’s epistemic
foundation, meaning knowledge about different cultures and religions, and skills needed
to assess knowledge, such as critical thinking and media literacy. These, the students
think, allow for perspective-taking and more independent thinking, which they view as
key factors in the prevention of radicalization. Several studies support this idea [3,52,53],
and similar skills have been highlighted in several other national prevention strategies [54].
The students also brought forth the significance of school as a social environment. They
viewed ostracism as a predisposing factor to radicalization, and related to this, pointed
to experiences of bullying and discrimination in school in particular. Combating and
preventing bullying and discrimination were considered important in order to experience
the school as a safe and inclusive environment in which all learners can grow towards
full membership in society. According to our results, the students held that together with
teacher-led discussions on different values, worldviews and sensitive issues, the fostering
of students’ independent thinking and feeling of school belonging could work as effective
antidotes to radicalization and extremism.
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In a subsequent study [43], we examined Finnish upper secondary school and voca-
tional school students’ (ages 16 to 20, n = 3617) views on how education could prevent
and reduce the formation of violent attitudes among young people, and instead, promote
attitudes that convey acceptance of diversity and equality between different people. Again,
the findings showed that the students regarded access to unbiased information about
other people, religions, and ideologies as key to reduce violent attitudes. The findings
also brought forth that the students were aware that the information they receive from
different sources, including teachers, may be distorted, fake, or presented from a biased
perspective depending on the worldview of the speaker. This highlights the topical global
concern about the reliability of knowledge and the confusion related to the trustworthiness
of different sources of information (see e.g., [55]). The students were cognizant of a need to
strengthen their abilities to critically interpret and evaluate knowledge. To do this, they
called for settings where all topics and sensitive issues could be evaluated, criticized, and
scrutinized together with the teacher safely and calmly from multiple viewpoints. Related
to this, the students underlined the importance of learning how to negotiate and debate
and other skills related to reconciliation and conflict resolution [43].

While the students recognized broadening one’s epistemic foundation as key to reduce
violent attitudes, the findings also highlighted the role of the school as a social community.
Students underlined the importance of exposure and contact between different students, as
social encounters and contact between different people within the school were perceived
to reduce hostility and prejudices—thereby, their views are aligned with Allport’s (1954)
classic contact hypothesis theory [56]. According to the students, fostering the feeling of
togetherness would be a way to counter bullying and violent attitudes, to reduce loneliness
and enhance openness to the other. This could be done, as proposed by students, for
example, by mixing the students in projects during classes and organizing school-wide
events engaging all students and staff. Interaction was seen as important, because according
to the students, loneliness and ostracism increase hostility towards others. These findings
thus show that a mere increase in epistemic knowledge does not suffice for fostering
positive intergroup attitudes among youth, but suggest that the development of a “sense
of belonging to a broader community and common humanity”, posited as an essential
objective for education for a sustainable future by Unesco [57], necessitates positive and
inclusive experiences and practices within the school context.

4. Schools as Safe Spaces: Thinking through Dangerous Territory

There is much literature on the notion of cultural space [58,59]. In educational terms,
there are corresponding notions of schools as safe spaces [60,61]. Yet, there are tensions
here and this is contested subject matter. Davies [50] (2016) asks, for instance, is all this
talk of security and indeed safety about safeguarding or surveillance? Thus, along with
the many challenges to introducing notions of security in educational environments, the
notional idea of school as a safe space for consideration of challenging topics means the
same space represents an encounter with dangerous territory.

Prevention of radicalization and extremism are typically approached from the per-
spective of counter-terrorism and public safety, one which increasingly impacts all aspects
not only of European but global public policy on security [62–64]. Consequently, this has
had an impact on many PVE-E strategies where aspects of safety and security have gained
increasing prominence [62,65–67]. International debates have long been dominated by
openings that consider how—but also increasingly why—educational institutions should
detect and identify individuals who are thought to threaten the safety of others with their
values or behaviours, or be at risk of “radicalizing” [4,54,68].

This is where the notion of dangerous territory becomes relevant. The types of
approaches that focus on monitoring and profiling of the students are often contested,
seeming inimical to the ethos of the local education, and across Europe, teachers share some
key concerns related to the suggested PVE-E duties [68]. According to studies, identification
and reporting duties seem to have increased the prejudices and stigmatisation concerning
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students from certain ethnicities and religious groups [50,69]. In some cases, false alarms
from school have led to further investigations and interrogations by the authorities, which
create stigma and a psychological burden for the student in question [70,71].

