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Ágrip 

 

 
Markmið ritgerðarinnar er að skoða og fræðast um grunnþætti menntunar í aðalnámskrám 
Norðurlandanna og sjá áherslumun og viðhorf hvers lands til þeirra. Grunnþættirnir eru 
sérstaklega skoðaðir í samhengi við ensku kennslu. Farið verður yfir rannsóknir sem lýsa hlutverki 
hæfniviðmiða og tilgang þeirra. Kynntar verða ítarlegar upplýsingar um aðalnámskrá hjá hverju 
Norðurlandi. Framkvæmdur verður síðan samanburður á námskrá Íslands, Svíþjóð, 
Noregs, Danmerkur og Finnlands. Niðurstöður sína að grunnþættir menntunar er svipaðir á 
milli Norðurlandanna, Ísland og Finnland eru með ítarlegustu greinagerðarnar grunnþáttunum og 
hvernig skal unnið með þá. Rætt verður og vísað í rannsóknir sem sýna hvernig grunnþættirnir 
segja til um viðhorf hvers lands til menntunar ásamt því að spyrja hvort grunnþættir hvers lands 
séu í raun sýnilegir í skólastarfinu. Grunnþættirnir eru mikilvægur hluti af skólastarfinu sem virðist 
ekki vera nægilega sýnilegur daglegu skólastarfi í Norðurlöndunum.  
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1. Introduction 

 
As a student teacher, I often hear statistics comparing Icelandic students to students in 

other Nordic countries. In the media, we hear about Icelandic elementary students being 

compared to other Nordic countries students based on standardised tests, such as the 

recent PISA results. The way that the Icelandic system is presented to us in lectures also 

tends to emphasise the influence of Nordic countries. These lectures are informed by 

books and studies focusing on education in the Nordic context, which allow for interesting 

comparative studies. As a future English teacher, I am interested in finding out more 

about the similarities and differences between the national curricula of five Nordic 

countries, and discussing the implications of the general aims of education in the Icelandic 

curriculum for English Language Teaching (ELT). 

 A comparative study enhances our understanding by taking a structure or concept 

we are familiar with and comparing it against others. Comparison can heighten our 

awareness and give us a new perspective on something familiar. The purpose of my paper 

is to be better informed about curriculum influences and how general aims of education 

can be addressed in my teaching. Before presenting what I intend to cover in each 

chapter, I first will explain how this topic is relevant to my professional development. 

Although this study is primarily intended for my own learning, it may be interesting for 

English Language teachers in Nordic coutries because it sheds light on the role of general 

aims in informing the purpose of education and the implications for ELT. 

 In this paper, I am looking to find answers to the following questions: How do 

different Nordic countries structure and set up their curriculum? What are their primary 

principles, purpose and views on education? How are the general aims of education 

represented in these documents? As a future English teacher, I am particularly interested 

in the question: What role do the general aims of education play in ELT based on a review 

of the five curricula? These questions have led to this final research project where I 

explore and compare the national curriculum of five Nordic countries to better 

understand the relationship between general aims of education and English language 

teaching.  
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A similar B.Ed. study by Salóme Konráðsdóttir titled Aðalnámskrá Grunnskóla í ensku 

[The general curriculum and ELT] from 2016 also focuses on English language teaching in 

the Icelandic national curriculum. However, Salóme Konráðsdóttir (2016) specifically 

looked at the similarities and differences in ELT between the Nordic countries. My paper 

differs in that I am focusing on the general section of the curriculum, and its general aims. 

This allows me to draw on the review of the general section of the curricula in the five 

countries to answer the question:  What do the general aims in the curricula of five 

Nordic countries suggest about how the purpose of education is understood? What are 

the implications for English Language teachers like me?  

The five Nordic countries are Iceland, Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. 

There are a number of similarities in the set up and structure of the curricula, with 

general aims presented in a general section. A national curriculum represents the 

foundation of content and processes addressed in schools. For this reason, it is important 

for teachers to be familiar with the document and to better understand the role it plays in 

their teaching. While the general aims reflect school-wide outcomes, specific aims are 

focused on attainment of a prescribed outcome related to a specific subject or 

programme.  

My paper looks at the general aims and not specific aims, although I try to identify 

how the former influence the latter. As a B.Ed. Thesis, I do not collect and depend on 

empirical data to inform my study. However, I conduct an in-depth comparison of the 

general aims of each Nordic curriculum. This analysis of national curricula documents 

provides rich insights and suggestions, both direct and indirect. A deep examination of the 

general aims allows me to develop a sense of each country’s education system, values, 

ethics and purpose. I then am able to discuss the implications for English Language 

teaching and learning, and in particular the role of the English Language teacher. 

