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Introduction

Since the 1960s, a growing part of the European population has ceased to 

participate in traditional, institutionalized religious practices on a regular basis, 

although they have maintained a relatively high level of private individual belief 

or conviction (Heelas, Woodhead, & Seel, 2005; Miedema, 2006). These beliefs, 

however, are no longer always closely related to traditional institutionalized 

religions and established religious traditions such as Judaism, Christianity or 

Islam. Some are clearly secular, such as humanism, while others fall under what 

Davie (2000) called “believing without belonging”. Moreover, many European 

countries have become home to a wide variety of beliefs and cultures (Casanova, 

2007) due to globalization and immigration. Thus, the term “religion” no longer 

seems to be apt for describing the wide variety of beliefs and views regarding 

the nature of reality that is present in society today. One of the concepts being 

used to refer to this wide range of beliefs is “worldview,” which encompasses a 

broader interpretation of one’s view of life than the concept “religion” (Vroom, 

2006; Watson, 2010). 

This dissertation focuses on the concepts “worldview” and “worldview 

education.” The main objective is to gain insight into these concepts and 

their relationships with the concepts “morality” and “moral education”. 

Moral education and worldview education are both part of the domain of 

personhood formation or, what Biesta calls, subjectification, which focuses on 

the development of the personal identity of students (Biesta, 2010; Biesta & 

Miedema, 2002; Miedema, 2014). In educational policy and practice, they are 

being linked to each other, as demonstrated in the next section. However, 

the conceptual relationship between them has hardly received attention in 

educational research. 

In the next section, I will give three examples of the link between 

worldview education and moral education in policy and practice. Thereafter, 

I will introduce the key concepts of my research project. After describing the 

research questions and the methodology used, I will present an outline of the 

dissertation. 
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1
Worldview education and moral education: Examples 
from practice and policy

This section provides three examples of how morality and worldview are being 

related in educational practice and policy. The first two examples are drawn 

from my experience as a religious education consultant in schools. 

Example 1

A multi-religious primary school

A teacher working in a school whose population had changed from 

homogeneously Christian to multi-religious made an honest remark. She told 

her colleagues that she was confused by everything that she had to do in 

addition to teaching her “normal lessons.” She said: in the course of the day, 

I am teaching children about several world religions. We have to stimulate 

their personhood formation, to teach from and live by certain values, and to 

pay attention to citizenship and morality. These seem to be so related that it 

appears impossible to do one without doing at least bits of the other as well.

This teacher was used to teaching religious education from the perspective 

of the Christian religion. When the population of her school changed and 

became multi-religious, including liberal Christians, orthodox Christians, 

Muslims, Hindus, and children who were not socialized explicitly in a religious 

or worldview tradition, the subject “religious education” with a Christian 

emphasis changed to worldview education with an emphasis on meaning 

making and meaning giving. Apart from this change in objectives, other areas 

of personhood formation such as citizenship education and moral education 

were explicitly made part of the school aims (Dutch Primary Education Act, 

article 8.3, 2006). This teacher later told me that these subjects had always been 

part of her encounters with her students. But with the changing population of 

her school, she became uncertain of how to pay attention to these areas. 

This example demonstrates that in educational practice, the increasing 

cultural, religious, and worldview diversity in schools can lead to confusion 

over how to handle the religious, moral, and worldview educational objectives 

of the school. Furthermore, society and politics have formulated requirements 

regarding citizenship education, moral education, and teaching about 

worldviews. It is not always clear for teachers how these domains are related. 
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The question that arises from this example is what is meant by worldview 

education and moral education. This example demonstrates that conceptual 

clarity is needed. 

Example 2

A Christian secondary school

“As a teacher in worldview education,1 I see my main role as stimulating my 

students to reflect on how to treat others and how to treat the world around 

them. These days, the main theme of the conversations in my class is the 

refugee crisis. My students really want to talk about this. Of course, I also pay 

attention to various religions and worldviews, but talking about things that are 

important to my students, issues that matter to them, is my focus.”

The above quote is from a teacher in worldview education in an open Christian 

secondary school with a heterogeneous student population in respect to 

religion and worldview. In a conversation about his teaching, he told me that 

students’ moral questions get the most attention in his classes. He also relates 

these moral issues to learning about religious and worldview traditions, but 

his main objective is to stimulate his students’ moral thinking in relation to 

actual situations and current dilemmas. He explained that it is his main role 

as a teacher in worldview education to give room for the students’ moral 

reflections. For him, moral reflections and conversations are an important part 

of worldview education. Worldview education and moral education clearly 

overlap in the educational practices of this teacher. The question that arises 

from this example is whether paying attention to the students’ moral reflections 

is the same as worldview education and whether doing this is sufficient to be 

called worldview education. 

Example 3

Educative centers in the Netherlands for Islamic youths age 12–18 years

The Educative Centers in the Netherlands offer after-school support for Muslim 

youths, age 12–18 years who live in the centers during the school week. The aim 

of the centers is to optimize the learning-environment, the life-environment 

and the home-environment of the youth to enhance a stable personal identity 

development of the students (Educatieve Centra Nederland 2016; Ter Avest, 

1  In Dutch, this is referred to as levensbeschouwing.
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1
2015, p. 4). To provide support and guide the students’ personal development, 

the centers believe that they must have a close relationship with the students’ 

parents and be aware of the students’ home situation. Therefore, these centers 

connect to the students’ worldview background. The pedagogical policy 

document states that the EC (Educational Centers) prepare youth for active 

participation in society. As the extended home of these youngsters, the EC 

adhere to the cultural and worldview identity of (the family of ) these youngsters. 

By taking into account this identity and the norms and values of society, the EC 

work on moral and societal behavior. (Educatieve Centra Nederland, 2016, pp. 

4; Ter Avest, 2015) 

This example shows that in these centers, the students’ worldview is seen as 

closely connected to the students’ social and moral behavior. The students’ 

worldview is seen as a constitutive part of their moral and social functioning and 

needs to be taken into account for the optimal development of these domains. 

The question that arises from this example is whether moral education can 

happen without paying attention to the students’ worldview. 

These three examples demonstrate that a certain relationship and overlap 

between worldview education and moral education is assumed in educational 

practice. A precise conceptualization of this relationship is missing. With 

this dissertation, I aim to contribute to a better theoretical and conceptual 

understanding of this relationship, which I hope will lead to more clarity in 

educational practice as well. 

Worldview in various contexts

This section describes the key concepts of this dissertation. I will give a short 

overview of how the concept “worldview” has been used in various research 

domains. Then, I will focus on the concept “morality” and on worldview 

education and moral education. 

The concept “worldview”

The concept “worldview” has German roots. Weltanschauung was first used in 

Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment in 1790. It seems to refer to the sense 
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perception of the world. Kant used the term only once, and it did not have 

much significance for him (Kant, 1987; Naugle, 2002). From then on, the 

concept developed and shifted from a sensory to an intellectual perception of 

the cosmos. It fit the ”Zeitgeist” in philosophy of the emphasis on the ‘knowing 

and willing’ human as the ‘cognitive and moral center’ of the universe and 

became a popular term (Naugle, 2002, pp. 58–59). 

The term was developed by others, including Hegel and Goethe, and 

became a common term in European thought. In his insightful and extensive 

review of the concept “worldview”, Naugle (2002) described how the term 

developed and became a familiar term in the work of Dilthey,2 Nietzsche, 

Heidegger, and Freud, among others.

In the last century, the English term “worldview” has become more 

common in various research domains. In anthropology, for example, worldview 

descriptions are closely related to the concept “culture.” One of the widely used 

descriptions (e.g., Koltko-Rivera, 2004) presents worldview as the culturally 

dependent answer to existential issues such as human nature; the relationship 

of human beings to nature; and a person’s or culture’s preference for 

hierarchical forms of relationship, collateral forms, or individualism (Kluckhohn 

& Strodtbeck, 1961). 