Most importantly, teachers seem to be worried about the apparent contradiction
between the curricular objectives to foster students’ critical thinking and the duties to
report observations about certain student rhetoric or utterances that seem to dispute the
curricular or national values. From the students’ perspective, the fears of being labelled
as radicalised have limited the scope, depth, and possibilities of educational discussions
on sensitive topics that students want to engage in class and prevented some of them
from seeking psychological support from the school’s well-being personnel in the fear of
stigma [71–75]. Overall, the PVE-E policies approached from a monitoring perspective
may heavily undermine the trust of the students and their families in the teachers and
the education system as a place of support and help, and have a long-term toll on the
well-being of the students [2,5,68,76]. The lack of trust and higher thresholds for seeking
socio-emotional support may indeed hinder the general feeling of safety in educational
institutions and increase the risk of radicalisation.

Although the Finnish approach to PVE-E is based on fostering well-being and inde-
pendent thinking instead of assessing risks, the concept of safety, however, emerges as
an important concept related to PVE-E in Finland, too. There are classic tensions here in
education as elsewhere between notions of liberty, freedom of expression, and the concerns
of security. The students in our two studies thus emphasized the school context as a
space to learn, explore identities, and scrutinize and understand sensitive topics safely and
without a fear of being bullied, excluded, or ridiculed. In this sense, “safety” refers to a
“safe space”, which is an educational metaphor for spaces concerned with psychological
and social benefits and avoidance of harms [77,78]. “Safe space” as a notion has roots in
Bhabha’s [79,80] “third space” [65,81]. In the educational context, safety is therefore not
something that is controlled and imposed from above, but more a feeling emanating from
the actors, organizational practices, and ethos of the school environment.

Similar to the concept of safe space, [82] Cavanagh et al. talk about “culture of care” in
schools, referring to an explicit recognition of the plurality of values, beliefs, and practices
at school, which makes it feel safe for all students to engage, contribute, belong, and feel
confident in their own cultural identities [82]. Na’ilah Suad Nasir and Jasiyah Al-Amin [83]
write about educational institutions’ necessity to function as identity-safe spaces, also for
the religious minority students for whom negotiations of religious values in the societal
sphere often are “at once intensely private and painfully public” (see also the REDCo
project on European youth, [65,81,84]).

In previous research on educational interventions that support student well-being
and feelings of safety in school contexts [60,85,86], it is noteworthy that the findings
often come down to two main ideas—to support the inclusion and sense of belonging
of all students, and to provide opportunities for active, responsible, and meaningful
participation. This is comprehensible when taken into account that school contexts that
support inclusion, belonging, and opportunities for participation support the satisfaction
of the basic psychological needs of the students, namely, autonomy, competence, and
relatedness [87,88]. Teachers may foster the satisfaction of these needs by minimizing
pressure and control on them, conveying warmth, caring, and respect to the students and
acknowledging students’ feelings about meaningful topics [88].

5. Educational Institutions and Extremism: Young People’s Views

For the purposes of developing pre-service teachers’ own knowledge here—PVE-E
now involving the educational systems they will enter—young people’s views on issues
related to radicalization and violent extremism form here an important part, we argue, in
understanding issues in and difficulties with the implementation of such policies. Specif-
ically focused on Finland but with potentially wider international implications, more
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understanding about the topic of PVE-E is needed to inform teacher education and training,
to which our empirical data makes some innovative contribution.

Outlining schools and classrooms as safe spaces for identities and dialogues is neces-
sarily an important starting point, but in order to draft a more multidimensional picture
of the youths’ aspirations concerning the safe space, we here assess the topics the youth
want more knowledge and discussions about. To do this, we introduce the methodological
framework of our 4-year research project Growing up radical? The role of educational insti-
tutions in guiding young people’s worldview construction and outline the specificities of the
sub-study presented in this paper. For the purposes of the present study, we examined
young people’s views in relation to the research question: What are the sensitive topics
that should be addressed within the safe spaces provided by the school?

6. Data and Method

As part of a larger mixed-method study looking at the ways educational institutions
can guide young people in their worldview construction and prevent violent attitudes
and actions, we carried out an online survey in several Finnish general upper-secondary
schools and vocational institutions (16- to 20-year-old students) in eight municipalities
across Finland. The survey consisted of both quantitative and qualitative questions about
the students’ values, social relationships, views about their life, and their perceptions about
other people. A total of 3617 respondents answered the questionnaire during autumn
2019. While the qualitative and other quantitative data are reported in other studies, the
sub-study presented in this paper focuses specifically on exploring the answers to one
previously unexplored quantitative measure.