In the next chapter, I discuss the curriculum in terms of its role, the purpose of 

general aims, and their importance and for whom the curriculum is intended. In the 

following chapter, I discuss in detail the national curriculum of each Nordic country. In this 

chapter, I look at how the curriculum is organized, the general aims, their purpose, and 

whether the curriculum has been translated. I will follow that to compare the Nordic 

countries curriculum, highlighting the main similarities and differences. To conclude I 
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draw on the previous chaptes to answer the questions: What do the general aims in the 

curricula of five Nordic countries suggest about how the purpose of education is 

understood? What are the implications for English Language teachers like me? 
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2. The role of the curriculum  

 
In this chapter I will discuss the role of the curriculum by answering questions that 

include: What purpose do the general aims serve? Why are they important? Who are they 

meant for? Educational literature is full of declarations concerning the importance of 

educational aims. Ammons (1962) states that defining educational aims is currently the 

most challenging and critical topic facing teachers and administrators. Curriculum 

documents hold the most important criteria for guiding educators when developing 

syllabi, preparing courses and outlining activities. An objective can be understood as a 

description or a formulation of a purpose or goal. An educational aim, and in particular 

general aims, refers to someone obtaining experience, skills, knowledge, or a new 

outlook, rather than having fulfilled a single task or activity (Ammons, 1962). 

 Educational aims can often be set as a shared goal for teachers and learners and 

are both considered a goal within the subjects’ extent and beyond. When these aims are 

understood as general, thet reflect the purpose of education as envisioned by the 

organization that controls each nation's education system. It often contains a description 

of desired behaviour from students and topics that should be displayed throughout the 

school system. Teachers and school administrator are expected to familiarize themselves 

with the general aims and follow them (Ammons, 1962). 

Australian research states that we should always look at curriculum policies as a 

controversial topic. As with any new official policy that targets curriculum, it represents 

decisions made by the government that cherishes specific values and ideas. These values 

often connect to government's goals. This is evident in the way that the United Nations 

sustainable development goals have increasingly become represented in general aims of 

education (Brennan, 2011).  

When we discuss the purposes of learning objectives or general aims, we need to 

first identify the group they serve. Are they meant for school administrators, teachers, 

assessment offices, students or another group? In a research conducted by Manzo and 

Mitchell (2018) they disclose that they found that the school administration believe first 

and foremost that learning objectives are for the students. However, after further 

discussion with students and teachers, it became clear that they are more meant for the 
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school administration. As the aims are clearly evident in all of the external structure of the 

schools, while they aren’t as visible in the classroom itself (Manzo and Mitchell, 2018). 

Manzo and Mitchell (2018) define the purpose of learning objectives as that they 

are owned by the school administration and then shared with students, in order to ensure 

that every time a class is taught the same certain skills are being stressed no matter the 

teacher. According to research, school administration and students tend to share the 

same perception on learning objectives, but their experience seems to be wildly different. 

The School administration often defines the purpose of learning objectives as to guide 

students to the content they will learn, but students experience says that objectives or 

aims are not visible in their learning and feel like they are not represented enough in the 

curriculum (Manzo and Mitchell, 2018). 

From a theoretical perspective, objectives and aims are an essential guiding part 

of the curriculum. On the other hand, and in practice, they seem to be difficult to 

implement in the subjects and classes. This is because individual classes have their own 

culture, dynamic and objectives, so having additional general aims seems to be 

overwhelming for teachers to include in the courses or subjects (Manzo and Mitchell, 

2018). 

In his article titled Ideology and curriculum Apple asks the question: Whose 

knowledge is of most worth? He uses the question to transition into a discussion about 

curriculum and the politics surrounding it. He describes curriculum as a political football 

and the societal discussions regarding schools, calls for censorships, and controversies 

over the values that are being taught and not being taught are the reason for his 

definition. The complex role of schools is therefore often difficult to comprehend as there 

are so many factors that play a part in it such as their ideology, economics and culture 

(Apple, 1990).  

It is important to remember that general aims are political in nature. This is 

becasue they represent a purpose of education that reflects the values and beiefs of 

society. People with a stake in the curriculum: teachers, students, politicians, parents and 

school administrators may have different views to those presented in the curriculum. 

Some may feel marginalized or excluded by the curriculum, as it targets a majority group 

of society. The main concern regarding the political influence of curriculum is the 
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different views of those involved. They result in some seeing the curriculum as largely 

irrelevant to what in reality occurs in a classroom. In contrast, others might agree with the 

currents curriculum and endorse it as a required plan of action that a national curriculum 

is (Brennan, 2011). 