In psychological counseling, it is believed that knowledge and 

understanding of clients’ worldviews lead to more effective, ethical, and 

sensitive counseling. A worldview has an effect on daily life by affecting, for 

example, modes of problem solving and decision making (Ibrahim, 1991). Sue 

(1978, 2006) described worldview as an individual’s perception of his or her 

relationship with the world. Ibrahim and Kahn (1987) developed the Scale to 

Assess World Views. This scale gives counselors a greater awareness of their 

clients’ worldview and can lead to a better understanding of clients and their 

problems. 

Worldview appears not only in the humanities and in the social and 

behavioral sciences but also in the philosophy of science. While metaphysical 

ideas were rejected by the first institutionalized philosophers of science in 

the 1920s as cognitively meaningless (Koningsveld, 1984, pp. 29–34), in the 

post-Popperian era, this metaphysical level has become an important aspect 

of the philosophy of science and is often called worldview. It is agreed that 

worldviews function as a type of theory at a level more abstract than theories 

2  Wilhelm Diltey (1833–1911) was one of the first to treat the concept Weltanschauung systematically.

42196 Kooij.indd   12 23-09-16   10:14



General introduction

13

1
and observations that can be verified by objective observation (Grunig & 

White, 1992). For instance, Marcum (2008) described worldview as the deepest 

ontological commitment about what the world is and what it contains. 

Some authors have equated the concept “worldview” with Kuhn’s (1970) use 

of “paradigm” (e.g., Grunig & White, 1992; Moreland & Craig, 2003) – ads the 

disciplinary matrix that stands for the entire constellation of beliefs, values, and 

techniques shared by the members of a given community. When a scientific 

revolution or major paradigm change occurs, the view of the world changes for 

the scientists involved (Kuhn, 1970, p. 111). 

Essentially contested?

This brief description of how worldview has been used in various contexts 

shows that the concept has a context-specific use. This could indicate that 

worldview is an essentially contested concept. Gallie (1956) introduced this 

term for concepts whose proper use is being disputed and for which no clear 

consensus exists about the general or “standard” use of the term. Concepts that 

can be called contested are abstract, qualitative, and evaluative. They are used 

in domains like aesthetics, political philosophy, and philosophy of religion. 

They include art, democracy, and social justice (Gallie, 1956). Gallie provided 

seven characteristics for identifying and understanding essentially contested 

concepts, of which the first three are the most defining (pp. 167-172): 

1. They signify some kind of valued achievement.

2. They must have an internally complex character consisting of 

various features. 

3. Their descriptions differ in importance and in the emphasis 

attached to the characterizing features. 

4. They are open to modification in changing circumstances. 

5. Using the concept implies its use against other uses. 

6. All uses and descriptions of the concept must be derived from an 

exemplar. 

7. It should be possible to distinguish between descriptions that are 

more rational (e.g., clear and consistent) and descriptions that are 

less rational. 
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Characteristic 4 states the openness to modification in changing 

circumstances. Gallie (1956) stated that “such modification cannot be 

prescribed or predicted in advance” (p. 172). Gallie explained that the essentially 

contested concept “art,” for instance, is open in the sense that it is hard to 

predict what new developments of current art forms will be called art in the 

future. Worldview has this open character, as demonstrated earlier. This leads 

me to believe that worldview is essentially contested. However, if this is the 

case, it would have serious consequences for the manner in which worldview is 

being used in theory and practice, including the remainder of this dissertation. 

Researchers might never reach a consensus on the proper use of the 

term “worldview.” A description of worldview based on literature analysis, as 

I have conducted for this dissertation, might be misinformed because uses 

of worldview in (educational) literature differ too much. Therefore, I will first 

systematically review the use of worldview in the field of religious education 

and related domains.3 I focus on the domain of religious education and related 

domains because worldview is regularly used in religious educational research 

and educational policy. The Non-Statutory National Framework for Religious 

Education (Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 2004) and the document 

“Religious Education in English Schools: Non-Statutory Guidance” (Department 

for Children, Schools, and Families, 2010), for instance, both use the term 

“worldview” to refer to a more personal and broader (i.e., secular) interpretation 

of views on life than the term “religion.” 

The first criterion states that an essentially contested concept is 

appraisive: It signifies some kind of valued achievement. In other words, it 

has inherent normativity. Democracy, for example, is not only a name for a 

certain form of government; for many people, it is the most excellent form 

of government. When something is called art, this says something about 

the quality attributed to the work (Gallie, 1956). Worldview does not have a 

clear internal normative value or a strong appraisive character in itself. This 

seems to depend on the context in which it is being used. Worldview might 

be something positive in psychological and educational discourses on identity 

development, something negative in political and theological debates about 

fundamentalism, and something neutral in sociological and historical overviews 

3  I choose examples of literature from a broad range of disciplines related to religious education: 
(philosophy of ) education (e.g., De Jong, 1998; Miedema, 2006; Valk, 2007), philosophy of religion (e.g., 
Brümmer, 1981; Sire, 2004; Zuurdeeg, 1958), psychology of religion (e.g., Hijmans, 1994), and theology 
(e.g., Walsh and Middleton, 1984).
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1
of various worldviews. Moreover, for many people, their particular worldview 

tends to have a positive value, while some look upon the worldviews of others 

in a negative way. However, the appraisiveness is not related to the concept 

“worldview” as such but to specific forms or conceptions of it. The positive 

value attributed by a Roman Catholic to Christianity due to the sacrament 

of confession can be compared to attributing a positive value to the specific 

early Athenian form of democracy rather than to democracy in general. In that 

sense, worldview differs from democracy or art. For instance, saying that “x” is 

not art includes a certain judgment on the quality of the work, whereas saying 

that “x” is not a worldview does not have this normative bearing. 

The second criterion for concepts to be essentially contested is that they 

must consist of several components or features and have an internally complex 

character. Such a concept can be called a “cluster concept” (Collier, Hidalgo, & 

Maciuceanu, 2006). Democracy, for example, has several features: the majority 

rules, all citizens have equal rights to attain positions of political leadership, 

and citizens participate in all levels of political life.4 How does this apply to 

worldview? It is indeed possible to distinguish various features in descriptions 

of worldview. 

First, there is agreement that existential or ultimate questions are an 

element of worldview (Brümmer, 1981;5 De Jong, 1998; Miedema, 2006; Sire, 

2004; Valk, 2007; Walsh & Middleton, 1984). Second, worldview is said to refer 

to something that is the most important in one’s life, such as one’s belief in a 

god (Brümmer, 1981). Third, some authors have stated that worldview directs 

and evaluates one’s life (Brümmer, 1981). Finally, the literature has mentioned 

that worldview is a cognitive-reflective view on human life (De Jong, 1998; 

Hijmans, 1994; McKenzie, 1991). This shows that the second characteristic 

indeed applies to worldview. 

The third characteristic is related to the previous one: Descriptions of 

the concept vary because they differ in the importance attached to and the 

emphasis placed on the characterizing features (Collier et al., 2006; Gallie, 1956). 

For example, some descriptions of democracy emphasize the decisive will of 

the majority of citizens, while others put more emphasis on the participation 

4  It is important that these features are indeed all part of one concept. If features are only loosely 
related, it might be better to divide them into two or more separate concepts to reduce internal 
complexity (Gallie, 1956).
5  Brümmer (1981) used “view on life” instead of “worldview”. In his Dutch book, he used the common 
Dutch word for worldview: levensbeschouwing. 
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of citizens in political life. Do descriptions of worldview emphasize different 

elements? The authors whose work I reviewed agreed that a worldview deals 

with existential questions (e.g., Brümmer, 1981; McKenzie, 1991; Sire, 2004; 

Valk, 2007), although some authors placed more emphasis on the characteristic 

of existential questions than others did (Sire, 2004; Walsh & Middleton, 1984). 