Of all respondents of the study, 52% were female and 42% were male, and 5% identified
either as “other” or did not want to specify their gender. The race or ethnicities of the
respondents were not recorded, as this is not a normative procedure in Finland. The
share of responses gained from upper secondary institutions was higher than that from
vocational settings, with 82% representation of upper secondary institutions in comparison
to 18% from vocational settings (the sample is thus not nationally representative, as in 2020,
the national distribution of students’ school choice after basic education was 54% (upper
secondary schools) and 40% (vocational institutions) [89]). Geographically, the majority of
responses (45%) were gained from the Helsinki capital area.

We obtained ethical approvals for the study from the Universities of Helsinki and
Oxford and by all of the municipalities in which the educational institutions were located.
School headmasters or teachers distributed the link to the survey to the students, but it
was highlighted that participation was completely voluntary. Parental consent was not
needed because of the age of the respondents. The survey began with a confirmation of
voluntariness and full anonymity, explanation of the purpose of the study, and reminder of
the right to withdraw from responding at any moment.

To discuss approaches to PVE-E in a pedagogical framework, in the present sub-study,
we set to examine the students’ perspectives about the role of school in the distribution
of knowledge on topics closely related to the theme of radicalization and extremism. For
the purposes of the present study, we looked at student responses to the following survey
question: “How well has school provided you with knowledge on certain topics, namely,
‘religions and worldviews’, ‘well-being and health, ‘extremism and terrorism’, and ‘peace
promotion and conflict resolution’ on a scale 1 (poorly) to 5 (very well)?” The students’
evaluations provided us with an understanding of those topics that, on the one hand, are
well covered and addressed in school, and on the other, of those topics that are sensitive
and topical, but that are not sufficiently addressed. Concerning the statistical methods to
analyse the data, Chi-square test was used as a tool to determine the proportion differences
among groups. Variance analysis ANOVA was used to compare the statistical differences
among means of groups. Statistical analysis was made with IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 25)
predictive analytics software.
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7. Results

The online survey included a question about the students’ evaluations of the amount
of knowledge they have received on certain topics during their school years, namely,
about “religions and worldviews”, “extremism and terrorism”, “peace promotion and
conflict resolution”, and “well-being and health”. Figure 1 shows the proportions by school
type, “High school” meaning academically oriented upper secondary institutions and
“Vocational” standing for the vocational institutions.

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 19 
 

tain topics, namely, ‘religions and worldviews’, ‘well-being and health, ‘extremism and 
terrorism’, and ‘peace promotion and conflict resolution’ on a scale 1 (poorly) to 5 (very 
well)?” The students’ evaluations provided us with an understanding of those topics 
that, on the one hand, are well covered and addressed in school, and on the other, of 
those topics that are sensitive and topical, but that are not sufficiently addressed. Con-
cerning the statistical methods to analyse the data, Chi-square test was used as a tool to 
determine the proportion differences among groups. Variance analysis ANOVA was 
used to compare the statistical differences among means of groups. Statistical analysis 
was made with IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 25) predictive analytics software. 

7. Results 
The online survey included a question about the students’ evaluations of the amount 

of knowledge they have received on certain topics during their school years, namely, 
about “religions and worldviews”, “extremism and terrorism”, “peace promotion and 
conflict resolution”, and “well-being and health”. Figure 1 shows the proportions by 
school type, “High school” meaning academically oriented upper secondary institutions 
and “Vocational” standing for the vocational institutions. 

 

Figure 1. Evaluation of the knowledge received at school, proportions by school type. 

When looking at the means and percentages in Figure 1 and Table 1, it can be de-
ducted that of the four topics, the most knowledge the students had received was on re-
ligions and worldviews. Sixty percent of the respondents consider that school has pro-
vided them information about these “well” or “very well”, while only 15% of them think 
that it was not enough. This is logical, considering that religious education or secular 
ethics education are compulsory subjects in school from the first grade on, so by the time 
the students are in secondary education, they have received a minimum of 9 years of re-
ligious or secular ethics education [90]. Similarly, 74% of the students considered having 
received “well” or “very well” knowledge about well-being and health in school, while 
only 7% of them did not consider it enough. This can also be explained by the fact that 
health education is a compulsory subject in middle school and the themes related to it are 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

High school (N = 2328)
Vocational (N = 438)

Total (N = 2766)

High school (N = 2326)
Vocational (N = 438)

Total (N = 2764)

High school (N = 2327)
Vocational (N = 437)

Total (N = 2764)

High school (N = 2328)
Vocational (N = 439)

Total (N = 2767)

re
lig

io
ns

 a
nd

w
or

ld
vi

ew
s

ex
tr

em
ism

an
d 

te
rr

or
ism

pe
ac

e
pr

om
ot

io
n

an
d 

co
nf

lic
t

re
so

lu
tio

n
w

el
lb

ei
ng

an
d 

he
al

th

How well has school provided you with knowledge on...

poorly 2 3 4 very well

Figure 1. Evaluation of the knowledge received at school, proportions by school type.

