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Chapter 13
National Curriculum Development 
as Educational Leadership: A Discursive 
and Non-affirmative Approach

Michael Uljens and Helena Rajakaltio

Abstract This chapter reconstructs the making and implementation of the new 
national curriculum in Finland (2012–2016). This research draws on non- affirmative 
theory of education and discursive institutionalism. The curriculum making process 
is perceived as a non-hierarchical educational leadership process where the National 
Board of Education (NBE) mediates and positions itself concerning (a) aims, (b) 
contents and (b) methods between transnational policies, national political decision 
making and policy work, various pressure and expert groups as well as school prac-
tice. The data consisted of interviews with three key actors within the Steering 
Committee of Curriculum Development (SCCD) and document analysis. The 
results demonstrate a shift towards stronger political steering, which in fact is a 
deviation from previous, trustbased policy regarding national education administra-
tion. In terms of discursive institutionalism the policy culture in Finland framing the 
curriculum leadership is still coordinative and dialogical, i.e. typical of a political 
consensus culture with broad governments, providing more autonomy for the edu-
cational administration. Second, curricular aims in the New Curriculum from 2016 
reflect a movement towards a competence based curriculum, i.e. a more performa-
tive educational ideal is supported. The key competencies promoted are now similar 
to those promoted by the OECD since 2006. Third, a collaborative and development 
oriented professional culture around teaching methods is strengthened. Learning of 
the contents should now promote the development of more general key competen-
cies. There are no indications of that the school system in Finland would be leaving 
a strong subject centered curriculum and evaluation.
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 Introduction

This chapter investigates the national curriculum process in Finland (2012–2016). 
In the first half of the article features of a theoretical framework for curriculum work 
as educational leadership is outlined. The position draws on non-affirmative theory 
of education and Bildung as well as discursive institutionalism from political sci-
ences. The second half of the chapter investigates the curriculum making process as 
a non-hierarchical top-down and bottom-up educational leadership process where 
the National Board of Education (NBE) mediates between political decision mak-
ing, pressure groups and school practice. This mediation falls into two parts. The 
first relation, between National Board of Education and Ministry of Education and 
Culture, concern the establishment of new Decrees and decisions on allocation of 
time over school subjects. These decrees create a foundation for the later curriculum 
making process. The second relation, that between the National board of Education 
(NBE) and practitioners is based on document analysis. Concerning the curriculum 
itself the results point out changes concerning aims, contents and methods. The cur-
ricular aims in Core Curriculum in Finland 2016 partially reflect a movement 
towards a competence oriented curriculum. A collaborative and development ori-
ented culture around teaching methods is emphasized. The subject-matter itself is 
more clearly seen as a vehicle for Bildung purposes.

Questions and Design The aim of this chapter is to investigate the national core 
curriculum reform (National Board of Education 2014) as a curriculum leadership 
process at a national level. The whole process is called Curriculum reform 2016. 
The official curriculum making process is seen as a non-hierarchical top-down and 
bottom-up educational leadership process where the Finnish National Board of 
Education (FNBE) mediates between transnational and national political decision- 
making, pressure groups, stakeholders and school practice (Robertson 2006, 2007). 
The interaction between these levels is considered non-hierarchal as, for example, 
FNBE, assigned by the Ministry (politics), prepares the ground work for the Decrees 
to decided upon by the Ministry. As political powers then have decided upon the 
aims and other questions the curriculum construction process led by FNBE may 
start. This is, simplified, the shape and form of the non-hierarchical procedure – 
administration prepares for Decrees, Decrees direct the work of the administration, 
the administration (FNBE) approves the curriculum.

More precisely the two-level design of this analysis is divided between studying, 
first, the vertical dialogue and process between the FNBE and the Ministry of 
Education and Government, and, second, vertical dynamic relations between FNBE 
and stake holders, pressure groups and practitioners. While at the first level, i.e. 
between FNBE and the Ministry, we study the generative process through which the 
Decrees are created that later direct the later curriculum constructing process, while 
the second level tries to catch the dynamics of how FNBE cooperate with the field 
of practitioners in implementing the curriculum. It is in this sense we see FNBE 
demonstrating educational leadership as a mediating instance between politics and 
practice. In this mediating and translating process FNBE is provided with degrees 
of freedom, a relative independence, to make decisions.
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Third, the curriculum itself is analyzed according to the general part of the cur-
riculum. Finally some development trajectories are described in the Finnish com-
prehensive school with relevance for the study.

Our three empirical research questions are:

 1. How may the recent tradition of revision processes of the national core curricu-
lum in Finland be described?

 2. What features may be identified in the discursive dynamics between FNBE and 
the Ministry of Education (Government) regarding the preparation of Decrees 
regulating later curriculum construction?

 3. How was the curriculum development process designed with respect to coopera-
tion between FNBE, municipalities and schools?

The first question is answered through a reconstruction of recent developments 
concerning curriculum work in Finland. The answer on this question forms the 
starting point for the analysis of the second and third research questions.

The data analyzed questions 2 and 3 consist of laws, decrees and other docu-
ments regulating the curriculum process. The main data sources are the Government 
Decree (Government Decree 422/2012) passed in June 2012 and the National core 
curriculum passed in November 2014 (National Board of Education 2014) which 
will be implemented in August 2016. In addition we analyze official policy docu-
ments, plans, public process descriptions and information produced by the national 
committee, and interviews with education officials at the national level. Furthermore 
we have carried out interviews with core officials at the FNBE responsible for lead-
ing the curriculum construction process the past 5 years. The interviews were car-
ried out by both of us being present as interviewers at all three occasions. The 
sessions lasted around 2 h each, which were transcribed. In this study we utilize 
understandings that we developed during the interviews.

Given that curriculum development forms a part of a more general process con-
cerning school development a number of significant other parallel decisions con-
cerning school governance are pointed out. Such initiatives may be considered as 
additional sources of information to be interpreted in order to gain a more coherent 
picture. These other school governance initiatives have to do with the renewal of the 
evaluation system, new developmental plans expected to be used by the schools, 
financial models, and national reform work on principal education. Furthermore in 
the present curriculum reform several national core curricula were drawn up simul-
taneously i.e. a national core curriculum for pre-primary education, a core curricu-
lum for general upper secondary education and a core for curriculum basic education 
in arts, as well as the curricula for preparatory education for immigrants.

 Theoretical Framework

To pursue these aims we will, first, outline features of a theoretical platform for how 
‘leadership as curriculum development’ may be approached. To this end we describe 
a non-affirmative and discursive educational leadership approach (Uljens 2015; 
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Uljens and Ylimaki 2015). This position draws on different but related contributions 
considered valuable, but which alone are perceived limited for a comprehensive 
understanding of curriculum reform at the national level. These are non-affirmative 
theory of education general education (Benner 1991; Uljens 2002), Didaktik (Uljens 
1997), research on curriculum leadership (Ylimaki 2011), as well as discursive 
institutionalism (Schmidt 2008). The framework to be described is related to but not 
the same as intersubjective and recognition based social philosophy (Honneth 1995) 
in a critical Bildung tradition (Benner and English 2004). The position assumes 
individual agency as discursively embedded leadership practice. Educational lead-
ership as professional activity include an interpersonal moral relation, carried out in 
historically developed societal institutions framed by a policy context, ideologies 
and occurring within a larger cultural historical tradition (Rajakaltio 2011; Uljens 
and Ylimaki 2015). An additional framing of the empirical analysis consist of a 
structural model describing curriculum decentralisation and recentralisation as well 
as externalisation of evaluation, originally based on a reflective theory of school 
didactics.