The authors often explicitly referred to meaning in life (e.g., Brümmer, 1981; De 

Jong, 1998; McKenzie, 1991). Other elements were mentioned, as stated above, 

but not as the main characteristic of worldview. Thus, this third characteristic 

applies only partly to worldview because the authors agreed about existential 

questions as a central defining element. 

The analysis of these first three defining characteristics of essentially 

contested concepts demonstrates that the first characteristic of appraisiveness 

does not apply to worldview. Furthermore, although the concept consists of 

various elements, authors have agreed about the main defining element of 

existential questions. 

Thus, my first inclination seems to be incorrect: There does not seem to 

be reason to believe that worldview is essentially contested, although it does 

have the openness of an essentially contested concept. Although authors 

have provided different definitions of the concept, they seem to have the 

same linguistic intuitions about the appropriate use of the concept. They seem 

to agree about a basic description in terms of a view on life, the world, and 

humanity. This means that the analysis of worldview in this dissertation does 

not suffer from the possibility that it is an essentially contested concept. 

In the continuation of this dissertation, worldview will be analyzed more 

closely to give a precise description of the concept (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter 

and Miedema, 2013; 2016a). 

Morality 

A distinction should be made between morality in a descriptive sense and 

morality in a normative sense (Kole, 2002). When used in a descriptive sense, 

morality functions as a term of classification or identification. Its opposite is 

non-moral. The descriptive sense of the word is concerned with the criteria 

for calling a judgment (or action) a moral judgment. It distinguishes moral 

judgments from other types of judgments such as scientific or aesthetic 
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judgments. Accepting a descriptive definition of morality does not need to 

have implications for factual behavior. 

Questions have been raised regarding whether a universal, fixed 

definition of morality can be given and what this definition should be (Kole, 

2002; Musschenga, 1980). Philosophers have discussed whether characteristics 

like universality, prescriptiveness, and overridingness could be attributed to 

the concept “morality.” 

When used in a normative sense, morality functions as a term of 

approval, praise, or recommendation. In this case, immoral is the opposite 

of moral. Accepting a normative definition of morality commits a person 

to regarding some behavior as immoral. Because accepting a normative 

definition of morality involves this commitment, it is not surprising that there 

are disagreements about what normative definition to accept (Gert, 2016). 

There are many rival theories about normative morality and moral reasoning, 

each stating a different view of what morality means. The following are often 

identified as the three primary normative moral theories: (1) virtue ethics, 

associated with Aristotle (384 BC - 322 BC); (2) deontological ethics, associated 

with Kant (1724–1804) and (3) utilitarian ethics, associated with Mill (1806–

1873) and Bentham (1748–1832). These theories do not only provide an 

explicit normative account of morality, but also make explicit what is meant by 

morality in a descriptive sense. 

The normative and descriptive uses of morality are related to each 

other; the manner in which the concept “morality” is described bears some 

normativity (Gert, 2016; Kole, 2002). Criteria that are stated as necessary for 

the concept “morality” can be related to normative theories of morality. For 

instance, the descriptive characteristic of universality (which states that it is 

conceptually necessary for morality that all similarly situated individuals act 

the same in the same moral situation) can be related to a deontological view 

on morality or, more specifically, to Kant’s view that actions that a person can 

will to become a universal law are morally right. 

I cannot begin to do justice to all the views in this debate, but I do not 

think this is necessary. In daily language, the concept “morality” is often used 

to refer to some code of conduct (and its underlying rules and principles) of 

a society, a group, or an individual on how to treat others (people, animals, 

nature). Preventing harm and prescribing honesty are often part of it (Gert, 

2016). Morality can be conceptualized more specifically as the acts that are 
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right or good for other people. Morality deals with the questions of what is 

beneficial to others and what harms other people. It focuses on what we “owe 

to each other” (Scanlon, 1998) and includes actions intended to serve the 

welfare of others. But other matters can be involved as well, such as the idea 

that morality refers not only to others but also to the actors themselves, for 

instance their character as in virtue ethics, and the idea that morality concerns 

what is the most important to a person or a group (Gert, 2016). In Chapters 4 

and 5, the concept “morality” will be explored more precisely (Van der Kooij, De 

Ruyter and Miedema, 2015, 2016b). 

Worldview education and moral education

The concept “worldview” has been used in the field of education. Worldview 

can have both religious and secular meanings in education. Oser and Reich 

(1990), for instance, described worldview as a person’s mental representation 

of the universe (e.g., its origin, its evolution, the laws governing it, its destiny) 

or of the Ultimate Being’s interactions with the universe, as well as of the 

position and role of human beings in the universe. However, in the last decade, 

the concept “worldview” has been used in education to emphasize that not 

all views on life are necessarily religious. Valk (2007) stated that a worldview 

can provide either religious or secular answers to ultimate questions. Watson 

(2008, 2010) used the term in her plea to include non-religious views on life in 

religious education. 

While worldview is used for more or less organized religious or secular 

views on life like humanism, Christianity, or Hinduism (see, e.g., Smart, 2000), 

in the last forty years in which society has become more individualistic, the use 

of the concept “worldview” for personal views on life has also become more 

common (De Jong, 1998; Hijmans, 1994; McKenzie, 1991). 

An overall view of worldview education is, however, lacking in the theory 

of education. The second and third chapters of this dissertation will focus on 

this and give an elaborate explanation of worldview education (Van der Kooij, 

De Ruyter, & Miedema, 2013, 2016a). 

In contrast to worldview education, moral education has been the 

subject of much theoretical and empirical research in the educational domain. 

When I use the term “moral education”, I mean, quite broadly, the manner in 
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which schools aim to stimulate the sensitivity, analysis, judgment, motivation, 

and actions of students that contribute to the welfare of others (Hermans, 

Dupont, & Olde Rikkert, 1997; Rest, 1986).  

Moral education can be found in various aspects of schools: in the 

curriculum, in the rules set by the school, in the ethos of the school, and in 

the teacher as a role model (Nucci, Narvaez, & Krettenauer, 2007; Sanderse, 

2012). Sanderse (2012, pp. 15–16) described how moral themes are often part 

of the curriculum. Sometimes, reflecting on moral issues is one of the main 

aims of a subject, as is the case in religious education or citizenship education. 

The goal of these subjects is to introduce common religious, political, and 

ethical traditions to students; to transfer certain commonly accepted values 

like justice and freedom; and to stimulate students to clarify, evaluate, or reflect 

on their values. In other cases, moral themes are sometimes part of subjects 

like history, literature, or biology. Although morally educating the students 

is not the main aim of these subjects, they address themes that have moral 

aspects and are conducive to discussing and reflecting on moral issues, such as 

the Holocaust in history class or the ecological crisis in biology and geography 

classes (Sanderse, 2012, pp. 15–16). Moral education does not only take place 

by teaching the curriculum. It also happens through the rules that the school 

sets, such as rules against bullying or violence and rules about being respectful 

to teachers and to each other (Sanderse, 2012). 

Moral education transpires through the ethos of the school as well. 

Research has shown that this is an important factor of moral education (Nucci 

et al., 2007; Wynne & Walberg, 1985). Most moral education is not a prepared, 

written part of the curriculum or curriculum plans but is part of the school 

ethos: How do members of the school community treat each other? How are 

conflicts being solved? How do teachers handle, for instance, racist statements 

or religious fundamentalists’ remarks? This form of moral education in schools 

is perhaps the most subtle (Nucci et al., 2007, pp. 57). However, research 

has suggested that the ethos of a school influences the formation of quality 

relationships and promotes good moral character (Arthur, Davies, Kerr, & 

Hadyn, 2001; Nucci et al., 2007). 

Finally, students can be influenced by the teachers as role models. 