When looking at the means and percentages in Figure 1 and Table 1, it can be deducted
that of the four topics, the most knowledge the students had received was on religions
and worldviews. Sixty percent of the respondents consider that school has provided them
information about these “well” or “very well”, while only 15% of them think that it was
not enough. This is logical, considering that religious education or secular ethics education
are compulsory subjects in school from the first grade on, so by the time the students are
in secondary education, they have received a minimum of 9 years of religious or secular
ethics education [90]. Similarly, 74% of the students considered having received “well” or
“very well” knowledge about well-being and health in school, while only 7% of them did
not consider it enough. This can also be explained by the fact that health education is a
compulsory subject in middle school and the themes related to it are also partly covered in
the lessons of physical education. Well-being and health-related themes are also part of the
mandatory courses in both upper secondary and vocational institutions.

When looking at the more sensitive topics, 33% of the students view that school
has given them “well” or “very well” information about peace promotion and conflict
resolution and 30% think the same about the topics of extremism and terrorism. However,
when viewed the other way around, the results show that 34% of the students think they
have not received enough knowledge about peace promotion and conflict resolution and
40% of them consider the knowledge school provided about extremism and terrorism
has not been adequate. This means that more than every third student would want to
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receive more knowledge and thus, understanding, about these often controversial and
emotion-laden topics.

Table 1. Means for selected variables by school type.

Religions and Worldviews Extremism and
Terrorism

Peace Promotion and
Conflict Resolution Well-Being and Health

Mean SD. Mean SD. Mean SD. Mean SD.

High
school 3.8 1.049 2.90 1.236 3.03 1.183 4.06 0.951

Vocational 2.84 1.317 2.40 1.332 2.77 1.349 3.72 1.256

Total 3.65 1.15 2.82 1.265 2.99 1.215 4.01 1.013

When looking at the results by school type, the Chi-square yielded statistically highly
significant differences between the school types on evaluations of the knowledge provided
in all selected topics (religions and worldviews: X2 (4) = 313.6, p < 0.001; extremism and
terrorism: X2 (4) = 91.7, p < 0.001; peace promotion and conflict resolution: X2 (4) = 52.5,
p < 0.001; well-being and health: X2 (4) = 75.5, p < 0.001). As presented in Table 1, upper
secondary general school students had statistically highly significantly higher mean in
every selected variable compared to vocational school students (religions and worldviews:
F(1;2764) = 283.70, p < 0.001; extremism and terrorism: F(1;2762) = 58.62, p < 0.001; peace
promotion and conflict resolution: F(1;2762) = 17.38, p < 0.001; well-being and health:
F(1;2765) = 43.21, p < 0.001). The differences between school types reflect more generally the
divergent curricula and organizational practices in upper secondary schools and vocational
institutions. While general education is emphasized in the former with a large offer
of academic courses, the culture of vocational institutions is more focused on learning
of professional skills [91]. Of course, we cannot deduct from the answers whether the
respondents’ evaluations were based on the entirety of their school paths or just the current
educational context.

The most significant differences between upper secondary and vocational institutions
can be viewed at the level of knowledge provided about religions and worldviews. Partly
it can be explained by the fact that religious education (RE) is not studied in vocational
institutions, but in upper secondary schools, there are two obligatory courses on RE. As
Ghosh et al. [20] have shown, the cultural and religious dimension to countering extremism
is important, but it is here as equally important to avoid the automatic association of
religion with extremism [92]. In terms of the data, though, the place and portrayal of
religion in the curriculum is important. There are thus statistically significant differences
between the school types on knowledge provided about extremism and terrorism and
peace promotion and conflict resolution as well, but they are relatively smaller. These are
topics that are not covered as separate entities in the curricula, but typically addressed
within the subjects of history, civics, or philosophy, for example. However, as the teachers in
Finland have substantial autonomy in the planning of their lessons, including the methods
and materials used, the extent and depth to which these, or any other themes, are covered
varies greatly from one teacher to the other, according to their motivation (see e.g., [93]).