There are many reasons for viewing curriculum work at the nation state level as 
educational leadership. By turning our attention to ‘curriculum work as educational 
leadership’ we expect being able to highlight some of the mechanisms through 
which the political ideas, initiatives and positions transforms into a ‘pedagogical 
agenda’ offered to practitioners. Curriculum is thus both a political, pedagogical 
and practical challenge. We are interested in how this curricular agenda is initiated, 
established, adapted, enacted, defended and negotiated on different levels, however, 
without forgetting to include key actors on the national level. How do those in 
charge for large scale education reforms act as educational leaders? How do they 
mediate between political interests, pressure groups, academic research and practi-
tioners’ interests? To lead a national reform process is also a huge organizational 
and practical undertaking. How, and why, is the process, including so many actors, 
organized as it is?

In demonstrating such a processual and activity oriented focus we connect to 
research traditions studying the initiation, implementation and institutionalisation 
of curriculum (Hopmann 2003; Goodlad 1979; Lundgren 1989; Phillips and 
Hawthorne 1978). Following Erich Weniger’s (1975) view curriculum making is a 
complex practical and political problem, where education as a science can contrib-
ute but cannot have or be given the responsibility for the process. As Künzli (2013) 
points out there is no traditional truth criteria to be applied for evaluating the pro-
cess, rather “situative and historic appropriateness”. Neither is the process predict-
able or possible to control. In many respects Schwab’s (1978) position is reminiscent 
of Wenigers.

Curriculum making is about construing a platform or frame not only for teaching 
but also for subsequent leadership of the educational system. We assume that the 
curriculum may be viewed as a programmatic interruption in the practitioner’s way 
of understanding herself and carrying out one’s professional tasks. Here we make 
use of Foucault’s view of politics as an invitation to self-formation while ethics is 
taken to refer the individual’s response, how the individual chooses to relate to her-
self. An interruption of this kind is an intervention in the Other’s relation to herself, 
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other persons and the world (Honneth 2003). Such a recognition based Hegelian 
philosophy provides a general frame for understanding how the curriculum itself, as 
well the construction process, operates, and is used, as a pedagogical intervention in 
order to influence. Here influence does not mean implementation of readymade 
ideas but an invitation to a dialogue. In our view, in doing so educational leadership 
as curriculum work recognizes the subject as radically free as this makes her able to 
transcend what is given. But the position also acknowledges the necessity of the 
subject’s own agency as a necessary requirement for transcending a given state. The 
effect of curriculum development activity is, obviously, also in the hands of the 
receivers enacting given intentions.

In line with discursive and non-affirmative leadership theory (Uljens and Ylimaki 
2015) curriculum making discourse is considered as an invitation to self-activity 
and self-formation create spaces within and between institutionalized levels. 
Consequently, also national education leaders’ ways, patterns or cultures of inviting 
practitioners, principals and teachers, in developmental work around the curriculum 
can be built upon a recognition based view of intersubjectivity and subjectivity in 
the way Honneth has suggested.

Discursive Institutionalism Not only does a curriculum form a platform for educa-
tional leadership practice. Also the very making of the curriculum is a kind of lead-
ership. In curriculum making there is typically a complex interaction occurring 
between politics and the administration. One result of this process, e.g. law and 
decrees, form the point of departure for the actual working out the curriculum. In 
this study we limit ourselves to the process starting when the laws and decrees are 
accepted. Yet, as a curriculum is a part of a more general ideological and politically 
informed pedagogical policy agenda (Weniger 1975; Schwab 1978; Apple 1996), 
‘educational leadership as curriculum making’ cannot be disconnected from these 
politically agreed general aims of education and must be analysed in relation to 
them, which will be done. In essence we see national authorities working with the 
making of curriculum as mediating between politics and educational practice. We 
also make the assumption that how this national educational leadership process of 
curriculum making is and may be carried out is dependent on the political culture of 
each country. Although the curriculum is central to both Didaktik and curriculum 
theory the policy culture of leadership is often not thematized, which is something 
that discursive educational leadership expands towards.

We argue that analyzing curriculum making as educational leadership may uti-
lize the concepts of ‘discourse’ and ‘ideas’, as developed by Schmidt (2008) in 
discursive institutionalism. Given that “ideas are the substantive contents of 
 discourse”, discourse is “the interactive process of conveying ideas” (Schmidt 
2008). Discursive institutionalism takes its point of departure in normative and cog-
nitive ideas on a philosophy, policy and program level:

Cognitive ideas speak to how …policies offer solutions to the problems at hand, how … 
programs define the problems to be solved and identify the methods by which to solve 
them, and how both policies and programs mesh with the deeper core of … principles and 
norms of relevant scientific disciplines or technical practices. Normative ideas instead 
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attach values to political action and serve to legitimate the policies in a program through 
reference to their appropriateness… Normative ideas speak to how … policies meet the 
aspirations and ideals of the general public and how … programs as well as … policies 
resonate with a deeper core of … principles and norms of public life, whether the newly 
emerging values of a society or the long-standing ones in the societal repertoire. (Schmidt 
2008, 307)

These ideas are considered to manifest themselves in coordinative and commu-
nicative discourses. Coordinative discourses mainly occur among policy makers, 
and communicative discourses occur between policy making and the public. 
Schmidt points out that different nation states demonstrate different polities or polit-
ical cultures. Coordinative cultures are frequent in simple or consensus oriented 
polities and are featured by broad policy preparing procedures and practices widely 
including different policy actors. Communicative polities in turn typically are fre-
quent in nation states dominated by either left or right wing governments or com-
plex polities. In these last policies political work is more narrowly based, i.e. led by 
the government parties, typically resulting in a so called communicative culture, i.e. 
where politicians have to market decisions made, as no broad coalitions necessarily 
back them up.

First, it is obvious that curriculum making work around both cognitive and nor-
mative ideas reflected in the aims and contents of education. We see the meaning of 
these ideas as evolving due to the discursive processes in relation to given a context 
at different levels – a philosophical, policy and program level. In this perspective a 
discursive approach to educational leadership also may reveal how processes and 
dynamics between actors and levels are related to how these substantive ideas are 
reconstructed.

Non-affirmative and Discursive Theory of Educational Leadership Despite 
obvious merits of a politological approach like discursive institutionalism only lim-
ited attention is directed to the pedagogical dimension of these discourses. We see 
a need to overcome this limitation of discursive institutionalism in understanding 
educational leadership. How may this be done?

In line with non-affirmative leadership theory (Uljens 2015; Uljens and Ylimaki 
2015) we make use of some fundamental theoretical categories in non-affirmative 
education theory (Benner 1991). A first assumption is to adopt a non-hierarchical 
view of how societal forms of practice are related (Gruber 1979). This means that 
various forms of societal practices like education, politics, law and economy are not 
sub- or super-ordinated in relation to each other. For example, on the one hand poli-
ticians decide about new laws, on the other politics is regulated by law. Education is 
politically directed, but in such a way that an educated individual can change future 
politics. In this sense education is not limited to socialization into given norms but 
supports the individuals growth into a deliberating subject (Englund 1996) able to 
transcend what is given.