Teachers can model desired moral actions for their students in the course of a 

day and have a positive influence on students’ moral development. Teaching 

is an interaction between teachers and students. Within this interaction, the 
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teachers show their moral character, emotions and behavior to students. All 

kinds of decisions and emotional reactions demonstrate what the teachers’ 

moral views and reflections are (Carr, 2006; Fallona, 2000; Sanderse, 2012). 

Research has shown that teachers are aware of their role in morally 

educating their students and that teachers see the moral education of their 

students as an important task (e.g. Klaassen, 2002). For instance, Bertram-

Troost et al. (2015) demonstrated that in Dutch Christian secondary education, 

teachers aim to contribute to three general educational aims in addition to the 

aims in their specific subject area: stimulating relations with others, optimal 

development and self-realization, and stimulating critical thinking. The first aim 

is especially moral in character. This aim of the teachers is explained in two ways: 

developing good relationships in the classroom and in school and developing 

good relationships outside the school—in the broader society and the world. 

Teachers aim to stimulate these aspects through classroom discussions and 

projects in which students contribute to charity or do volunteer work. Teachers 

also see their relationships with students as important means to stimulate 

the relationships of students with others in and outside the school (Bertram-

Troost et al., 2015). The aim of stimulating critical thinking has moral aspects 

as well. Pupils acquire insights into what is happening in society and learn to 

make well-informed (moral) choices. Many teachers see debates as a manner of 

stimulating this critical thinking (Bertram-Troost et al., 2015). 

Research questions and research aims

The above descriptions of worldview education and moral education show 

that both domains aim to stimulate students to reflect on more than cognitive 

school subjects like math and grammar. They both aim to contribute to personal 

identity formation. However, how they are related is unclear. In this light, the 

following research questions were formulated:

· How is worldview discussed in educational literature? What 

description of worldview can be given based on this literature?

· What is the advantage of using “worldview” instead of “religion” 

in educational theory? How can the educational debate benefit 

from the use of “worldview”? 

· Is the use of the concept “worldview” a necessary condition for 
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the use of the concept “morality”? In other words, can we speak 

about morality without speaking about worldview? What are the 

implications for education?

· Do moral claims need to refer to worldview for their justification? 

What are the implications for education?

· Does moral education always aim to influence the worldview of 

students? If so, what exactly does this aim entail?

The research questions will be answered by conducting a theoretical inquiry 

into these concepts and the relationship between these concepts. This means 

that no empirical research was done in this research project. The research 

strategy was a combination of a systematic review of literature and a conceptual 

clarification, which was partly based on the method of conceptual analysis. This 

method aims to clarify the meaning of concepts as used in daily language by 

searching for and describing the characteristics that are necessary or sufficient 

for the correct use of the concepts (Steutel, 1982, 1991; Wilson, 1963). Wilson 

(1963) described several steps of a conceptual analysis. First, the characteristics 

of paradigmatic cases of a concept (examples of undoubtedly correct uses 

of the concept) are analyzed. Which conditions are necessary for using this 

concept? Second, the characteristics of contrary cases (examples that are 

clearly not appropriate uses of the concept) are analyzed. Which conditions are 

missing that make it clearly not an example of the concept? Finally, borderline 

cases (examples where there is uncertainty as to whether the concept is 

appropriately used) are analyzed to clarify which conditions need to be fulfilled 

in the case of paradigmatic examples. This process is cyclically repeated several 

times to ensure that the right characteristics are being attributed to the 

concept. The results of the literature review and conceptual clarification were 

used to critically reflect on existing theories in religious education, worldview 

education, and moral education. 

This study has several aims. The first is to give a precise analysis of the 

concept “worldview” in education to gain clarity on how the educational debate 

about religious and worldview education can profit from its use, especially 

in light of the ceased participation in traditional, institutionalized religious 

practices on a regular basis. The second aim is to reflect on the relationship 

between worldview education and moral education. It is unclear how they are 

precisely related and what this means for education. By precisely analyzing this 
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relationship, I hope to contribute to clarity in theoretical and empirical research 

about these two domains. 

There are two additional broader aims. First, I hope that teachers can 

benefit from the conceptual and theoretical clarification in this dissertation. 

Second, I hope that this dissertation will be read as an appeal to perceive the 

aim of education not only as the economic qualification of students but also 

as the personhood formation and socialization of students (see Biesta, 2010). 

Outline

Chapter 2 contains a conceptual clarification of the concept “worldview” 

in education based on the theoretical and empirical literature. A distinction 

is introduced between organized worldviews (i.e., more or less established 

systems with a group of believers) and personal worldviews (i.e., individuals’ 

views on life and humanity). The first section focuses on presenting a more 

precise description of these concepts by analyzing whether four elements 

are conceptually necessary: existential questions, moral values, influence on 

people’s acting and thinking, and providing meaning in life. The second part of 

the chapter investigates the implications of the distinction between organized 

and personal worldviews for reflecting on educational practice and policy. 

The role of worldview in education is investigated, and questions that need 

reflection when schools want to pay attention to both organized and personal 

worldviews are clarified.

Chapter 3 argues that worldview is a useful concept in thinking about 

religious education because of the concept’s encompassing character. It argues 

that worldview should be used instead of religion in some religious educational 

discourses. Three essential characteristics of worldview are distinguished: 

(1) worldview includes religious and secular views, (2) a distinction between 

organized and personal worldviews should be made, and (3) existential 

questions are a necessary part of worldview. The chapter also demonstrates 

how two articles about Grimmitt’s distinction between “learning about” and 

“learning from” religion benefit from using the concept “worldview.” It also 

discusses how the authors can address their points more clearly using the 

concept and its three essential characteristics.
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The central question in Chapter 4 is whether teaching morality 

necessarily means paying attention to worldview. I investigate a conceptual 

relationship and a justificatory one. A distinction is made between narrow and 

broad morality. Some schools want to avoid influencing the students’ views 

based on organised worldviews they adhere to. This is not always possible. 

The chapter explains why. It demonstrates that that when one teaches broad 

morality, attention is paid to the personal worldview of students. Finally, the 

chapter discusses the implications of our analysis for reflections on education.

Chapter 5 examines whether approaches to moral education aim to 

influence the development of the students’ personal worldviews. A Dutch moral 

education program is presented as an example of how the relationship between 

worldview education and moral education works in educational practice. The 

findings are used to analyze various approaches to moral education. The chapter 

continues by discussing two moral (educational) theories: (1) moral education 

related to virtue ethics, commonly called character education, and (2) moral 

education based on deontological ethics. The aims of these approaches will be 

related to the domain of personal worldview. The analysis demonstrates that 

every approach aims to influence the students’ personal worldviews because 

of underlying ontological beliefs. This is the inevitable and minimal influence 

that a moral education approach has on personal worldview. Our analysis also 

demonstrates that two approaches go further: Aristotle’s virtue ethics and 

Kantian deontological ethics. Both aim to contribute to personal worldview 

development because they aim to influence the students’ broad moral views 

(ethical and teleological matters).

In the conclusion and general discussion, I will reflect on the main 

findings and their implications for educational theory, policy, and practice. I 

will also suggest themes for further research.
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Introduction

An important point in discussions on religious and spiritual education concerns 

the question of which religions should be addressed and whether other views 

on life should be part of the content of the subject too. Many authors argue 

that the subject-matter of “religious education” (RE) should indeed cover more 

than the established and institutionalized religions and therefore prefer to use 

the term “worldview” or “worldview education” or terms like “philosophy of 

life” or “view on life” instead of “religion” and “religious education.” Their main 

motivation is that these terms allow for a more personal and broader (i.e., 

secular) interpretation of views on life than the concept “religion” (e.g., Watson, 

2008, 2010).