 Apple emphasizes the strong bond between informal and formal education within 

schools. When looking at curriculum and general aims we often forget that they are 

colored by our society and politics. The pressure from dominant groups in society are 

mediated by the rich history of the educational systems and the needs and ideologies of 

the individuals that work in them (Apple, 1990). What is evident in the article is the 

Apple’s desire to have the audience realize the political side of education, how the 

curriculum and the aims reflect a political stance and are not always being truthfully 

reflected in the results (Apple, 1990).  

Educational aims are shared goals and they reflect the general purpose of 

education set by each country’s government regarding their education system. General 

aims are considered goals that are evident throughout the school’s work. Research 

suggests that general aim are not as visible in students education as they are meant to be 

and therefore raises the question of who are the aims meant for. Some studies point out 

the political purpose behind general aims in that they often reflect a country’s political 

stance. With these elements in mind, I now turn to examine national curriculum and 

general aims of Iceland, Norway, Sweden and Finland in order to identify the similarities 

and differences.  
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3. The Nordic national curriculums 
 

This chapter is a descriptive representation of the five Nordic countries national curricula. 

In this chapter, I focus on the general aims of each country’s curriculum. The aim is to find 

out and discuss how the countries view their general aims, identify their aims, how they 

define them and how they are incorporated into the subjects. What I looked for in each 

curriculum document was at how the curriculum is organised, the general aims, their 

purpose and their connection to subjects in the context of ELT. I also address school levels 

and whether the curriculum has been translated. 

 

3.1 Iceland 

The current Icelandic national curriculum was issued originally in 2011 and included a 

general description of the country’s school system and policies. The 2011 curriculum 

differs from previous curriculums as it is competence-based and includes the general aims 

in a form of six fundamental pillars for all levels of schooling (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 

2011). In 2013 they added on to their national curriculum a specific section regarding 

each subject including the objectives and competences for them (Aðalnámskrá 

grunnskóla, 2013). The Icelandic curriculums general section is for all levels of schooling, 

while the subjects specific component added in 2013 is separate for each level 

(Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2011). The Icelandic national curriculum is available in both 

Icelandic and English, 

The general section of the Icelandic curriculum is a detailed document that the 

reader can easily navigate. When it comes to the incorporation of the fundamental pillars 

and English language teaching, the guidelines are clear. The relationship between the 

fundamental pillars and the subjects areas are clearly defined, and therefore should be 

guaranteed as an integral component of teaching subject areas, such as English Language 

Teaching (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2013).  

General aims in the Icelandic national curriculum guide are represented by six 

fundamental pillars, known as Grunnþættir in Icelandic. The role of the fundamental 

pillars in the Icelandic national curriculums is to define the main fields of general 

education, which the school system aims to uphold (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2013). 
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Description of the role of the fundamental pillars: 

The fundamental pillars refer to cultural, social, environmental and ecological literacy that 

support children's and youth's mental and physical development. They also refer to a 

vision of the future, students' ability and will to influence others, actively maintain, 

change, and develop their society (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2011, p. 14). 

 

The Fundamental pillars of the Icelandic national curriculum are both visible and 

explicit. They are presented throughout the national curriculum and as stated, the 

fundamental pillars should be reflected in all aspects of schooling including school 

methods, communication and atmosphere. They are required to be present in all 

educational activities, subjects and study fields (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2011). 

The six fundamental pillars are: Literacy: This pillar's primary goal is for students to 

become active participants in transforming and rewriting the world by creating meaning 

and responding in personal and creative ways using the resources available to 

them. Sustainability:  Students gain the ability to come to grips with diverse problems and 

points of controversy. Health and welfare: Health refers to mental, physical and social 

wellbeing. Students spend a large part of their week at school. Therefore school activities 

should encourage health and nurture welfare and wellbeing. Democracy and human 

rights: Education toward democracy and human rights builds on critical thinking and 

reflection on society's fundamental values. This relies on collaboration with individuals 

inside and outside of the school. Equality: Equality refers to addressing issues of equity in 

school and in society. Topics regarding gender and sexuality, while also emphasizing 

learning about culture, nationalities, languages, religion and values, are 

encouraged. Creativity: This pillar aims to develop students capacity for curiosity, to 

engage with challenges, and seek innovative solutions. Identifying a problem and finding a 

solution is a core part of creativity. Creativity is a great way to disrupt traditional patterns, 

rules and systems (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2011). 
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3.2 Denmark  

The Danish national curriculum is aimed at elementary students from 1st to 10th grade. 

Their curriculum lacks structure and detailed information as there is not a specific general 

section or an indepth section for any subject areas. The Danish national curriculum is also 

not available in other languages except Danish (Danmarks lærlingportal, 2019.). 

 The Danish national curriculum is set up in a website format. The curriculum is 

hard to navigate, and the reader can easily get lost in all of the individual sections. The 

general aims are hidden and it is necessary to conduct a thorough search to locate them. 