Given the above we accept the view of curriculum making as a ‘complicated 
conversation’ (Pinar 2011) in a procedural and deliberative democracy. Curriculum 
making is a contingent processes where tradition, political and moral will in addi-
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tion to rational reason operate in relation to self-formation. Regarding the influence 
of (political) will and (rational) reflection, our assumption is that in a consensus 
oriented political culture, like Finland, more room is left for rational deliberation in 
curriculum work and also for teacher autonomy. This gets support from Schmidt 
(2008) who assumes that simple polities, i.e. consensus cultures, are featured by 
coordinative rather than a communicative discourse. Consequently, in systems fol-
lowing a stronger political e.g. left-right wing culture we would expect that the role 
of the administration is more executive and managerial directed by politics, while 
being less autonomous and balancing between political, academic and practical 
interests. In many countries also the central administrators are replaced as the result 
of elections, seldom so in Finland. In comparison a culture of trust in professional 
deliberation rather than control may partly be explained by this political culture in 
Finland (Uljens and Nyman 2013).

In our view curriculum may be seen as an invitation to practitioners to reflect on 
their pedagogical work. A curriculum may be seen as a “summons” to self- reflection 
and activity (Benner 1991). In summoning it is always assumed that those being 
summoned have a will of their own. Fundamentally, the idea of influencing some-
body by summoning recognizes the individual’s transcendental freedom and present 
empirical condition. The practitioner’s self-realization would thus mean that the 
individual relates to a curriculum as to an “interrupting” summons, an invitational 
offering. But the process of self-realization is completed only through the indivual’s 
own activity. Here we refer to the concept of Bildsamkeit, initiated by J. G. Fichte 
and carried further by Hegel, Herbart and Schleiermacher and subsequently by e.g. 
Dewey, Mead and Vygotsky, in different versions, though the root is the same.

In addition we want to emphasize that educational leadership in the form of cur-
riculum implementation, demonstrate a paradoxical relation to praxis. How? Let us 
give an example. Although the aims, content or methods proposed in the curriculum 
may be new the practitioners are treated as if they would understand these new ideas 
and as if they were capable of transforming their praxis, even if they, by definition, 
not necessarily are yet able of doing this. The paradox consists in that the practitio-
ners are approached as if they already were able to do what they are expected to 
become able of doing. Yet, only by being approached in this way, they may tran-
scend their current praxis (Benner 1991; Uljens 2002), i.e. the curriculum is an 
invitational disruption.

The previously described non-hierarchical relation between societal forms of 
practice means then that, on the previous grounds, a simple top-down implementa-
tion process in launching new curricula is not possible. The validity of the modern 
version of the pedagogical paradox, i.e. to be recognized as a reflecting and free 
individual although it is through this very recognizing agency of the Other that one 
may become a culturally free and reflecting individual, is not limited to the intersub-
jective relation in a teaching-studying-learning process in the classroom, but is also 
relevant in describing educational leadership at other levels. We can see that educa-
tional leadership on a national level is then not only about managing educational 
institutions or supporting the growth of professional competence but includes a 
pedagogical dimension.
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From a discursive curriculum leadership perspective we turn our attention to the 
normative and cognitive ideas behind these intentional “disturbances” as well as the 
shapes they take in different political, cultural and administrative systems  – as 
intentions, interpretations and negotiations. The task would thus be to try to grasp 
the dynamics in a given cultural, historical, political, institutional and societal con-
text. In fact, the very change from an old public administration (OPA) model to a 
new public management (NPM) model has reminded us how strongly any gover-
nance model directly, and mostly indirectly, affect the individual’s self-formation 
and identity (Pinar 2011). In this respect we see soft-governance as a ‘politics’ invit-
ing or even forcing the subject to new forms of self-formation (Foucault). Utilizing 
this insight it is also possible to study the intentions of ‘normalisation’ and creation 
of cultural coherence by curricular work.

Adopting a non-hierarchical view a view has consequences for how we consider 
educational administration in a democracy to operate: not only teachers but also 
education leaders at different levels are both allowed and assumed to make use of 
degrees freedom given. The system builds upon the previously mentioned paradox. 
Curriculum making cannot on these grounds be unconditionally sub-ordinate even 
to those very laws and decrees directing the process of making the curriculum as the 
curriculum in any western democracy prepares the younger generation to become 
citizens to participate in changing the very laws.

Deliberative Approaches and Discursive Educational Leadership Theory Given 
the above focus on recognition of individual and professional agency we see it fruit-
ful also to relate to critical theory of social action inspired by Habermas to help us 
reflect upon educational leadership in curriculum making. Following a hegelian tra-
dition emphasizing intersubjective legitimation of values and knowledge, Habermas’ 
ideal principles for communication may be used as a reference point in investigating 
how educational leadership as curriculum making in a democratic society works. 
This is in coherence with was previously said about discursive institutionalism and 
educational leadership theory. Communicative action is here considered to refer to 
a process where participants may act in their own interests but harmonized with 
interests of others, thus pointed at the centrality of negotiation (Englund 1996). The 
deliberational aspect also point at that self-formation (Bildung) does not occur with-
out a reference to an Other, on the contrary. We see this kind of communicative 
action as being about will formation as well as personal and cultural identity, but 
also about supporting rational reflection in valuing an orientation towards being 
comprehensible and truthful, sincere (honest), sensitive for others interests and also 
critical with respect to authorities (Habermas 1987). A consensual political tradi-
tion, like the one in Finland, offers, so we believe, more degrees of freedom for such 
a rational dialogue. A discourse ethical approach thus pay attention to what kinds of 
procedural communicative dialogues are carried out (Roth 2000). In this study the 
education officials’ work is framed by political legislation but the political decisions 
do not transform into practices by themselves. Policies are enacted on several levels 
of the educational system (Ball et al. 2011), and involves moral, political and ratio-
nal agency (Carleheden 2006).
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Conceptually then, curriculum making as educational leadership is here under-
stood as a mediational process operating between on the one hand values and, on 
the other, various epistemologies. By epistemologies is referred to that decision 
making in educational leadership is related to knowledge of e.g. teaching practices, 
culture, students, law, financial systems, technology, communication, demograph-
ics, working life and management. By values is referred to both ethical and political 
questions. Educational leadership within the administration on the school, munici-
pal, state and transnational level thus partly consist of making use of the degrees of 
freedom offered in this critical-hermeneutic process. In this process policies are 
both constructed and enacted.

Educational leadership as curriculum work is also mediational in other respects. 
Leadership is horizontally distributed over professional actors both within and 
between institutions (cf. policy borrowing). Educational leadership is also vertically 
distributed between e.g. transnational level, the state, municipal level and the school 
level. We can identify a first, second, third and fourth order of educational leader-
ship where the object of what is led varies. Teachers’ leading students’ study activi-
ties is first order leadership. Principals leading teachers’ professional teaching 
activities is second order leadership. Education officials (eg. superintendents) lead-
ing principals’ leadership activities is third order leadership. While national educa-
tion authorities leading the previous activities is called fourth order educational 
leadership. In this study we consciously delimit ourselves to a national level, 
although we fully accept that transnational interests clearly influence the national 
curriculum process in many ways (Frontini 2009).

A final argument for viewing curriculum work as educational leadership is that 
empirical and theoretical curriculum research often, but not entirely, has overseen 
educational leadership. A similar limitation holds true for the Didaktik tradition. 
Leadership research in turn has typically not related itself to curriculum making or 
theory (Uljens and Ylimaki 2015). Thus to consider curriculum work as discursive 
educational leadership may point at new openings.