In this article we focus on the term “worldview” because authors in 

the RE domain often choose this word instead of or in addition to “religion” 

and because it links with the German “Weltanschauung,” which is used in the 

English language as well. Not only RE researchers are interested in the concept 

“worldview”; it is used in policymaking as well. In the British 2004 National 

Framework for Religious Education, for example, it was recommended 

that, apart from religions, secular worldviews be included in locally agreed 

syllabuses (Watson, 2010). Moreover, the concept “worldview” is not specific 

for the domain of RE. It is used in various research domains that often present a 

specific elaboration or emphasis of the concept. In anthropology for example, 

“worldview” is often related to the concept “culture” (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, 

1961); in psychology (Koltko-Rivera, 2004), worldview is used in relation to 

Terror Management Theories (Solomon, Greenberg, and Pyszczynski, 1991) 

and in relation to theories about counselling (Ibrahim, Roysircar-Sodowsky, 

and Ohnishi, 2001); in philosophy of science it is the name for views more 

abstract than theories and observations that can be verified objectively or 

intersubjectively (Kuhn, 1969). 

In the domain of RE, various descriptions of “worldview” are used. We will 

illustrate this by some examples. In a recent publication, Hella and Wright use 

the concept “worldview” in cases where the concept “religion” is too narrow. “ 

The subject Ethics in Finland seeks to introduce alternative worldviews from an 

explicitly humanistic perspective” (Hella and Wright, 2009, p. 56). Valk (2007) 

states that a worldview is related to life’s ultimate questions. The Astley-Francis 

Open Worldview scale (Astley and Francis, 2002) takes McKenzie’s (1991) 
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definition of worldview as a starting point: “a worldview is an interpretive 

understanding a person reaches after reflecting on his or her experience of 

the world” (McKenzie, 1991, p.7). Finally, Oser and Reich define worldview as 

“a person’s mental representation of the universe (e.g. its origin, evolution, 

the laws governing it, its destiny), of the Ultimate Being’s interactions with the 

universe, as well as of the position and role of human beings in the universe” 

(Oser and Reich, 1990, p. 97).

A concept that is applicable to more phenomena might cause 

confusion on the connotation or the characteristics of the concept. This can be 

problematic in research and policymaking. In empirical research, for example, 

the existence of a variety of connotations of central research concepts can 

make a research project more difficult in terms of empirical operationalisations 

than when there is consensus about the central concepts (cf. Bertram-Troost 

and Miedema, 2009, pp. 34–35). When the meaning of the used terminology, 

in this case “worldview,” is not very precise and researchers and/or participants 

use and understand the concept differently, it is unclear what is exactly studied 

and what the meaning of the results precisely is. The same problem applies 

to policymaking: if the meaning of “worldview” is interpreted differently by 

various users, this complicates the workability of the proposed policy.

The aim of this article is twofold. In the first section we will clarify 

“worldview” based on theoretical and empirical literature. The aim of the last 

section is to answer the question what the implication of this analysis is for 

reflecting on educational practices. It is not our aim to propose an educational 

program nor does our analysis necessarily have to lead to a revision of current 

educational practices. We investigate what role the concept “worldview” 

plays in education and schools and more specific, how it can be part of the RE 

curriculum, and what topics need more reflection.

The concept “worldview” explored 

Later in the article we will define “worldview” more fully. For now, we will define 

it as a view on life, the world, and humanity (cf. De Jong, 1998; McKenzie, 1991; 

Miedema, 2006; Vroom, 2006). “Worldview” and “religion” are terms that are 

closely related. To religion characteristics are attributed like “mythical,” “doctrinal,” 

or “ritual” (e.g., Smart, 2000), which may not be characteristic for “worldview.” 
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What is the exact difference between religion and worldview? Every religion 

can be called a “worldview” but not all worldviews are religious. For example, 

the main world religions like Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam are worldviews. 

But while Humanism is not a religion, it is a worldview. The difference lies in 

the fact that religions acknowledge the presence of transcendence while this 

is not a necessary characteristic of “worldview.” Religions are a subclass of the 

concept “worldview” (Vroom, 2006).

Second, we introduce a distinction between organized and personal 

worldviews (cf. De Jong, 1998; Hartman, 1986). With an organized worldview 

we mean a view on life that has developed over time as a more or less 

coherent and established system with certain (written and unwritten) sources, 

traditions, values, rituals, ideals, or dogmas. An organized worldview has 

a group of believers who adhere to this view on life. Every religion is an 

organized worldview. Christianity for example includes certain rituals (e.g., 

communion), sources (e.g., Bible), traditions (e.g., feasts), and dogmas (e.g., 

Holy Trinity). Organized worldviews can also be non-religious, as is the case 

for Humanism. Humanism does not have fixed rituals and traditions like many 

organized religions, but it has for example certain ideals (e.g., human equality), 

certain sources (e.g., Kant), and certain values (e.g., responsibility for one’s 

own actions) that are shared by a group of people who consider themselves 

to be Humanists. Although not every organized worldview contains the same 

elements as is clear in this comparison between Christianity and Humanism, 

they all might have something in common. It is our aim to investigate whether 

or not this is the case. 

The concept “worldview” can also be used to describe someone’s 

personal views on life and humanity. This is what we call “personal worldview.” 

There are two conceptions of personal worldview. Some people state that a 

personal worldview consists of certain norms, values, and ideals and does not 

include practices that arise from these. Others do include these practices. For 

example, for some only the belief that lightning a candle for a loved one helps 

this person is part of a personal worldview, for others the lightning itself is as 

well. A personal worldview can be, but is not necessarily, based on or inspired 

by a (religious) organized worldview. If a person calls himself a Christian, his 

personal worldview will be more or less based on the organized worldview 

Christianity. A personal worldview can be more eclectic and idiosyncratic than 

an organized worldview (cf. Aadnanas, 1992 in Sandsmark, 2000; Hartman, 

42196 Kooij.indd   30 23-09-16   10:14



Meaning of “worldview” and impact on RE

31

2

1986). Because of the decline of the overall influence of Christianity in 

terms of secularization and especially in Western Europe (Berger, Davie, and 

Fokas, 2008; Taylor, 2007), increasing individualism and awareness of diverse 

organized worldviews due to globalization, people have begun to construct 

their own personal worldview not based on one specific organized worldview. 

We encounter for example “bricoleurs” (Hervieu-Léger, 2006).6

Summarizing, a distinction can be made between organized and 

personal worldviews. Religions are always an organized worldview. But not 

all organized worldviews are religious. Moreover, a personal worldview is not 

necessarily based on a (religious) organized worldview.

Clarification of the concept 

Although there is a basic agreement about the conceptual meaning of 

“worldview” in RE, namely a view on life, the world, and humanity (De Jong, 

1998; McKenzie, 1991; Miedema, 2006; Vroom, 2003), this agreement is not 

sufficient to define the concept precisely. After all, not all views on life, the 

world, and humanity are worldviews. Political theories for instance have certain 

ideas about these matters, but such theories are not called “worldview.” In other 

words, to call such a view a “worldview” we need more defining characteristics. 

It is in these defining characteristics that descriptions of “worldview” seem 

to differ. The next section gives an outline of the conceptually necessary 

characteristics for both organized and personal worldviews. This will be done by 

discussing four elements that are found in descriptions of “worldview” in RE and 

related research domains (e.g., education, psychology of religion, philosophy 

of religion, theology, and philosophy of education). The characteristics will 

be compared with model cases (paradigmatic examples of “worldview,” e.g., 

Islam), contrary cases (cases that are definitely not an example of “worldview,” 

e.g., a political party), and borderline cases (cases of which exist controversy 

whether they are an example of “worldview,” e.g., nihilism). So, what are the 

elements that we found in descriptions of “worldview”?