When looking at the results by gender classification in Figure 2, the Chi-square
yielded statistically highly significant differences depending on gender on evaluations
of the knowledge provided in all other topics than religions and worldviews (religions
and worldviews: X2 (8) = 9.4, p = 0.338; extremism and terrorism: X2 (8) = 28.7, p < 0.001;
peace promotion and conflict resolution: X2 (8) = 25.7, p = 0.001; well-being and health:
X2 (8) = 37.2, p < 0.001), again reflecting the role of religious education in the Finnish basic
education. As presented in Figure 2, in statistical analysis of means, girls have similar
evaluations of the knowledge provided compared to those who do not want to tell their
gender or determined themselves as other. The only statistically small difference was
found in knowledge offered of well-being and health (F(1;1615) = 6.749, p = 0.016), with
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girls evaluating having received more information of it than those who identify as other or
do not want to tell their gender. This is understandable, as those students whose gender
identity deviates from the normative ones do not receive as much institutional or social
support in their identity building as do girls and boys [94].

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 19 
 

When looking at the results by gender classification in Figure 2, the Chi-square 
yielded statistically highly significant differences depending on gender on evaluations of 
the knowledge provided in all other topics than religions and worldviews (religions and 
worldviews: Χ2 (8) = 9.4, p = 0.338; extremism and terrorism: Χ2 (8) = 28.7, p < 0.001; peace 
promotion and conflict resolution: Χ2 (8) = 25.7, p = 0.001; well-being and health: Χ2 (8) = 
37.2, p < 0.001), again reflecting the role of religious education in the Finnish basic edu-
cation. As presented in Figure 2, in statistical analysis of means, girls have similar evalu-
ations of the knowledge provided compared to those who do not want to tell their gender 
or determined themselves as other. The only statistically small difference was found in 
knowledge offered of well-being and health (F(1;1615) = 6.749, p = 0.016), with girls 
evaluating having received more information of it than those who identify as other or do 
not want to tell their gender. This is understandable, as those students whose gender 
identity deviates from the normative ones do not receive as much institutional or social 
support in their identity building as do girls and boys [94]. 

 
Figure 2. Evaluation of the knowledge received at school, proportions by gender. 

Girls had statistically highly significantly lower mean in extremism and terrorism 
(F(1;2659) = 3.496, p < 0.001), statistically highly significantly higher mean in well-being 
and health (F(1;2659) = 1.567, p < 0.001). Also, girls evaluated the knowledge provided of 
peace promotion and conflict resolution statistically significantly lower than boys by 
means (F(1;2654) = 7.952, p = 0.004). Boys had statistically significantly higher mean on 
evaluations of the knowledge provided of peace promotion and conflict resolution 
(F(1;1257) = 0.003, p = 0.006) and statistically significantly weakly higher mean in ex-
tremism and terrorism (F(1;1260) = 0.301, p = 0.02) than those who determine themselves 
as other or do not want to tell their gender. The results are interesting, as in practice, all 
genders have been studying together in mixed classes, and therefore, in theory, should 
have received the same amount of information of the topics. The significant differences 
between the evaluations of the knowledge received from school can be partly explained 
by previous research on motivation and learning that highlight that the more a topic feels 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Girl (N = 1507)
Boy (N = 1151)

Other / Not want to tell (N = 108)
Total (N = 2766)

Girl (N = 1507)
Boy (N = 1149)

Other / Not want to tell (N = 108)
Total (N = 2764)

Girl (N = 1505)
Boy (N = 1151)

Other / Not want to tell (N = 108)
Total (N = 2764)

Girl (N = 1507)
Boy (N = 1151)

Other / Not want to tell (N = 109)
Total (N = 2767)

re
lig

io
ns

 a
nd

w
or

ld
vi

ew
s

ex
tr

em
ism

an
d 

te
rr

or
ism

pe
ac

e
pr

om
ot

io
n

an
d 

co
nf

lic
t

re
so

lu
tio

n
w

el
lb

ei
ng

an
d 

he
al

th

How well has school provided you with 
knowledge on...

poorly 2 3 4 very well

Figure 2. Evaluation of the knowledge received at school, proportions by gender.

Girls had statistically highly significantly lower mean in extremism and terrorism
(F(1;2659) = 3.496, p < 0.001), statistically highly significantly higher mean in well-being
and health (F(1;2659) = 1.567, p < 0.001). Also, girls evaluated the knowledge provided of
peace promotion and conflict resolution statistically significantly lower than boys by means
(F(1;2654) = 7.952, p = 0.004). Boys had statistically significantly higher mean on evaluations
of the knowledge provided of peace promotion and conflict resolution (F(1;1257) = 0.003,
p = 0.006) and statistically significantly weakly higher mean in extremism and terrorism
(F(1;1260) = 0.301, p = 0.02) than those who determine themselves as other or do not
want to tell their gender. The results are interesting, as in practice, all genders have been
studying together in mixed classes, and therefore, in theory, should have received the same
amount of information of the topics. The significant differences between the evaluations
of the knowledge received from school can be partly explained by previous research on
motivation and learning that highlight that the more a topic feels personally meaningful
and relevant, the more one pays attention to it and seeks for information about it [87].