 Results

The Policy Culture Regarding the Revision Process of the National Core 
Curriculum in Finland The curricular reform work in Finland is traditionally 
carried out as a process of systemic educational leadership from the top of the 
administration to the single school. The national core curriculum is a national regu-
lation in compliance with which the local curricula are designed. The purpose of the 
national core curriculum is to support and steer the work in schools and to promote 
equality and the underlying values of basic education as democracy, cultural diver-
sity as a richness and sustainability as a way of living. Education providers, most 
commonly municipalities, are fairly autonomous in practicing local educational 
policy due to their own development strategies and draw up their own local curri-
cula based on the national core curricula. They are responsible for the preparation 
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and development of the local curriculum as well for practical teaching arrangements 
and the quality of its education. Local authorities has the right to choose whether 
there will be a common local school curriculum or if some schools will set up a cur-
riculum together or if there will be school specific curricula. They determine how 
much autonomy is passed on to schools (National Board of Education 2012). The 
relation between state and the municipalities has changed since the 1990s. The 
municipalities are more self-governing than before (The Local Government Act 
365/1995). But because of financial straits some municipalities have cut their 
resources and a segregation process can be noticed due to various economic and 
social structures in different municipalities (Nakari and Sjöblom 2009).

A renewal of the National Core Curriculum for basic education in Finland has so 
far been carried out about every tenth year (1970, 1985, 1994, 2004) although some 
important amendments in the legislation have been accomplished in the years 
between. The Basic Act from late 1990s (Basic Education Act 628/1998) still 
applies. The present national core curriculum issued in 2004 is based on the Act 
1998, which stated the single-structure basic education (grades 1–9) by abolishing 
the traditional (administrative) division between primary and lower secondary 
schools (National Board of Education 2004). The single-structure school is based 
on the principle of continuity. The Basic Education Act 1998 pointed out individu-
alization as a pervasive principle, which responds to societal orientation towards 
neoliberal individualism. According to the Act every pupil has the right to receive 
tuition corresponding to his/her talents and prerequisites. In the national core cur-
riculum 2004 this individualistic orientation was embedded in the development of 
the 9–11 years single-structure basic education as the idea of individual learning 
pathways and devoted attention to learning plans which could be set up for every 
pupil as it was stated.

The individualistic view – combined with a diagnostic culture in defining special 
needs – had led to an explosion of enrollments into special student status. In 2010 
significant changes were made in the administration guidelines for special educa-
tion, in the legislation and in the national core curriculum 2004 which affirmed the 
basic principles: early identification of risks and a three-step-support system for 
inclusive education. The supplementary to the national core curriculum had a strong 
emphasis on diversity and equality in all aspects; sex, age, ethnicity and nationality, 
language, religion, conviction, opinion, health and disability. The changes call for a 
safe and collaborative school community, which enhances all pupil’s well-being, 
differentiation, cooperation and meaningful learning (National Board of Education 
2010). These changes and amendments are embedded in the national core curricu-
lum 2014 (National Board of Education 2014).

The national education policy in Finland is promoting an ideology of inclusion. 
The change emphasizes recognition of diversity and differences to labeling and 
diagnosing students and to prevent exclusion by early identification of risks and by 
offering supportive inclusive practices. The education provider is obliged to ensure 
that the pupils’ right to receive support is implemented in practice. The purpose of 
the reform is to reinforce the learning support mechanisms for all students. The 
issue of developing inclusive forms of education has led to increased challenges at 
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school level in curriculum development and everyday practices, and teachers strug-
gle to respond to the actual needs of a diverse student population. The need of col-
laboration among teachers and welfare staff is facing a cultural shift in the 
traditionally individualistic work culture into a more collaborative culture 
(Rajakaltio and Mäkinen 2013). The need of a change of school culture as a com-
munity was identified in the government decree (Government Decree 422/2012) 
and is promoted in the national core curriculum 2014.

The principle of neighbourhood school was launched and included in the Basic 
Education Act 1998 as well. According to this principle every child has got the right 
to attend a school closest to her/his home. The school may take pupils outside the 
catchment area if there are vacant places. In fact local authorities (municipalities) 
have interpreted and modified this principle in various ways and research findings 
show that parental choice occurs in bigger towns which are facing a segregation 
process in schools (Varjo and Kalalahti 2011; Seppänen et al. 2015).

The Finnish curriculum tradition has been described as a kind of a hybrid model, 
a nationally contested mix between Anglo-American curriculum and German 
Scandinavian Bildung (Autio 2013). The curriculum tradition with Ralph Tyler’s 
Rationale as its icon exemplifies a technical-rational view on curriculum as an orga-
nizational framework, which positions the teacher as a technician, whose task is to 
implement the curriculum, written as a manual. This is the case in many countries 
where education and curriculum work is based on accountability and standardiza-
tion. In the Finnish way of mixing the curriculum traditions teachers are positioned 
as autonomous, intellectual actors in the reform work of the school. Curriculum is 
seen both as an organizational and intellectual centerpiece of education (Autio 
2013). In the Finnish curriculum educational leadership is leadership in both of 
these fields. It is also possible to identify various positions within the Finnish cur-
riculum leadership tradition over the past 40 years, i.e. during the era of the 9-year 
comprehensive school system (1972–).

In Fig. 13.1 major changes during the past 40 years in educational policy, leader-
ship and administration are pointed out. The model is based on a reflective model of 
Didaktik for schools. The main dimensions in the figure are (a) curriculum work as 
the vertical axis describing degrees of centralization and decentralization and (b) 
evaluation of education as the horisontal axis pointing at to what extent evaluation 
is controlled internally by teachers or externally by other interests. Using these sim-
ple distinctions we are able to identify four positions that quite well describe educa-
tional policy in Finland concerning curriculum work and evaluation procedures.

First, in Finland the 1972 curriculum is generally considered a product of the 
heyday of directing schools with laws, inspection and curricula (Position 1: 
Management by objectives and rules). Here teachers were responsible for evaluat-
ing students’ learning achievement. The movement from position 1 to position 2 
indicate a two step decentralization of curricular work in 1980s and then in the 
1990s. From the late 1970s, Finland started to move from a traditional administration- 
centred to a qualification-oriented and decentralized way of governing schools. 
Parallel to decentralization of curriculum work, teachers’ vocation was stepwise 
being professionalized by academiation. Together positions 1 and 2 reflect the edu-
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cational policy of the social democratic welfare state. Internationally the educa-
tional mentality of the past two decades has to a growing extent reflected a stronger 
discourse on excellence, efficiency, productivity, competition, internationalization, 
increased individual freedom and responsibility as well as deregulation in all soci-
etal areas. This change is indicated by an arrow from position 2 to position 3 indicat-
ing the establishment of regime of performative accountability in public 
administration. Generally, position 3 demonstrates that evaluation as a tool tradi-
tionally used by teachers to control students was turned into a tool for controlling 
teaching. However, a unique feature of Finnish education policy after 1989 is that a 
testing culture has to this day not been developed, other than those national exams 
having existed for over 100 years in upper secondary schools. National authorities 
have not even developed instruments for following up each and every school’s 
results. Instead survey methods are applied to monitor the state of art in Finnish 
schools. The final movement, to position 4, is a stronger recentralization of curricu-
lum meaning that in the 2004 national curriculum a much stronger grip was taken 
concerning the aims content. We return in the discussion to the ongoing develop-
ment in Finland.

Curriculum Leadership as a Dynamics Between FNBE and the 
Ministry According to the design and research questions of this study we first 
intend to investigate the dynamics between FNBE and the Ministry of Education. 