The general objectives are stated as intellectual freedom, equality, and democracy. They 

are not distinctly presented in any connection to the subjects. Therefore, there is no 

specific emphasis on including them in English language teaching in the national 

curriculum (Danmarks lærlingportal, 2019.).  

Denmark's national curriculum states that schools, in collaboration with the 

students’ families, provide them with the appropriate knowledge and skills that prepare 

them for future education. They aim to instil ambition and aspiration in students to seek 

further education while also informing them of Danish culture and history, giving them an 

understanding of other nations and cultures, providing a sense of human interaction with 

the environment, and supporting personal development. The school system should 

prepare students for participation, co-responsibility, rights and duties in a society with 

freedom and democracy. School work should be defined by Intellectual Freedom, Equality 

and Democracy (Danmarks lærlingportal, 2019.). 

 When it comes to the English language section of the Danish national curriculum 

the Danish government has recently incorporated into the national curriculum a subject 

guide for each of the subjects including English. The guide lists the competences the 

students should accomplish regarding their English learning. Even though it lists 

competences, the countries general aims are not specifically defined in the guide 

(Danmarks lærlingportal, 2019.). 

 

3.3 Norway 

In 2019 Norway updated its aged national curriculum from 1994. With the national 

curriculum update came added core values and more emphasis on incorporating them 
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throughout all school levels. The curriculum states that schools should add additional core 

values that reflect key social challenges through three interdisciplinary topics: Health and 

life skills, Democracy and citizenship and finally, Sustainable development (European 

Commission, 2021). Before the update their core curriculum was a combination of an old 

curriculum and revisions made to modernize it in 2017. The curriculum is a descriptive 

document of Norway’s values and principles for primary and secondary schools. The 

curriculum is available in Norwegian and English (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017).  

With the modifications, the Norwegian school system currently centres on a total 

of six core values. Human dignity: The school shall guarantee that human dignity is the 

foundation for learning, teaching, and activities. Identity and cultural diversity: Students 

should be provided with historical and cultural insight, providing them with a good 

foundation while also helping them preserve and grow their identity in inclusive and 

diverse conditions. Critical thinking and ethical awareness: Students should be 

encouraged to be inquisitive, develop critical thinking and act with ethical awareness. The 

joy of creating, engagement and the urge to explore: Learners must be allowed to 

experience the pleasure of creating, engagement, exploration, experiencing opportunities 

and converting concepts into actions. Respect for nature and environmental 

awareness: Students ought to develop an appreciation of nature to appreciate and 

respect their environment while developing awareness of the climate. Democracy and 

participation: The schools allow students to participate in and learn the meaning of 

democracy through action (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017). These core values are the 

foundation of school actions and activities. They need to be actively applied and hold 

value for every student in the school environment. The six core values must impact how 

each school and teacher communicate with the students (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017). 

There is not any information on how these components should be incorporated 

when it comes to the core values and English Language Teaching. The Norwegian 

curriculum states that it is vital to understand that teaching and education in subject 

areas should be tied to the entire education system’s values and principles. Schools and 

teachers need to continually reflect on the relationship between the teaching and 

learning in the subjects and the core goals, values and principles for the educational 

system established by the national curriculum. Learning subjects is considered a crucial 
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component of the educational and all-round development of primary and secondary 

education (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017).   

 

3.4 Sweden 

The Swedish national curriculum was first published in 2011 but was revised and updated 

in 2018. With the update came more defined core values and guidelines. The curriculum 

is both intended for compulsory school students as preschool students. The Swedish 

national curriculum is well organized, clear, easily organized and available in both Swedish 

and English (Skolverket, 2018). 

The Swedish national school system is established on democratic foundations. The 

Education Act stipulates that education strives to obtain and develop knowledge and 

values. It should encourage the growth and learning of all students and a desire to study. 

Education should support respect for human rights and the fundamental democratic 

values on which Swedish society is built (Skolverket, 2018).  

The schools shall be open to diverse approaches, be objective, and incorporate 

various approaches. Everyone who works in the schools should uphold the fundamental 

values established in the Education Act and also the national curriculum and should 

dissociate from all that clashes with these values (Skolverket, 2018). 

The Swedish national curriculum asserts that schools should actively and 

consciously shape and stimulate students toward embracing the community's shared 

values and their representation in everyday life in diverse circumstances. The objects of 

the school are that every student: can determine and express ethical standpoints based 

on an understanding of human rights and democratic values, as personal experiences, 

respects the fundamental values of others, reject the subjection of people to prejudice 

and oppression, and becomes involved in helping others, can sympathise with and 

understand the situation of other people and develops the will to act with their best 

interests in mind, and shows respect for the immediate environment as well as the 

environment from a broader perspective (Skolverket, 2018). 