The results also need to be viewed in the light of the broader societal context. Peace
promotion and conflict resolution are themes that are incorporated and debated over in
popular youth culture globally [95] and extremism and terrorism are themes that evoke
increasing uncertainty and worry in youth globally, but also in Finland [40]. The findings
perhaps reflect more broadly the Finnish cultural ethos of peace building and conflict
resolution that relate closely to the military service, which becomes a topical theme at
adolescence: in Finland, the military service is compulsory for all males between 18 and
60 years of age. The societal pressure for performing military service is strong and while
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more and more contested, it is still considered as a traditional rite of passage and a part of
identity for many males [96]. Civil service offers a non-military alternative, but still about
67% of the conscripts choose attending the military service, typically right after finishing
the upper secondary or vocational education. In fact, according to a recent study, Finnish
youths’ willingness to attend the military service is increasing as a result of global threats,
such as terrorism [97]. Theories on the role of motivation in learning [87] may partly
explain why boys evaluate having received more knowledge than other genders on peace
promotion and conflict resolution and would want to know more about extremism and
terrorism. These two themes can be considered closely related to each other and forming the
two sides of the same coin. Although a voluntary military service is also offered for females
since 1995 and the number of females in the army is steadily increasing [98], the military
service is not a popular choice among non-heterosexual and transgender youth, because
it is typically seen as a sexist and homophobic context and best suited for heterosexual
men [99].

8. Limitations

Regarding the limitations of the present study, the data is not representative of all
Finnish upper secondary or vocational level students, with 82% representation of upper
secondary institutions in comparison to 18% from vocational settings, but it has repre-
sentation from different geographical areas in Finland, both cities and smaller towns and
rural areas, and displays varied demographics. Furthermore, we acknowledge that the
survey question explored in this study refers to the students’ evaluation of the amount of
knowledge received of each given topic and cannot be explicitly analysed as an assessment
of their opinion about the personal meaningfulness or importance of the topic evaluated.
However, the labels of the answer scale (“poorly” and “very well”) do include an opinion-
mapping connotation and thus give a cue of the personal relevance of each given topic to
the respondent.

9. Discussion
9.1. Safe Spaces in Education

In order to prevent hostile attitudes and radicalization in the society, secondary
education students in Finland emphasize the role of school as a place to gain objective
and diverse knowledge about different cultures, religions, ideologies, values, political
systems, and diverse viewpoints. The students regard this knowledge as necessary for the
development of awareness, tolerance, perspective-taking, and understanding, especially
concerning those who seem different. They consider school as a natural and suitable context
for developing these types of cognitive resources, and call for opportunities to reflect and
discuss topics related to various cultures, religions, ideologies, values, and other possibly
sensitive topics in a safe, non-violent setting, safeguarded by teachers who are urged
to make efforts to remain impartial vis-à-vis the various worldviews and perspectives
present in the student body. This type of setting could be thought of as a safe space for the
exploration and construction of various identities, values, and worldviews, as well as for
fostering interpersonal understanding and belonging, and gaining new knowledge.

We suggest that creating safe spaces in schools for discussion and addressing challeng-
ing, sensitive topics recognizes safety not only as the absence of harm, such as scorning,
bullying, and exclusion, but also as providing students the space to express and discuss
their concerns, questions, and opinions, thus giving them the autonomy to become who
they are in respect to their identities, values, beliefs, and practices [65,81,82]. While the
dignity and safety of the identities of all students must be respected by upholding certain
rules regarding the freedom of expression, this type of safe space in school allows for the
growth of cognitive resources and social skills in students that are key in the prevention
of radicalization and extremism [65,100,101]. These resources and skills, also referred
to as “transversal competences” in the Finnish national core curriculum [31], enhance
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interpersonal understanding and create means in which dialogue and peaceful co-existence
can be advanced on interpersonal, community, and global levels.