The first element is “existential questions.” The concept “worldview” is 

often related to the existential questions and beliefs that are part of people’s 

lives. For instance that death is not the end of one’s spiritual existence, that 

6 "Bricolage" is described as using aspects like words and symbols from different traditions to 
construct a personal religious profile (Hervieu-Léger 2006)
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life needs to be lived to the full, or that life is given by a god. Existential 

questions address what Tillich (1965) calls matters of “ultimate concern,” 

which are taken with unconditional seriousness in people’s lives (Tillich, 1965, 

p. 7 ff). Existential questions express ontological, cosmological, theological, 

teleological, eschatological, and ethical notions (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter and 

Miedema, 2016b). Secondly, when we speak about “worldview,” we have in 

mind something more than an abstract idea, belief, or theory that does not 

have a bearing on the person’s life. The second element that will be discussed 

is the influence of a worldview on the thinking and acting of people. “Moral 

values” is the third element. While ethical values are concerned with the broad 

theme of “the good life,” moral values can be restricted to those that are related 

to the well-being of other people. The last element is that a worldview is 

related to meaning-giving in life. We make a distinction between the meaning 

of life and the meaning in life. Both are existential questions. The meaning of 

life deals with an understanding of the purpose of human beings in general. 

The meaning in life is a personal interpretation of the meaning of life or other 

aspects in life, for instance someone’s family, and can give an individual’s life 

purpose, sense, value, and direction.

In the remainder of this section, we will first analyze “organized 

worldview” and then “personal worldview” by means of these four elements. 

For organized worldviews, the elements are closely related, as will become 

clear. Especially the element “existential questions” has particular influence on 

other elements.

Analysis of “Organized Worldview”

We described an “organized worldview” as a view on life that has developed 

over time as a more or less coherent and established system with certain 

(written and unwritten) sources, traditions, values, rituals, ideals, or dogmas. 

An organized worldview has a group of believers who adhere to this view on 

life. Because there is a certain consensus about this general description of 

“organized worldview,” we will focus on a more precise description on the basis 

of the four elements. It will turn out that there is discussion whether some of 

these elements are part of the concept.
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An organized worldview prescribes answers to existential questions. 

Not every view that addresses existential questions is an organized worldview. 

Views in scholarly books and articles about existential notions can be agreed 

with by many people, but do not necessarily express a worldview. The difference 

between these books and organized worldviews lies in the fact that the books 

are descriptive and objective. The goal of an organized worldview on the 

other hand is not objectivity or describing existential matters, but prescribing 

particular answers to existential questions. Sire (2004) contends for instance 

that a worldview prescribes answers to seven existential questions, including: 

“What is the nature of the world around us?,” “What is a human being?,” and 

“What happens to a person at death?” The literature converges on the fact that 

a worldview prescribes answers to existential questions and what we tend 

to call worldviews in daily speech, indeed all answer existential questions. 

Organized views that do not prescribe answers to existential questions cannot 

be characterized as worldviews. An example of such an organized view is a 

political party.

However, is it a sufficient condition? Is every view that prescribes answers 

to existential questions an organized worldview? We are inclined to agree with 

this. We have not been able to think of views which do this and that are not an 

organized worldview.

An organized worldview aims to influence thinking and acting. 

Inherent to the idea that an organized worldview prescribes answers to 

existential questions, is that an organized worldview aims to influence the 

thinking and acting of people. For example, the belief in Islam that Allah is God 

is not just stated, but it is expected that people who adhere to Islam believe 

and accept this. From this belief, certain actions can spring like praying to Allah 

or making a pilgrimage.

Thus, an organized worldview aims to influence the acting and thinking 

of people by prescribing answers to existential questions.

An organized worldview contains moral values. 

Although we described this as a separate category, in organized worldviews 

the distinction between moral values and existential matters is not always 

clear. The answers to existential questions often dominate the moral values an 

organized worldview holds.
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The paradigmatic examples of worldviews contain certain moral ideas 

about how people should act and ideas about right and wrong. The eightfold 

Path of Buddhism contains moral ideas like the intention to abstain from cruelty 

and harming others, to be honest and to develop compassion. Humanism 

contains moral views as well, for example the belief that all people are created 

equal and should enjoy the same opportunities. This speaks in favor of the 

conceptual necessity for an organized worldview to contain moral values. 

There is however, an exception to this statement: (moral) nihilism, the belief 

that morality in itself does not exist and that there are no inherent ideas about 

right and wrong in life. But (moral) nihilism can be characterized as a borderline 

example of an organized worldview. We described an organized worldview as a 

view on life that has developed over time as an established system with certain 

sources, traditions, rituals, ideals, or dogmas. Because it is questionable whether 

(moral) nihilism includes these aspects, it might be better characterized as a 

midway between a philosophy and an organized worldview.

We suggest that organized worldviews do contain moral values and that 

moral nihilism is a borderline example. It is not a sufficient condition to speak 

about an organized worldview, however; when a view only expresses moral 

values, it is a moral or an ethical theory that can be shared by many people, 

but not a worldview. To be called a worldview an orientation on existential 

questions is necessary.

Organized worldviews aim to provide meaning in life. 

Organized worldviews are related to both meaning giving in life and of life 

(e.g., Brümmer, 1981; De Jong, 1998). To answer the question whether it is 

conceptually necessary for an organized worldview, we will first explain what 

we mean with “aiming to provide meaning in life.” First, a worldview can actually 

state the meaning of life, for example to serve a god or to reach Paradise after 

dead. And second, a worldview can give meaning to other aspects of life. A 

worldview that regards family as the corner stone of society for instance, gives 

(particular) meaning to family life.

It is not possible to state that an organized worldview actually provides 

meaning in life; this depends on individual persons. However, we can explore 

if it aims to provide meaning in life. Most organized worldviews do indeed aim 

to do so both by stating a certain meaning of life and by giving meaning to 

other aspects in life. Christianity for example contains meaning-giving ideas 
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like honouring God and loving one’s neighbor. Humanism aims to provide 

meaning in life by stating the importance of developing oneself as a person 

and helping others. In Buddhism, finding spiritual fulfilment by meditating can 

give meaning in life.

Again the existential views in (existential) nihilism like the belief 

that life has no meaning and little of a person’s life matters, seems to be a 

counterexample. However, as we stated before, we believe that (existential) 

nihilism is a borderline example of an organized worldview.

Because most organized worldviews aim to provide meaning in life 

and because existential nihilism can be seen as a borderline example of an 

organized worldview, we are inclined to say that it is indeed conceptually 

necessary that an organized worldview aims to provide meaning in life. It is a 

sufficient condition as well. Every organized view that aims to provide meaning 

in life can be called an organized worldview

Concluding, an organized worldview is a view on life, the world and 

humanity that prescribes answers to existential questions. This way, organized 

worldviews aim to influence the thinking and acting of people. Organized 

worldviews contain moral values and aim to provide meaning in people’s lives.

Analysis of “Personal Worldview”

Analyzing “personal worldview” is more complex than analyzing “organized 

worldview.” Personal worldview has not been the subject of much analytical 

discussion and it is harder to demarcate than organized worldview. When 

analyzing personal worldview, attention needs to be paid both to what 

personal worldview means and to what it implies when we say that a person 

has a personal worldview. Because of this, the sequence of the elements will be 

different than before. The first two elements we analyze, a personal worldview 

answers existential questions and contains moral values, are related to what 

personal worldview means. The last two elements, a personal worldview is a 

source of meaning in life and influences thinking and acting, are related to 

what it means to have a personal worldview. Eventually, understanding the 

meaning of personal worldview is necessary for understanding what it means 

to have a personal worldview but for clarity, we discuss these separately.

A question that might arise is whether it is necessary that a person can 

articulate or explain their personal worldview clearly. We believe this is not the 

case and that one can have a personal worldview without being able to put it 
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into exact words as will become clear in the continuation of this article (see for 

instance Bertram-Troost, De Roos, and Miedema, 2006).

A personal worldview answers existential questions. 

Many people will not have clear-cut answers to existential questions. They 

may never have thought about these things and have never been confronted 

with a situation that forces them to make their existential views explicit. 