The Swedish national curriculum’s fundamental values are not visible in the 

section discussing English language teaching and learning. The first section regarding the 
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fundamental values discloses that they should be evident in all of the schools' work and 

the subjects (Skolverket, 2018). 

 

3.5 Finland 

From the year 2014 to 2017, Finland has been working on evolving and improving its 

national core curriculum for all education levels. The reform's main goal was to form a 

more coherent line throughout the education system while building on their current 

strengths and responding to a rapidly changing society. The Finnish educational system's 

leading principle is respecting students and building a sustainable future for them and 

others by emphasising equity, equality, quality education and students well-being 

(Alliance for Childhood European Network Foundation, 2018).  

When revising the Finnish curriculum, the school administration made many 

positive changes regarding its central values. One was to precisely describe the central 

values, educational principle and teaching and learning objectives, while shared goals and 

guidelines were also added (Alliance for Childhood European Network Foundation, 2018). 

   

Finland's primary education is currently based on four central values:  

Respecting the uniqueness of each student and guaranteeing the right to a good education, 

Promoting each student's growth as a civilised/educated human being and as an active citizen 

of a democratic society, Valuing cultural diversity and regarding it as a source of richness and 

Understanding the necessity of living sustainably (Alliance for Childhood European Network 

Foundation, 2018, p. 81) 

 

The Finnish national curriculum is based on a holistic approach to guiding the educational 

thinking of schools. In line with that, the central values are described as an extensive 

ecosystem where different sections are connected through several dimensions. Every 

school must also develop its working practice and function as an education community 

based on the four core values (Alliance for Childhood European Network Foundation, 

2018). There is no detailed section regarding the subjects to be found, but the complete 

national curriculum I was also only able to find in Finnish.  
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In this chapter I have presented my findings and discussions regarding the five Nordic 

countries curricula based on the questions I set out to answer. I have identified the 

general aims, their purpose and definition. While also describing each countries 

curriculum set-up. There are many similarities within the five countries curriculum, while 

there are also some aspects and elements that differ. In my next chapter I will discuss that 

further as I will be comparing and discussing in detail some of the similarities and 

differences between the Nordic countries national curricula. 

 

 

 

  



20 

° 

 

4. Similarities and differences 

 

In the previous chapter I reviewed the five Nordic countries curricula, looking at general 

aims, their definitions, roles and set-up in each countries curriculum. In this chapter I will 

use my findings to conduct an comparison of the Nordic countries, focusing on mostly the 

general aims. Discussing how they are similar, what aims they have in common and where 

they differ. 

 

4.1 Similarities and differences in general aims 

With a long tradition of a comprehensive educational system regarding their national 

curriculums, the Nordic countries share educational history and practices. In the early 

decades of the twentieth century, the Nordic countries subject plans were developed in 

similar ways. The curriculum for compulsory education in the five Nordic countries is 

developed by national and regional agencies and defined by the act of parliament and 

rules set by the government regarding educational activities (Karseth and Mølstad, 2016). 

Social democracy, as a political stance and philosophy, has had a significant impact 

on the Nordic education system. The Nordic culture and lifestyle have framed the 

curriculum and provided a solid foundation for lifelong and life-wide learning (Antikainen, 

2006). All of the Nordic countries have goals or values that could be categorized as 

general aims presented in their National curriculums, even though they are not explicitly 

called general aims. The majority of the Nordic countries refer to their general aims as 

either core values or some sort of educational pillars.  

Research  conducted by Antikainen (2006) shows that the primary values or aims 

that guide education development in all Nordic countries are democracy, equality and 

progressiveness. My review of the four countries’ curricula suggests that this is the case 

for Iceland, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland. The aims we have highlighted and 

found to be evident in some shape or form in all five countries curricula are democracy 

and equality. 

In all of the five curriculum frameworks, the term democracy is defined as a 

fundamental pillar. Hence, throughout the documents, the term is used regularly, and 
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basic notions regarding democracy, such as students' participation and influence, are 

stressed in all curricula, setting a foundation for pedagogical practice.  

As democracy is a general aim or fundamental pillar, the implication is that 

teachers are responsible for providing students with the opportunities and environment 

to apply and understand the term. Emphasis is also on the future as the students are seen 

as future decision-makers and participants in a democratic society (Einarsdottir, Purola, 

Johansson, Broström, and Emilson, 2015).  

Democracy should also be evident in the classroom, as it connects to equality, 

diversity, shared responsibility and acceptance. Students should feel like a part of a 

community where justice and respect are the main characteristics of the communications 

(Einarsdottir, Purola, Johansson, Broström, and Emilson, 2015).  

All of the Nordic national curriculums also emphasize children's rights, and the 

students are viewed as individuals who have rights that the teachers should recognize. 