9.2. Sensitive Topics and the Polyphony of Voices in the Safe Spaces

Regarding the topics of discussion within these safe spaces, the results of our present
study demonstrate that topics related to religion, well-being, and health are typically well-
covered in formal education in Finland, as evaluated by the students. However, they also
feel that school has not provided them with sufficient knowledge about topics related to
extremism and terrorism, and peace promotion and conflict resolution. Nevertheless, these
are themes that are omnipresent in the media and surface regularly and spontaneously
in daily discussions between the students and the teachers [102]. These sensitive and
often identity-related topics evoke curiosity, strong opinions, and feelings, such as fear
and uncertainty. It is thus understandable that the students want to discuss these in a
safe and calm environment that is conducive to gaining new knowledge, perspectives,
and more understanding, as opposed to the discussion platforms on social media that
are often tense, polarized, and contribute to even more fear and uncertainty [55]. These
themes also become topical at adolescence, as they relate closely to the military service
that is compulsory for all young males in Finland. However, it is noteworthy that these
are topics that are not allocated to any specific subject in the syllabus, but that may be and
typically are addressed within subjects dealing with global and humanitarian issues in
general, such as history, civics, religious education, or philosophy. Yet, this depends greatly
on the teacher.

While the topics related to extremism, terrorism, and conflicts are stimulating and
thought provoking, they may also be challenging to tackle for many teachers [101,103].
Indeed, teachers have reported feeling uncomfortable discussing themes related to ter-
rorism and extremist ideologies with children and youth because of lack of substance
knowledge about them. For example, they may feel uncertain to explain to the students
the motivations of a terrorist to commit an act and kill people [50] or why some people
radicalize while others do not [102]. However, if the youth do not receive support and
space in school for dealing with their questions, feelings, and thoughts related to complex
phenomena and current local or global incidents, such as terrorist attacks or wars, they
may be left with no means of dealing with these themes in a safe environment. In this case,
there is a risk that the students will go discuss these topics in forums where simplified
answers and solutions are offered to complex phenomena and where the justifications of
these views may be considerably biased and irrational.

In a large evaluation of those practices that seem to work in the field of PVE-E to
decrease black-and-white, dogmatic views, Davies [50] found out that one key factor for
success were teachers who are able to address and discuss controversial and difficult topics
with the students while promoting not a moralistic, but a critical stance. By discussing
sensitive issues, dissenters are given the opportunity to be heard, but also to assess their
own beliefs in a new light. Therefore, instead of condemning certain values or worldviews,
the discussion should bring forth all voices, not only of the polarized ones who disagree
with each other, but also of those who are uncertain or prefer staying in the middle
ground [50]. This means that the perspectives and opinions of all students should be heard
while also seeking to discover those experiences and feelings that are shared among most
of them.

These findings are especially relevant in the Finnish context, as recent studies show
that there are many young people in Finland who are socially excluded or feel they do not
belong in the school community or in society at large [104]. Creating inclusive safe spaces
where the feeling of belonging of students from all backgrounds is fostered and where
everyone becomes visible and heard is one way to address this issue at school. The creation
of safe spaces in school is a prerequisite for dialogue and discussion that are central tenets in
building connections between people having different perspectives [3]. By providing space
and opportunities for open, polyphonic, and unprejudiced dialogue between students who
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support different worldviews and ideologies, discussions of nonconformist or deviant
ideas and values an be facilitated. Additionally, those ideals of the students that may seem
extremist or “adrift” from the society’s point of view should be discussed together in school
as well as at home, in order to create and restore trust [76,102].

9.3. Teacher Education and the Scaffolding of Safe Spaces

While it is easy to agree with the above-described precepts—crystallizing the objectives
of 21st century global education [57]—their implementation in the classroom is, however,
much more challenging. To create truly and genuinely safe spaces for all students, added
sensitivity is required from the teachers first, to recognize the national hegemonies, norms,
and values that drive their actions and intentions often unwittingly, for these types of partly
unconscious elements and practices play a central role in the construction of the sense of
self, belonging, and acceptance of the values, worldviews, and identities of their students.
This is where teacher education has a relevant role in preparing student teachers for the
field: the ever diversifying student body in terms of worldviews and identities and the
suggested PVE-E policies now entering Finnish education make it important to emphasize
and practice student teachers’ self-reflection on how their own backgrounds, including
elements such as their socio-economic position, cultural heritage, and internalized values,
shape the way they filter and interpret the world and its actors [4,25]. All teachers act
according to their own epistemological understanding of knowledge and truth and this
again influences how they interpret teaching and learning situations. These implicit
biases can lead to errors in perception and interpretation of the students’ actions and
utterances [105]. According to studies, youth are very sensitive in detecting teachers’
values in the tone of their voice, the conflicts between what they say and what they do,
even in their silences [25,65,81].