Some people may for example state that they are not sure about the answers 

to these matters or that they are confused. We would, however, not say that 

these people do not have a worldview on the basis of these statements. The 

fact that they are reflecting on these questions might precisely indicate that 

they have a worldview, albeit an uncertain and unclear one. Does this not 

make the meaning of “personal worldview” too vague for this would mean that 

almost everyone would have a personal worldview? That could indeed be a 

consequence of this conceptualization, it is, however, an empirical question 

that is not relevant for the analysis of the concept.

Thus, a personal worldview does not need to have clear cut answers 

to existential questions. However, it is conceptually necessary that a personal 

worldview does answer some existential questions at least very vaguely. If a 

person states that s/he does not have any answers to existential questions, s/he 

might for example be in search of a worldview, exploring a worldview or be in 

an existential crisis but we would not say that s/he has a personal worldview. It 

is not a sufficient condition because the answers to existential questions need 

to influence a person’s life as well. The idea of a personal worldview implies 

that someone has this worldview and having a worldview means that it is not 

a theoretical construct, but has impact on someone’s life. We will come back to 

this.

A personal worldview contains moral values. 

Sire (2004) contends that every human being has certain ideas about right 

and wrong. The source of these ideas is their worldview. However, a personal 

worldview can be morally indifferent. Imagine an artist who sees the value of 

beauty and aesthetics as the main value in life. He strives for an aesthetical view 

of reality. The artist’s idea of aesthetics is existential, it is the most important in 

life and it gives meaning in his life. Moreover, his decisions in moral situations 

are not based on the well-being of the other (i.e., on intrinsic moral reasons), 
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but on his aesthetic worldview. He acts in a way that he believes will lead to the 

most beautiful outcome. Harmony is not a moral value to him, but an aesthetic 

one. Seeing harmonious people pleases him. This hints that moral values are 

not conceptually necessary for using “personal worldview” correctly.7

Is it a sufficient condition, however? Can we call a person’s set of moral 

values a personal worldview? If someone has a set of moral values, for example 

based on care-ethics, and this set only influences his moral decisions, we would 

not characterize this as a personal worldview. However, if someone’s moral 

values fulfil a comprehensive role in his life and give meaning in person’s life, 

we would say that it is a personal worldview.

Having a personal worldview means experiencing meaning in life. 

Individuals are strongly motivated to find personal meaning, to understand 

the nature of their lives and to feel that it is significant (Frankl, 2004). Research 

shows that people find meaning in life by undertaking activities like their 

work and hobbies and by having relationships with for example their friends, 

family, and children (Baumeister, 1991). By giving meaning to these activities 

and relationships, they are able to attribute meaning to their life (De Ruyter, 

2004). The beliefs that entail a person’s worldview can function as a source for 

attributing meaning in life. This can happen in the same two ways as described 

for organized worldviews. First, the norms, values, ideals and existential notions 

a personal worldview consists of, can state what the meaning of life is. Second, 

a personal worldview can also give specific meaning to aspects of life because 

of ideas and beliefs it holds on for example living a moral life, a pleasant life or a 

healthy life. For instance, when a person believes that his body is a temple, this 

view gives specific meaning to exercising and eating healthily.

Is experiencing meaning in life conceptually necessary for having a 

personal worldview? Does having a personal worldview imply that someone 

has meaning in life? There are situations imaginable in which someone does 

not experience meaning in life, but where it would be inaccurate to say that this 

person has no worldview. A person who suffers from clinical depression and 

does not experience meaning in life may still have a worldview. Equally, when 

someone is depressed, caused for instance by the loss of a loved one or the 

ending of a relationship, s/he might (temporarily) not experience meaning in 

his/her life and s/he finds that undertaking activities and having relationships 

do not give his/her life meaning. However, his personal worldview might still 

7  This is an extreme example because most people will hold at least some moral values.

42196 Kooij.indd   37 23-09-16   10:14



Chapter 2

38

be a source of meaning but because of his/her depression, this does not come 

through. S/he cannot get in touch with these meaning giving ideas. When 

s/he has recovered from the depression, s/he is able to see his/her personal 

worldview as a source for meaning in life again.

In the previous example, the cause for not experiencing meaning in life 

is an illness and it is not the result of implicit or explicit (nihilistic) conviction. 

Thus, the next question is whether we can say that a person has a personal 

worldview when the lack of meaning in life is the result of such a nihilistic 

conviction. Can a person who does not experience meaning in life because 

of the conviction that life in general has no meaning and the conviction that 

relationships and activities do not have a meaning giving influence in his/her 

life, still have a personal worldview? Although it is difficult to imagine a person 

who has this total nihilistic conviction about life, let’s just assume it is possible. 

The belief that life has a meaning has been replaced by a permanent belief 

in the pointlessness of existence and the conviction that there is no meaning 

in life. It has become impossible to explain and experience aspects of life as 

meaningful. We are inclined to state that in this example, we can indeed speak 

of a (nihilistic) personal worldview. Thus, having a personal worldview does 

not necessarily mean that someone actually experiences meaning in life. It is 

however necessary that a person has a view on the question why s/he does 

not experience meaning in life. If someone answers the question whether s/

he experiences meaning in life in the negative but is unable to explain this, it is 

difficult to state that s/he has a personal worldview.

If a person does indeed experience meaning in life, this is a sufficient 

condition to state that s/he has a personal worldview. Experiencing meaning 

implies that one implicitly or explicitly has an idea what gives meaning and why 

this is so. The answer to this last question can be found in the beliefs that are 

part of someone’s personal worldview, for instance the answers to existential 

questions someone holds. Experiencing meaning in life is not an isolated 

characteristic of “personal worldview” but is closely connected to beliefs and 

values that a worldview entails.

Having a personal worldview means that this worldview influences acting and 

thinking. 

We stated that organized worldviews can only aim to influence the thinking 

and acting of people. Having a personal worldview on the other hand can 
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mean that the views actually influence the acting and thinking of people, for 

example by being motivated to take actions or by being prescribed certain 

matters. Many authors we have studied defend the idea that we use the term 

“worldview” correctly only if the view influences thinking and actions, if it 

makes a difference for the way one lives his life; otherwise the view is merely a 

“speculative construction” (Brümmer, 1981, p. 140; Hartman, 1986; Sire, 2004).

Beliefs and values of someone’s personal worldview are one of the sources 

that are used in reflecting on what to believe, what to strive for, and consciously 

or subconsciously can be a stimulant to act and perceive life in a certain way. 

For example, a person who has a nihilistic view on life might believe that the 

consequences of his nihilistic worldview is that he alone can be held responsible 

for his actions or he might enjoy life itself and engage in a life style based on 

hedonistic views. A personal worldview can either be decisive in acting, for 

example some Islamic women choose to wear headscarves as an expression of 

their personal religious beliefs. But a personal worldview can also be just one 

of the influences in someone’s decision making. It can inform one’s decisions in 

combination with other motives (e.g., practical deliberations). For example, a 

person who believes in protecting the earth and living beings from consumerism, 

but mainly buys nonorganic meat, might do so out of time or price related reasons. 

She might have considered buying organic and fair-trade products but because 

it would become too expensive to feed her five children this way, or because 

there is no health food shop in her neighborhood, she buys regular products 

instead. However, we do expect her to reflect on her choices and to give reasons 

for her seemingly contradictory behaviour, otherwise we doubt if she really has 

the ecological worldview as she claims. If ideas and beliefs of a person do not 

influence her thinking or acting, it is a theoretical construct but not a personal 

worldview. At a more practical level we do not need to state that a worldview 

does determine every action, as Brümmer (1981) argues. Although it is possible 

that worldviews play such an overall role, for many it does not. Instead, people 

are also influenced by practical reasons or conventions of a community, their 

work or society. For these people, their worldview is not an overall framework 

and has a less central-place in daily life (Hijmans, 1994).