Dominant children's rights are participation and influence (Einarsdottir, Purola, 

Johansson, Broström, and Emilson, 2015).  

Other similarities that are worth mentioning are general aims that could 

potentially be a part of the same category. When we look over the general aims of the 

Nordic countries we find that they are quite similar. What often sets them apart is the 

title of the aims and the definition. Some of the aims are not titled the same but when 

you read the definition you find that they could belong in the same category. For 

example, the aims connected to sustainability and environmental awareness suggest 

similarities. Iceland and Finland who have sustainability as one of their general aims 

define sustainability as developing student awareness and capability to deal with issues 

that deal with the interaction of their environment, social factors and the economy in the 

development of the society (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2011; Alliance for Childhood 

European Network Foundation, 2018). Sweden and Norway on the other hand, place 

emphasis on environmental awareness, which they define as the ability for students to 

develop an appreciation for the nature and respect their environment while 

simultaneously being aware of our climate (Skolverket, 2018; Utdanningsdirektoratet, 

2017). 
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Other aims that could be related are the aims Equality and Ethical awareness. 

Iceland, Sweden and Finland have equality as one of their aims, while Norway has ethical 

awareness. One thing that is worth mentioning here is that even though they are titled 

either the same or similarly, the definition often varies. Iceland has a detailed definition of 

the equality as a general aim that includes topics related to gender, sexuality, culture, 

nationalities, languages, religion and values. While Finland has a shorter definition that is 

more focused on culture, they define the aim of quality as valuing different cultures and 

viewing it as a valuable source. The same goes for Sweden. Their aim focuses on culture 

and the fundamental values of others. While Norway’s ethical awareness potentially 

could be categorized as a part of addressing equality, the definition lacks detail as regards 

what the aims entails as it only says that students shall be encouraged to act with ethical 

awareness. It is not clear what this actually means, leaving room for interpretation.  

To summarize the similarities and differences when it comes to the Nordic 

countries’ national curricula, there is a need to emphasize students’ ability to respect and 

be aware of diverse individuals, their environment, democracy and human rights. Where 

they differ is the way in which they interoperate and describe their aims. Even if the aims 

are titled the same between countries, the description often varies as does the detail and 

precision of the definition. When it comes to the set-up of the general aims in the Nordic 

national curriculum I find it important to discuss interpretation. Many of the general aims 

are similar or at least related. They might not have the same title but when it comes to 

the definition of the aims you see that they are describing the same goal. This raises 

implications as regards interpretation by schools and teachers, a point that I return to in 

the final chapter. In the next section of this chapter, I aim to provide a deeper reflection 

on the similarities and differences that I have discussed in this section. 

 

4.2 Discussion on similarities and differences 

Instead of being a single model, each Nordic country has created their model based on 

shared patterns from older educational models. It is best to look at the similarities and 

differences between Nordic countries’ curricula as relatives, as they have their own 

characteristics while being developed on the same grounds (Antikainen, 2006). 
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When it comes to the set-up of the national curriculum and the detail of the 

description of their general aims Iceland and Sweden are compatible. They both have 

curriculum set-up were the general section is at the beginning and then come chapters 

regarding the individual subjects. They also have a clear description of the purpose of the 

general aims and the aims themselves. When it comes to the aims themselves Iceland and 

Finland have general aims in common but their presentation of the aims is completely 

different. Sweden and Norway also have quite similar aims, but the description of the 

aims often vary from one another.  

In a research article by Karseth and Mølstad (2016) comparing learning objectives 

between Finland and Norway long-term and short-term goals regarding general aims are 

discussed as: “Learning outcomes are competencies and skills that the pupils are to have 

learned after a period of teaching” (p. 339) The Norwegian curriculum presents its 

competence aims as a core category at the beginning of its national curriculum. They 

describe those aims as elements students should know, understand and be able to 

complete. The Finnish curriculum gives content and criteria for assessment and desired 

performance equal attention, as they do their definitions and descriptions of learning 

objectives (Karseth and Mølstad, 2016). 

My review suggests that Norway, similar to Iceland and Sweden, presents the 

general aims in a general chapter at the beginning of their national curriculum. Finland on 

the other hand displays their objectives throughout their curriculum and interconnects 

them with various sections of their general chapter, such as assessment and subjects. 

The Norwegian competence aims are defined as a predictable performance that is 

evaluated after a specific time. In contrast, the learning objectives in the Finnish 

curriculum are perceived as a long-term goal focusing on social values and norms (Karseth 

and Mølstad, 2016). One of the most significant purposes of a national curriculum is to 

steer and control education. The Norwegian subject section of their curriculum mainly 

presents directions through learning outcomes as their subject content is not well defined 

and seemingly put in the hands of the schools and educators. Finnish learning outcomes 

are not the sole determining category, but learning objectives centred around teaching, 

content, and learning outcomes connected to evaluation are equally important (Karseth 

and Mølstad, 2016). 
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The majority of the Nordic countries (Norway, Sweden and Denmark) do not have 

defined content regarding how the general aims should be intergraded with the subjects. 