Teachers are in a key role in creating safe spaces in school for all students to grow
cognitively and socially. To do this, metacognition [106], in other words, skills related
to “thinking about thinking”, needs to be practiced early in teacher education. Only
through thorough self-reflection can one become aware of one’s own epistemic foundation
(values, beliefs, prejudices, and ways of knowledge acquisition), which is a prerequisite for
developing ethical sensitivity [107] and understanding of the epistemic foundation of the
others [100]. Teachers’ awareness of their own epistemic foundation forms the scaffolding
for the safe spaces and help them in guiding discussions on sensitive topics in a more
objective way. We believe that such issues are becoming acute in an area such as the
prevention of radicalization and extremism through education.

10. Conclusions

Lately, the diversifying societal value landscape together with the rise of violent events
and ideologies [46,108] have created pressure for education to address these challenges
and to develop the students’ abilities to live and thrive in the diversifying societal settings
and in the global world. The polyphony of voices, identities, and diversifying worldviews
are increasingly visible in the Finnish classrooms and confrontations between these create
tensions also in and through the natural habitat of the youth, social media, which, with its
algorithms, increases societal polarization and conflicts between identities and groups of
people. However, the ability to coexist peacefully with people with diverging values and
lifestyles without forcing anyone into certain societal norms and moulds is necessary to
operate in a democratic society. Finnish youth share these thoughts and consider conflict
resolution skills as important [40] and necessary in order to prevent hostile attitudes and
radicalization [18].

Administered and promoted by governmental policies internationally and more
recently also in Finland [42], the prevention of radicalization and violent extremism through
education (PVE-E) has emerged as an important objective for educational institutions
and, consequently, a novel field of study in the field of educational sciences. The aim of
our research project [92] is to explore pedagogical vistas for carrying out PVE-E policies
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in the context of Finnish formal education. This is a particularly topical issue at the
moment when young people demonstrate active and democratic citizenship and agency
by expressing their concerns, about e.g., climate change or the rights of minorities. It is,
however, important to distinguish radicalization into extremism from radical thinking
and radicalism, which refer to forward-looking patterns of thought and efforts to reform
grievances or other perceived injustices in the mainstream society. The key is to differentiate
between violent intentions or acts and peaceful pursuits of social change. Furthermore,
in this perspective, it is necessary to strengthen the role of educational institutions in
supporting young people to express and act upon their values in peaceful, democratic, and
non-violent ways and to prevent them from turning into extremism.

The more media coverage is given to the signs of a world fraught with multiple
insecurities and uncertainties, the more attention, we might argue, needs to be drawn
in by teachers to the significance of knowledge processing and application. In order to
prevent hostility and radicalization, students’ minds need to stay as open as possible to
new knowledge and perspectives [100]. In light of the findings of our studies [18,43,100],
we argue that what schools can do to guide young students to positively and peacefully
engage with each other and the society is to offer them a safe environment in which their
awareness and understanding can be nurtured, and which gives them tools to assess and
analyse the way societal and global phenomena and the (social) media affect their thoughts,
emotions, and construction of beliefs, values, and identity. Teachers are important and
central facilitators in these processes. Instead of controlling and limiting the topics of
discussion, the aim of PVE-E should be to broaden and diversify the epistemic foundation
of the students by letting them explore the depths of topics that at surface may seem
sensitive, controversial, and potentially dangerous. However, it should be noted that these
processes are enabled only by a teacher’s self-reflection—the understanding of one’s own
epistemic foundation—in order to find ways to reduce its potentially harmful effects on
the construction of worldviews and identities of the students.

In the development of pedagogical approaches for PVE-E, there is, we here suggest,
an important role in understanding the views of the ultimate recipients of such teaching
and learning approaches in schools: young people themselves. Our recently published
theoretical framing of this issue has, additionally, taken into account the notional “threshold
of adversity”, those extreme circumstances and situations that push young people beyond
the realm of safety into harm’s way [100]. Our empirical study, the findings of which we
presented here in specific reference to the views of young people in relation to education’s
role in the prevention of radicalization, makes a contribution to further such understanding
of young people’s views on these issues. This understanding, we hope, provides pathways
to factor in approaches to such pedagogies. Indeed, members of our team have already
made contributions to innovative counter-extremism in education policies in Finland.
Continuing further to understand young people’s views seems an obvious, but often
missed, component of policy development in this area, the study of which remains for us
ongoing, particularly as part of our 4-year research project Growing up radical? The role of
educational institutions in guiding young people’s worldview construction.
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