Positions and Changes in
Educational Leadership Policy 1972-2012 in Finland
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Fig. 13.1 A reconstruction of how educational leadership as curriculum work and evaluation is 
carried out during different periods
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We aim at a reconstruction of the process leading up the decisions framing the later 
curriculum construction process. Consequently our study begins by investigating 
the first step in the national core curriculum process, which is to formulate the 
Government Decrees that specify the goals of education and the distribution of les-
son hours. In principle, these Decrees are expected to reflect the government pro-
gram and the Ministry’s Development Plan for Education and Research (Ministry of 
Education and Culture 2012a).

The allocation of time to be used for teaching the school subjects is only a seem-
ingly small question. In reality it has been fraught with conflicts. It is a battleground 
for different stakeholders according to their interests in different subjects. This was 
also the case in the initial phase of the planning process of the curriculum reform 
2016.

What steps and tensions may then be identified in this process? In the spring of 
2009 the Ministry of Education appointed a committee on renewal of national aims 
and distribution of lesson hours (Ministry of Education 2010). The committee con-
sisted of fifteen members who represented political parties and both labor and 
employers’ organizations and the parental union. Both the chairman and the secre-
tary represented the Finnish National Board of Education (FNBE). The Director 
General of FNBE leading the preparatory committee was Timo Lankinen, repre-
senting right-wing party Kansallinen Kokoomus (National Coalition Party-NCP) 
appointed in 2008 for 5 years. The committee was expected to deliver a report in 
June 2010.

The central role of FNBE in this process follows existing practices and regula-
tions. The Finnish National Board of Education (FNBE) as the executive body of 
authority is responsible for designing the national core curriculum, approving it and 
implementing it as well as other policy aims. The national core curriculum has to be 
formulated pursuant to the Basic Education Act and Decree (Basic Education Act 
628/1998; Basic Education Decree 852/1998) and Government Decree, specifying 
the goals of education and the distribution of lesson hours among school subjects 
(Government Decree 422/2012). The Government Decree directs further the overall 
time allocation by defining the minimum number of lessons allocated to core sub-
jects in basic education. In essence, this national administrative agency (FNBE) was 
then leading the preparatory work for the later Decrees to be decided upon. This 
preparatory work resulted in a report (proposition) that demonstrate the conclusions 
drawn by the committee (Ministry of Education and Culture 2010). Already now it 
is obvious for the reader how central the role of FNBE was. In fact, the design of 
this curriculum construction process in Finland demonstrates an institutionalized 
trust regarding the national administration. However, it should be observed that this 
tradition was connected to a strong tradition of public civil servants in the state 
administration. Contrary to most other European countries in Finland central lead-
ers of institutions where not replaced after elections but survived new governments. 
This tradition was stepwise broken during the past decade. For example the Director 
General for FNBE was appointed for 5 years at a time.

In the report, or proposition, the committee examined changes in the national and 
international operational environments that had to be taken account for in the 
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renewal of basic education for the future. According to this preparation work some 
of the transnational trends, as the OECD policy documents discussing key compe-
tences, had an influence in shaping the proposition. The proposition argued in favour 
of several profound developments, which should be taken into consideration in the 
subsequent curricular planning work. The proposition classified the objectives for 
citizens’ future skills into five groups of competences an individual is expected to 
need in a future society: (1) Thinking skills, (2) Ways of working and interaction, 
(3) Crafts and expressive skills, (4) Participation and initiative and (5) Self- 
awareness and personal responsibility. Further the proposition headed at a signifi-
cant increase concerning students’ individual choices regarding subjects. The 
proposal argued for a curriculum divided between compulsory and optional sub-
jects. Six multi-disciplinary subject groups were suggested to be mandatory consist-
ing of different subjects. The optionality was located within these multi-disciplinary 
groups. The multi-disciplinary subject groups were: Language and interaction, 
Mathematics, Environment, Science and technology, Individual, enterprise and 
society, Arts and craft as well as Health and personal functionality.

Optionality may be connected to distribution of lesson hours. The committee 
proposed a considerable increase of lesson hours reserved for optional subjects for 
all grades. Typically optionality increases the higher up in the school system pupils 
move. Now the committee proposed increased optionality even for pupils in the 
lower grades. The group thought there should be 13 weekly optional lesson hours 
per year in grades 3–6 and 21 weekly optional lesson hours per year in grades 7–9.

Two new subjects were introduced: drama and ethics. By supporting Drama the 
aim was to strengthen a comprehensive approach to art education in the multi- 
disciplinary group of Arts and crafts. Ethics was seen to reinforce the basic values 
of the Finnish society within the subject group ‘Individual, enterprise and society’.

Foreign language education and second national language studies were diversified 
and introduced earlier than before. The group proposed also that the minimum amount 
of annual number of pupil’s weekly lessons hours should be increased by 4 h.

The radical proposition included many controversial elements reflected by a 
lively political debate during the whole process, in public and in the media. The 
committee could not agree upon the above proposal and no unified view was put 
forth. Six group members out of 15 made objections to the proposition.

In this preparatory political phase of the curricular work political tensions in the 
group were clearly visible. The Social Democrats, the Greens and the Center parties 
as well as both labor and employer organizations, made objections to the  proposition 
for several reasons. One of the main argument against the proposition was related to 
the costs of the reform. There was a fear of increasing inequality between the 
municipalities because of their different financial situations. A second objection, 
also related to equality, was that the substantial addition of lesson hours for optional 
subjects would not in practice increase the pupils’ freedom of choice as pupils’ 
choices are systematically connected to families’ social background. Several studies 
over the years have shown that the students’ socio-cultural and economic status 
significantly influences pupil’s school choices (Seppänen et al. 2015). The multi- 
disciplinary subject groups were criticized to abolish the subject-based curriculum, 
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e.g. by the teacher union. One of the objections the green party made was that the 
proposition did not strengthen the education in arts and craft. The center party made 
an objection to the formulation of the subject group Individual, enterprise and soci-
ety and suggested a formulation that include Humanity instead of Individual. The 
social democrats lambasted the expert group’s way of working on a too tight sched-
ule with no space for discussions (Ministry of Education and Culture 2010). The 
chair represented the right-wing party as did the Minister.

In the autumn of 2010 the government refuted the proposition. As previously 
observed the work was led by a Director General representing a right-wing party 
appointed for 5  years, obviously making political steering of FNBE easier. The 
report was put forth despite many objections. In addition there was a change of 
government due to elections and a new Minister, now representing social democrats 
instead of the right wing party, was elected. Extensive public and political debate 
was carried out from the publication of the report until Spring the next year, 2011.

In August 2011 the Ministry of Education and Culture appointed a second expert 
group with the task of preparing a new foundation for the curriculum work to come. 
This second committee consisted only of governmental officials from the Ministry 
who worked out the second proposal behind closed doors. FNBE, that previously 
and traditionally had a key role in the process was locked out from this process. The 
new committee took all criticism into account and developed a proposal made pub-
lic in February 2012 (Ministry of Education and Culture 2012b). This time the pro-
posal was, not unexpected, much more in line with social democratic policies than 
the first one. The new Government Decree (422/2012) was accepted in June 2012.

What about the result? Comparing the Government Decree (422/2012) there 
were no significant changes compared to the previous one from 2001, but a greater 
emphasis was put on school as a community (Government Decree 1435/2001; 
Uljens and Rajakaltio 2015). The educational principles are fundamentally moral. 
The Government Decree contains of three sections with several objectives. The 
value building national goals to be considered in preparing the National Core 
Curriculum are as follows: Growth as human being and membership in society, 
Requisite knowledge and skills and Promotion of knowledge and ability, equality 
and lifelong learning. These goals steer also the preparation of the local curriculum 
and the work at school. At this level the objectives are rather open and there was a 
need of an interpretation as the starting point for the curricular reform process. The 
national goals are briefly summarized as follows.