When discussing and defining their aims in the general section of their national 

curriculum they all say that these are elements and aspects that should be evident 

throughout their education system and a part of every subject. On the other hand, 

Finland and Iceland have their aims not just presented in their general section, they also 

have them included in the subject section. Their aims are cantered around being a long-

term goal and there are clear guidelines on how to work with them.  

When discussing similarities and differences between curricula, the answer varies 

depending on what we are looking at. I chose to focus on the general aims of education, 

as discussed in the previous sections. Below, I provide a table that aims to summarize my 

discussion by illustrating how different curricula engage with these aims. 

 

4.3 The table 
 

Here below, the table presents the general aims of the Nordic countries. The table 

highlights each country’s general aims in order to provide a clear view of the similarities 

and differences between them. Each country has a colour to indicate which of the core 

aims are evident in the curriculum documents. The line represented by green shows that 

the aim of Democracy and Human rights is the only common general aim that is also titled 

the exact same in all of the five Nordic countries.  

 With the table we can also more easily see which countries have the most in 

common. We can see that even though Finland has much fewer aims, Finland and Iceland 

are the most compatible when it comes to their general aims. Sweden and Norway, 

however, have the most in common regarding their aims.  

 What the table also allows us to see is the aims that are exclusive to some 

countries. What I found to be most surprising is the amount of aims, values or pillars that 

are only featured in one country’s curriculum. Aims such as Literacy and Health and 

Welfare, for example, are unique to Iceland and Human Dignity and Critical Thinking and 

Ethical Awareness to Norway. However, as I have pointed out previously, aims that are 
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exclusive to one country could possibly be categorised under different titles. For example 

Human dignity could both go under Equality or Democracy and Human rights. 

  

 Iceland Sweden Denmark Norway Finland 

Literacy      

Sustainability      

Health and welfare      

Democracy  and human rights      

Equality      

Creativity      

Intellectual freedom      

Environmental awareness      

Diversity      

Human dignity      

Critical thinking and ethical awareness      

 

In short it isn’t surprising that the Nordic countries have various aspect of their national 

curriculum and general aims that are similar, as they are all based of the same Nordic 

foundation. There are some differences between the Nordic countries curricula and 

general aims, as their perspective and emphasize of the aims tends to differ between 

some of the countries. If we focus on outlook and interpretation of their general aims 

Iceland and Finland are the most compatible. In the next chapter we will discuss the 

implications of my findings and the conclusion of my study. 
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5. Implications and conclusion  
 

In this chapter we will be discussing: What do the general aims of education in five Nordic 

countries tell us about how they frame the purpose of education? What does this suggest 

about how ELT should be engaging with general aims?  

All of the five Nordic countries do though have some sort of general aims that they 

disclose of in their national curriculum. In all of the curriculums when discussing their 

general aims and their interpretation of their purpose for each country, it is always 

mentioned that these aims or values should be reflected throughout the entire school 

system and the individual subjects. When I read all of the national curriculums and the 

research referenced previously I get the feeling that this is too good to be true. I have 

completed a fair share of teaching practice in various Icelandic schools and my experience 

does not reflect the claims of the national curriculum. I have never walked into a 

classroom, observed lessons and thought or been aware of the presence of the Icelandic 

fundamental pillars. Research seems to support my experience. In the second chapter I 

discussed the role of the curriculum and the research pointed out the political nature of 

working with general aims and that students do not often feel like general aims or 

fundamental pillars  are visible in their learning.  

In a research projects aimed at mapping the situation in the Nordic countries in 

regards to the implementation of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal on education 

for sustainability, results showed that there is a lack of discussion relating to 

sustainability, equality and diversity as the compulsory school national curriculum calls 

for. Despite the fundamental pillars, the reality is not reflective of the policy. In Icelandic 

schools the fundamental pillars such as sustainability have become a part of the day to 

day work. In some incidents the teachers and students are not even fully aware of it 

(Bryndís Sóley Gunnarsdóttir, Sólveig María Árnadóttir, Bragi Guðmundsson og Ólafur Páll 

Jónsson, 2020). 

The aspect brought attention to in the research article that the general aims are 

not visible is in line with other research articles used in previous chapters. In the general 

aims chapter we discussed that according to research conducted by Manzo and Mitchell 
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(2018) students feel like the objectives or aims are not visible in their learning and that it 

is poorly represented in curriculum. The objectives therefore also seem to be challenging 

to implement in the classroom. According to articles and statements by Michael Apple the 

general aims are a political concept and not actually made for the students (Apple, 1990).  