The section two Growth as human being and membership in society presupposes 
that basic education should support pupils to become active and ethically responsi-
ble citizens, who are promoting sustainable development. Education promotes 
knowledge and understanding of cultures, ideological, philosophical and religious 
traditions. The decree highlights respect for human rights, the democratic values of 
Finnish society, including equity and equality.

The objectives according to section three Requisite knowledge and skills are 
related to education as laying a foundation on which pupils can build extensive 
general knowledge and abilities and broaden their world view and of oneself. The 
emphasis in this section is on the individual pupils’ health, welfare and safety and 
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competence in taking care of oneself and managing daily life. The objective is fur-
thermore to foster the competencies required in working life and entrepreneurship, 
e.g. ICT skills. The decree states that the education must be based on scientific 
knowledge.

The section four Promotion of knowledge and ability, equality and lifelong learn-
ing is directing the organization of education and pupil welfare. A new aspect in the 
present decree is to promote a more collaborative school culture. The whole school 
community is taken into consideration as a learning environment. It presupposes a 
more active role of the whole learning community for enhancing learning and 
growth and welfare. It emphasizes inclusive education in all respects and pupils’ 
involvement and participation. All education must improve the pupils’ learning-to- 
learn skills and capabilities for lifelong learning.

Conclusion The intentions of the decree indicates a shift from a work culture based 
on individually working teachers’ towards a collaborative one. Still, teacher is seen 
as an autonomous professional who has got the power to choose how to teach but 
who is invited to reflect on curricular issues in communication with others. 
Furthermore there is a more profound orientation in fostering societal, sustainable 
and ethical thinking and activities in preparing pupils for an active citizenship.

These developments are good indicators of educational leadership at the national 
level as working in relation to political interests. Deviating from a consensual tradi-
tion, the committee, led by the Director General at FNBE leading the first commit-
tee, obviously was not able to produce a result reflecting a compromise, but a report 
reflecting the interests of the right wing government for the time being. It appears as 
if the Ministry of Education and Culture perceived of the FNBE in a new way, 
instead of a longstanding tradition of a politically more balanced way of working. 
Ministry now expected this governmental body (FNBE) to produce a politically 
biased committee report. This shift is interpreted as to represent a new governance 
culture regarding curriculum making in Finland. Yet, due to the independence of 
FNBE reflecting a trust from the politicians, we see the Finnish policy discourse 
regarding the dynamics between politics and governance still representing a coordi-
native, rather than a communicative, discourse.

How Was the Curriculum Development Process Designed? The third question 
in this study was about reconstruction of how FNBE was working out the new 
 curriculum, especially with respect to stake holders, pressure groups and 
practitioners.

The curricular planning work started in the summer of 2012 when the renewed 
Government Decree (422/2012) was approved by the government in the end of June 
2012 as the result of a short-term work.

As described earlier the legislation of the Government Decree governing the 
national objectives and distribution of lessons hours in the basic education is a start-
ing point for the curricular development work. The Finnish National Board of 
Education (FNBE) as the executive authority body led and organized the national 
core curricular work. As a first step in this curricular work on the national level 
FNBE was leading the process of codifying the legislative guidelines as defined in 
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the Governmental Decree into core curriculum outlines. The educational experts at 
FNBE have some freedom in interpreting the governmental decree but they are 
loyal to what is prescribed in the decree. This may be seen as a part of the consen-
sual policy in the curricular work.

FNBE has a lot of power in the curricular work process but the role is character-
ized as a mediating role, which is based on interaction processes between different 
actors in several communicative spaces. Multidisciplinary working groups, sup-
ported by online consultation groups, were outlining the core curriculum. There 
were altogether 34 groups working in different fields, a steering group and a small 
group which was coordinating the whole process. The seven members of the coor-
dination group were educational experts at FNBE. All educational experts at FNBE 
were involved in the process as support groups.

The secretary of the first Decree committee Irmeli Halinen was appointed the 
head of the core curriculum work. Meanwhile the second government decree was 
under construction by the second Committee the head of the core curriculum work 
organized preparatory work for the curriculum planning process at the Finnish 
Board of Education (FNBE). The educational experts did a thorough preparation 
work by mapping out current research and evaluation findings both nationally and 
internationally, educational policy and transnational educational trends in different 
countries. They studied EU and OECD documents and estimated the changes in the 
operating environment, analyzed the current state, e.g. national development proj-
ects, other legislative changes and development tasks and policy guidelines to be 
considered in outlining the core curriculum. The officials made acquaintance with 
development projects and every day experiences of municipalities and schools as 
well. Several stakeholders and representatives from different organizations were 
heard and consulted during the preparation process. The educational experts at 
FNBE were well prepared to take responsibility of the core curriculum work.

In the distribution of lesson hours there are some changes compared to the previ-
ous decree (Government Decree 1145/2001). The expert group representing the 
Ministry made a more conventional proposition on the renewal of the decree than 
did the earlier representative expert group (Ministry of Education and Culture 
2010). According to the optional lesson hours the Ministry expert group took an 
opposite standpoint by reducing them. There is no change in minimum of lesson 
hours for the individual pupil, which is still 222 h as was prescribed in the previous 
decree. However, there are some changes between the minimum hours of the sub-
jects in different grades. No new subjects are added, but some subjects have more 
lesson hours and some less. The hours for optional subjects are reduced with 4 h 
from 13–9. More lesson hours are devoted to social studies (+2) on an earlier stage, 
physical education (+2), music and visual arts (both +1 h). The hours in religion is 
reduced with 1 h. The integrated environmental studies in grades 1–6 include biol-
ogy, geography, physics, chemistry and health studies. Home economics is inte-
grated as a part of the subject group of Art education. There will be a more varied 
language program. The decree seems to head at a more participatory, physically 
active, creative and linguistically enriched school with integrated teaching and 
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learning. As a conclusion of the change in distribution of lesson hours the optional 
of lesson hours in different subjects has declined from 13 to 9 h.

The steering group had an advisory but a key role during the whole process and 
continued its work until the final version of the national core curriculum was deliv-
ered in the end of 2014. The group started its work in August 2012 directly after the 
government had approved the decree. The members of the steering committee were 
presenting 16 key representatives from e.g. the teachers’ trade union, the Finnish 
principals’ association, Ministry of education and culture, Ministry of social care 
and health, the association for parents, the delegation for ethnical relations, the 
institute for health and wellbeing, the confederation of Finnish industries and the 
Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities. The chair, secretary and the 
presenting official were representing FNBE. The steering group was appointed to 
settle the principles for the revision work of the core curricula for pre-primary edu-
cation, the basic education and voluntary additional basic education.

As noted earlier, the inner coordination group had done a thorough preparation 
work. Three other groups started their work beside the steering group in August 
2012. The groups had core tasks in outlining the national guidelines and general 
principles. One group was working with structures and objectives (e.g. guidelines 
for integration). Another group was defining the learning concept, learning methods 
and evaluation, and finally one group was working for a more cultural and multilin-
gual aware school. These groups had some subgroups as well. The steering group’s 
task was to support the working groups and to emphasize an overall societal per-
spective in the preparation work, to foster the interest and the positive attitude to 
curriculum work and to keep the group members’ partners and organizations 
informed.