It is interesting to discuss and research the general aims of the Nordic countries as 

they are presented as an important part of all five countries’ national curriculum. All five 

countries speak about general aims that are meant to be visible in all aspects of their 

schooling. Yet, only two countries have their aims intergraded into their subject section of 

their curriculum. One of those countries is Iceland. 

In 2011 the Icelandic government introduced a new education policy to strengthen 

its societal and individual values. With the new policy came the six fundamental pillars or 

general aims specified previously. According to research, the aims have encouraged 

reflection and contributed to more comprehensive integration in schools. Nevertheless, 

research also points out that comprehensive research into the implementation of public 

education policy is lacking in Iceland. The implementation process is complex and requires 

participants from diverse backgrounds. This process is lacking in the Icelandic school 

system (Kolbrún Þ. Pálsdóttir, 2015). What this tells me is that the general aims are like I 

believed not implemented in day-to-day work of the schools. This is a very interesting 

point as the Icelandic curriculum has a detailed description of the general aims when it 

comes to their schools subjects including ELT. 

What needs to be improved is to strengthen the collaboration between teaching 

professionals. There needs to be an discussion regarding what are and whom should the 

learning goals be as the national curriculum says that the six fundamental pillars should 

be intergraded and reflected in all school work (Kolbrún Þ. Pálsdóttir, 2015).The 

fundamental pillars have encouraged teachers and school administrations to revaluate 

and develop teaching and learning. Despite that change, many believe that executing the 

policy and intergrading the pillars has not been done successfully (Kolbrún Þ. Pálsdóttir, 

2015). In the context of ELT this means that the fundamental pillars are sort of an 

afterthought and there needs to be a more detailed action plan regarding how teachers 

should implement the pillars into their subjects.  
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A recent extensive study that sought to shine a light on how the policy is displayed 

in schools supports that belief. The main findings showed that the 2011 education policy 

is heavily apparent in the external structure of schools, while when it came to the 

integration of it in aspects such as teaching methods and lesson plans its seems to have 

missed the mark (Kolbrún Þ. Pálsdóttir, 2015). The general aims tell a telling story about 

how we view education as they are often values that are important element of our 

society. All of the countries have Democracy and Human rights as their shared general 

aim, this should tell us that Democracy and Human rights are a big aspect of how the 

counties schools conduct themselves. But is it if the aims aren’t actually visible? 

Based on my experience and my review of the literature that suggests a gap 

between policy and practice, I suggest that ELT requires more attention to general aims. 

Iceland has made it explicit in the national curriculum that the six fundamental pillars 

should be included in all aspects of teaching. This suggests that English Language teachers 

should be familiar with the six pillars and be prepared to work with them. While other 

studies show that this is not the case. In order for this to happen, teacher preparation for 

English teachers should look specifically at how this can be done. Yet there are no courses 

at the B.Ed. level that addresses this need. 

In the beginning of my thesis I set out to answer  the  research question: How do 

the general aims frame the purpose of education? The short answer to that question is 

that the general aims are the framework for a countries educational purpose. In the 

Icelandic national curriculum the role of the general aims are clearly stated and support 

my answer that the general aim are the framework for education. The Icelandic 

curriculum Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla (2011) states: „the fundamental pillars are meant to 

accentuate the principle of general education” (p. 14).  They also state that they should 

be evident in all school work across all subjects, school activities and school levels. Similar 

statements regarding the general aims are in the other Nordic countries national 

curriculum (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2011).  

Fundamental pillars are set by the government reflect a country’s view on how 

education is understood and its purpose. The Nordic countries have a long tradition on 

basing their education around Democracy and Equality. Curricula often refers to the 

school’s role as preparing students to become active participants in society. With the 
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general aims, the Nordic educational systems are able to obtain a clear overview of their 

educational work (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 2011).  

But the big question that concerns me when looking over the conclusion of this 

study is what actually is the current framework and how is it visible in schools? If the 

general aims are supposed to be the main framework for the educational purpose of the 

Nordic countries, but research and my own experience show that explicit reference to 

general aims in ELT is not a priority for teachers or schools. All of the countries have 

statements regarding their general aims and how they frame and influence all of their 

work. The next step is to explore why then these are not evident in schools and how they 

can be introduced and addressed in ELT? 

Now that I am more familiar with the role of general aims in education from the 

Nordic perspective, I would be interested in continuing my studies. I would like to do carry 

out an empirical study at the Master’s level that focuses on how schools are actually 

implementing the fundamental pillars into their ELT. While using this as my theory behind 

the research it would be valuable to go into an Icelandic school and observe how they 

work with the fundamental pillars. 
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