The steering committee approved the curriculum guidelines for planning the cur-
riculum in autumn 2012, which should be taken into consideration in all aspects in 
all curricular working groups. They were defined as follows:

• Promoting equity and equality in all areas of education
• Strengthening coherence and consistency of basic education, learning 

continuums
• Supporting pupil’s growth and development, welfare and other prerequisites for 

learning
• Promoting a sustainable future as an objective
• Working with knowledge, taking into account technological change,
• Promoting broad-based multimodal literacy, media, ict that crosses all subjects
• Promoting awareness of languages and cultures, regarding them as richness
• Respecting dependences on international and on global dimensions (Halinen 

2013)

According to the general guidelines the school should create better prerequisites 
for the school’s pedagogical work, for meaningful learning and welfare for all pupils 
(principle of inclusion) and for a sustainable future and a democratic society. The 
guidelines underlined that the focus should be on deep learning and in creating ver-
satile learning environments (Halinen 2013).
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The process of drawing up the national core curriculum document was designed 
as a large scale partnership based process buttressed by trust and recognition and 
built on a broad-based co-operation in dialogue with education experts, researchers, 
administrators, teachers and various stakeholders, working teams and internet 
crowdsourcing open to everybody. Crowdsourcing was realized as a new kind of 
mode for opening the dialogue and engaging more participants in the renewal pro-
cess of the core curriculum. The website was opened four times during the process: 
in November 2012 (general guidelines), September 2013 (pre-primary education) 
and in April 2014 (basic education and voluntary additional). Key stakeholders; 
education providers were asked to provide their official opinions on the new national 
core curriculum during the autumn of 2014. NBE’s website’s comments during the 
process were collected. According to our informants the comments considered a 
part of the work in the working groups and were taken into account in the process. 
Some stakeholders were very active, almost like pressure groups, e.g. representa-
tives for entrepreneurs and for nature associations, which had an influence in formu-
lating the key competencies. Because of numerous arenas and groups the dialogue 
between different stakeholders and school experts was more intensive than in earlier 
curriculum work processes. During the preparatory work more than 300 research-
ers, teacher educators, providers’ representatives, teachers, school leaders and other 
school staff were heard personally. The aim was to encourage also parents and 
pupils to participate in the process (Halinen et al. 2013). The process could be char-
acterized as communicative discourse (Schmidt 2008).

The national core curriculum includes the objectives and core contents of differ-
ent subjects, as well as the principles of pupil assessment, and the inclusive oriented 
support system, pupils’ welfare and educational guidance and the principles for a 
learning community. The Government Decree pointed the way to introduce compe-
tences for the first time in the Finnish National Core Curriculum. Also the prepara-
tory work which was made of the educational experts at FNBE was influenced of 
other EU and OECD countries’ educational policy trends, e.g. competence-based 
curricula. The descriptions of the competences were codified from the government 
decree and defined in relation to changes in the environment.

The competences are described as broad-based competences referring to knowl-
edge, skills, values, attitudes, capacity and will. In the definitions it is possible to 
identify an influence of the transnational process of harmonization of educational 
objectives as competences (Stoer and Magalhaes 2009). Dimensions of broad-based 
competence as objectives for learning defined in the Finnish national core curricu-
lum are defined as follows (FNBE 2014):

• Thinking and learning to learn
• Cultural competence, interaction and self-expression
• Taking care of oneself and others, managing daily life
• Multiliteracy
• Competence in information and communication technology
• Working life competence and entrepreneurship
• Participation, involvement and building a sustainable future.
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To be put into practice the competencies as aims it presumes cooperation across 
school subjects and various kinds of working methods. The subject specific groups 
which began their work in January 2013 had to take into account these seven areas 
of competence, the general guidelines, the invited experts and website comments. 
Altogether 25 working groups were preparing the guidelines for subject based cur-
ricular parts. The groups were chaired by officials from FNBE.  These chairmen 
were coordinating their job in several meetings. Additionally there were four groups 
with special tasks related to different educational challenges: small schools, pre- 
primary education, basic education for adults and voluntary additional basic educa-
tion. The groups worked during meetings and in between through web links. All the 
groups were free to invite representatives from schools; principals, teachers and 
education providers and other experts for consultancy. The groups were also sup-
ported by online consultation groups. To what extent these online consultation 
groups had an influence on the groups’ work is a question of a separate study. The 
subject specific groups finished their outlining work in April 2014. There is a sig-
nificant change in subject syllabi compared to the actual one. The traditionally 
divided curriculum in a general and subject specific part is integrated through the 
competence areas, which are interconnected. The competence-based and subject- 
based teaching are combined in a new way. The objectives in the subject syllabi 
include competence goals. The competences will also be assessed as a part of the 
subject assessment. Moreover, collaborative teaching is enhanced by bringing about 
multi-disciplinary learning modules. The schools should have at least one learning 
module per year for the pupils, but otherwise they are free to decide about the learn-
ing modules. According to Halinen, Harmanen and Mattila (in press) the learning 
modules are efficient tools in promoting the transversal competences and pupils’ 
understanding of interconnectivity between different phenomena.

The renewed core curriculum was completed by the end of 2014 and thereafter 
the reform work has continued as local curriculum development work due to local 
needs and policies both on a municipal level and at a local school level. The core 
curriculum consists of the intentions of the educational experts, planners and politi-
cians. These official intentions will meet the reality in schools, principal’s and 
teacher’s work. These agencies at school level have a “make or break” role of cur-
ricular activities (Kelly 2009). This is the next phase to be studied. The curriculum 
reform work was completed in spring 2016 and local curricula were approved by 1st 
of August 2016  in order to introduce the new curricula in the beginning of the 
autumn term in 2016 for grades 1–6, in August 2017 for grade 7, in 2018 for grade 
8 and finally 2019 for grade 9.

FNBE is active in supporting the municipalities and schools in the implementa-
tion process to succeed. During the curricular process at national level FNBE 
offered continuing education in cooperation with the Normal schools at universities. 
These network programs offered spaces for reflection for school leaders, local 
authorities and teachers and researchers. Supportive material has also been available 
for the development work at the website of FNBE. The national core curriculum 
documents are provided in an electronic and structured form as e-curriculum docu-
ments. An “e-library” has been established where all local authorities’ curricula will 
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be available. This is also way of supporting – and pushing – the curriculum work to 
be done on a local level. It gives the national administrative authorities an overview 
in the curriculum reform process throughout the whole country and can also be seen 
as a tool for control.

FNBE is the executive authority body in the curriculum making process. The 
Ministry of Education was represented in the steering group. A research group (2,1 
mme) is financed from the Ministry to do follow up studies of the whole curriculum 
process (2012–2018), (Pyhältö et al. 2012).

 Interpretations and Discussion

Leadership as Mediation Between the Transnational and Local Level As a starting 
point we assumed that educational leadership as curriculum work at the national 
level features mediation between transnational and local level. This can be observed 
by studying the new key competences accepted in December 2014 and previous EU 
policies. The objectives in the national decree from 2011 in Finland were developed 
and reformulated in the curriculum for the comprehensive education in terms of 
seven key competencies (FNBE 2014):

• Thinking and learning to learn
• Cultural competence, interaction and self-expression
• Taking care of oneself and others, managing daily life
• Multiliteracy
• Competence in information and communication technology
• Working life competence and entrepreneurship
• Participation, involvement and building a sustainable future.

The above key competencies correspond to some degree with those eight key- 
competencies furthered by European Union since a decade (Official Journal L 394 
of 30.12.2006):

• Communication in the mother tongue
• Communication in foreign languages
• Mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology
• Digital competence
• Learning to learn
• Social and civic competences
• Sense of initiative and entrepreneurship
• Cultural awareness and expression.

Bildung and Transversal Competencies:  – A Combinatory Curriculum 
Approach Our impression is that curriculum work as discursive educational leader-
ship practice at the national level is about finding a way to create a balance between 
cultural coherence and room for individual development. In spelling this out, in this 
curriculum both individual, local, national and global perspectives are visible.
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Generally, the new decree emphasizes stronger than before, sustainable develop-
ment and global responsibility as an objective. Inclusive education covers the stu-
dents’ well-being safety and equality. Meeting the students individual learning 
needs are put forth, as well as pupils’ empowerment and will formation. These 
dimensions point at classical Bildung or character formation ideals. Maybe a future 
weakened welfare state and reorganized labor market is envisioned by the expecta-
tion to take care of one self and others and in emphasizing entrepreneurship? 
Cultural and linguistic interaction and diversity is offered more room and is consid-
ered as enrichment. This may be seen as a response to the global increase of cultural 
diversity within nation states, as well as international communication. A truly plural 
nation state is visible which can be seen against the hitherto low numbers of immi-
grants and refugees in Finland. The technological development requiring ICT and 
multimodal literacy competencies are clearly expressed. Skills for working life and 
entrepreneurship are pointed out. In our mind this represents a partly new dimen-
sion. On the one hand we think we see a curriculum for will formation, identity, 
recognition, care and responsibility, and on the other, a curriculum for political, 
cultural and economic citizenship, according to principles of sustainability. Critical 
thinking is not very visible.

Transversal Competencies and the Subject Matter The curriculum process from 
2004 demonstrated a clear recentralization of many aspects related to the curricu-
lum. The change 2004 also reflected a movement towards a more closed curriculum 
in an epistemological sense, emphasizing subject matter (Vitikka 2009). The current 
reform does not take this process any further, although the eligibility of lesson hours 
in different subjects was reduced. Rather, there is a shift in how objectives, contents 
and methods are conceptualized.

While the curriculum 2004 put the emphasis on contents, the curriculum 2014 
emphasizes the general objectives in terms of key competencies. As a result, the role 
of the subject matter in the teaching process is now expected to change. Now the 
question is more clearly about to what extent teaching in a school subject supports 
the learner’s development with respect to the key competencies above? Thus the 
Core curriculum 2014 for basic education does not only demonstrate an orientation 
towards a more holistic educational approach through an integration of school sub-
jects, in multidisciplinary learning modules by expecting teachers to work together 
around so call phenomena. In addition, aforementioned cross-curricular or transver-
sal competences are emphasized. Transversal competence “refers to an entity con-
sisting of knowledge, skills, values, attitudes and will. Competence also means an 
ability to apply knowledge and skills in a given situation (FNBE 2014; OECD 
2015). The manner in which the pupils will use their knowledge and skills is influ-
enced by the values and attitudes they have adopted and their willingness to take 
action” (Halinen et al. in press, p. 140).

Our interpretation is that the 2014 Curriculum partly represents a continuation of 
a Bildung oriented curriculum in Finland since the beginning of the 1970s. This is 
evident in the general objectives as expressed in the Government Decree 2012 and 
by emphasizing personality development in a holistic manner as observed above. 
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A new perspective in the current curriculum is the orientation towards key compe-
tencies. Compared to the Bildung inspired line of thought the aims expressed in 
terms of competencies more strongly emphasize pragmatic, instrumental and per-
formative qualifications.

The How-Question: Towards a Collaborative Teaching Culture in Finland If the 
decentralised curriculum of the 1990s was recentralised in 2004, the philosophy 
behind the ongoing reform not only has an emphasis on the traditional curriculum 
questions of what and why of teaching and learning, but also on the how of educa-
tion on a school level. The how moves the focus towards a more collaborative teach-
ing culture where teachers in different subjects are expected to strive for common 
aims or competencies. Thus, the school is seen as a learning community with the 
task of developing the school’s overall activity culture, i.e. as a pedagogical com-
munity. The teacher’s classical freedom of choosing and working with right meth-
ods is now completed with viewing the school in its totality. However, the municipal 
level should not be forgotten here and is in fact included as apart of the local the unit 
of educational activities. Recent renewal of principals’ education supports this 
change (National Board of Education 2014) and is very coherent with the idea 
behind the new school development plans launched 2013 (Pitkälä 2013). The aim is 
to engage school leaders, teachers and school personnel in discussions of how the 
schools could improve their activities. The municipal development plans may thus 
be seen as a part of a soft-governance system where the national agency provides 
the schools with a structure and a unified frame for development work. If resources 
will be allocated to qualified development plans this will be a strong incitament to 
take these plans seriously on the municipal and the school level. These plans can be 
investigated from a discursive institutionalist and systemic perspective where time, 
social practices, technologies, traditions, relations and position are united 
(Fairclough 2003).

A key question for the reform work to be successful is how the school communi-
ties will cope with the transformation process due to the new reform. The develop-
ment work at the school level is a big challenge for the school and there is a need of 
a developed educational leadership and new collaboration. The curriculum reform 
presupposes that the schools will develop as professional communities. The school 
leaders together with the municipal education superintendents are in a key position 
in fostering the development of a professional learning community with spaces for 
reflection, sharing experiences and knowledge and in order to get enough unanimity 
in the school community for promoting the reform work in practice.

 Non-affirmative Curriculum Leadership

The Finnish educational policy as a meta-practice of governance on a national level 
reframes the policy at the municipal level in the field of education. Local providers, 
usually local authorities are fairly autonomous in practising the educational policy 
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within the National Core Curriculum framework. Accordingly the steering group of 
the National Board of Education points out that there should be space and support 
for pedagogical development at the local level (Halinen 2013). Decisions on the 
local curriculum level are, as before, made by local authorities but now expected to 
be related to municipal educational development strategies. This involves the super-
intendents in school development at least on a strategic level together with the 
schools. This also supports the approach outlined in the theoretical frame for this 
study: the curriculum reform process is not considered a simple implementation 
process. The process rather reflects an invitational action structure. The general 
aims are there but how they are to be interpreted and put into practice cannot be 
dictated at the national level. As there is a space for local interpretations both teach-
ers’ and municipalities’ autonomy is respected. This is why we call curriculum 
making as pedagogical leadership at the national level a non-affirmative practice. It 
is non-affirmative both in the sense that the National Board of Education itself is 
authorized to decide about the approval of the curriculum and also in the sense that 
the municipalities are given the ultimate responsibility to evaluate compulsory edu-
cation and to make own interpretations of the curricular aims.

School reforms and changes in teacher’s work are complex social processes that 
teachers interpret based on their personal understanding and experiences in curricu-
lum development and everyday practices (Rajakaltio 2011). This truly distributed 
model of responsibilities is the foundation for a more discursive process in curricu-
lum making. According to key-actors in the curriculum construction process trust is 
of paramount significance: “The key is trust. Teachers trust that the FNBE really 
listens to their experiences, needs and ideas, and the FNBE trusts that local authori-
ties and teachers do their best in drawing up the local curricula and working accord-
ing to the common guidelines.” (Halinen et al. in press). It should be observed that 
this trust is not only about the prevailing educational ethos or organizational culture. 
As noted above, the National Board of Education itself is trusted to make autono-
mous decisions on the part of political steering and the municipalities have the right 
and obligation by law to lead, evaluate and develop basic education.
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