Thus, we conclude that influence in daily life is a necessary condition to 

state that someone has a personal worldview. It is a sufficient condition as well. 

If someone acts consistent with his beliefs and views we would say that he has 

a personal worldview.
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The two conceptions we spoke about in relation to “personal worldview” 

play a role in this element. According to some, the actions or thoughts that are 

influenced by one’s personal worldview become part of this worldview as well. 

Others state that these are not part of a person’s worldview, but a consequence 

of it. For example, if my personal worldview stimulates me to make a pilgrimage, 

some people will state that the pilgrimage itself is part of my worldview and 

others state that only the belief I should make this pilgrimage is part of it. 

People who agree with the first option will formulate this necessary condition 

differently: a personal worldview influences acting and thinking and includes 

ideas and actions that derive from this.

Concluding we state that a personal worldview is a view on life, the 

world and humanity that consists out of norms, values, ideals that can be but 

are not necessarily moral and out of answers to existential questions. When a 

person has a personal worldview, these norms, values, ideals, and existential 

notions influence his/her thinking and acting and either give meaning in life 

or, in the nihilistic case, deny that there is meaning in life.

Worldview in education 

In this section we will explore the implications of the distinction between 

organized and personal worldview for reflecting on educational practice and 

policy. Organized and personal worldviews may influence schools in different 

manners. First, teachers, children, and parents bring their personal worldviews 

into the school. Their beliefs and views on existential matters are not left 

behind at the school’s entrance and this influences their acting. Second, the 

school culture and the particular ethos or identity of the school (cf. Wardekker 

and Miedema, 2001) might be influenced by a particular organized worldview. 

The values and attitudes that characterize the community, the quality of 

relationships, and the way a school helps children to deal with sorrow, 

conflict, or other problems are influenced by this particular worldview. Third, 

worldview education can be an educational subject in the school curriculum 

and depending on the ethos of the school, attention can be paid to both 

personal and organized worldviews. Personal and organized worldview entering 

the school in these ways has educational implications. In the reminder of this 

article we focus on this last kind of influence.
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In the RE curriculum of many schools, the emphasis could be on the 

phenomenological approach of organized worldviews. This is what Grimmitt 

(2000) calls “learning about religion.” Religious education is in that case mainly 

the academic study of religions and secular worldviews like humanism. Since 

organized worldviews are more or less coherent systems, children can, so it 

appears, relatively easily be taught about the characteristics, rituals, and feasts. 

Objects can be shown and places of worship can be visited.

By means of our analysis we can formulate two major problems with a 

mainly phenomenological view on RE. First, the personal worldviews of people 

identifying with an organized worldview are often very diverse. The Christian 

or the Buddhist does not exist. The risk of teaching about organized worldviews 

only is that teachers pass over the differences in personal worldviews based on 

organized worldviews. Taking the distinction between organized and personal 

worldviews seriously means that these differences should be the subject of 

classroom discussion: by asking pupils who adhere to an organized worldview, 

with which views and beliefs they do and do not identify or by introducing a 

person from a local faith community and talk about his/her personal worldview.

The second problem with the phenomenological view on RE is that, 

following our description of a personal worldview as answering existential 

questions, most people have a more or less explicit personal worldview. These 

worldviews can be but are not always inspired by one particular organized 

worldview. Bricolage worldviews are for example a “mishmash” of several 

views and traditions. When concentrating on organized worldviews only, the 

personal worldviews of pupils or that of their parents might be ignored. If one 

agrees with the idea that one of the core concerns of schools is the formation 

of a student’s personal identity (De Ruyter, 2007; Miedema and Bertram-Troost, 

2008), attention for personal worldview in education is a consequence.

These objections to a purely phenomenological approach do not imply 

that phenomenological aims should not be part of worldview education at all. 

We believe that acquiring knowledge about worldviews is a necessary part of 

education. However, if one agrees with the distinction between organized and 

personal worldview and if one wants to pay attention to both, two educational 

approaches can be considered.

The goal of the first approach is to stimulate pupils to base their personal 

worldview on one specific organized worldview. Pupils are being introduced 

in the beliefs, norms, and values of a particular organized worldview and 
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it is expected that these become part of their own convictions. Personal 

and organized worldview are in this case very closely related. This is what 

happens in many denominational schools. Grimmitt (2000) calls this learning 

in religion. The goal of the second approach is to stimulate pupils to develop 

a personal worldview without transmitting the norms, values and beliefs of 

one particular organized worldview. Pupils are being introduced to several 

organized worldviews and these may be taken by the pupils as a starting point 

for discussing and reflecting on the views and beliefs they have themselves. 

They are stimulated to form their own personal worldview on the basis of this 

reflection and discussion. This is similar to what Grimmitt (2000) calls learning 

from religion.

We have discussed three different ways “worldview” influences education 

and we explained two educational approaches that make it possible to pay 

attention to organized and personal worldviews. If schools indeed have the 

educational aim to address both, they should consider how the elements that 

we attributed to the concept “worldview” can be included in the educational 

curriculum. What are matters that have to be taken into account when reflecting 

on this question? Our aim for the remainder of this article is to pose questions 

that need to be addressed, not answering them since that would require a 

whole new article.

First, existential questions should be part of the curriculum in such a way 

that pupils not only learn how these questions have a place in one or more 

organized worldviews, but are stimulated to reflect on how existential questions 

and beliefs play a role in their own lives. As we explained, many people will 

have implicit or explicit views on existential matters. It is almost impossible to 

imagine that existential questions will never play a role in a person’s life at all. 

A starting point for a dialogue in the classroom can be pupils’ own beliefs and 

questions but also the convictions, rituals, or stories in organized worldviews 

(compare Hartman, 1986, pp. 10–11). The pedagogical goal a school has, the 

school population, specific events in the lives of pupils (e.g., the death of a 

parent or the birth of a sibling) influence which existential questions are being 

addressed and how this happens. We will share an experience of one of the 

authors of a classroom discussion about existential questions. When talking 

with 11- and 12-year-olds about Buddhism, the bowl of mendicants attracted 

most attention. The knowledge that people choose to become dependent on 

others for feeding them impressed the children. Especially the remark that a 
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mendicant would be grateful with any food, even if a mixture of soup and cake 

would be his meal for the day, made them think about this way of life. They 

thought and spoke about questions like “Why would someone choose to live 

like this?” “Can you imagine doing something like that yourself?” “What is the 

meaning of living like this?”

A second point that needs to be reflected on when schools want to pay 

attention to organized and personal worldviews is whether education should 

demonstrate negative sides and consequences of certain personal worldviews. 

Should education for instance pay attention to the possible problems that 

the lack of meaning-giving in a nihilistic personal worldview could cause? It 

is believed that experiencing meaning in life is a fundamental interest and 

contributes to people’s flourishing (e.g., Baumeister, 1991; De Ruyter, 2004; 

Frankl, 2004). Should this, and other potential negative sides of personal 

worldviews, be discussed in education?

A third point of reflection is the following. If schools have the aim to let 

pupils develop a personal worldview without transmitting the norms, values, 

and beliefs of one particular organized worldview, openness of teachers for 

ultimate questions and meaning-giving topics in both organized and personal 

worldviews is a consequence. If a teacher’s prejudices against or personal 

aversion of certain worldviews dominate his or her teaching, this will interfere 

with the pupils’ learning about and reflecting on these worldviews. Furthermore, 

the stimulation of critical reflection is inherent to stimulating pupils to develop 

a personal worldview. The question is whether critical reflection has a place in 

worldview education in schools where transmitting an organized worldview as 

the pupil’s personal worldview is the educational aim.

Fourth, we stated that a personal worldview influences the acting 

and thinking, for example through established or personal rituals, dogmas, 

or personal beliefs and thought and through specific prescriptions or 

recommendations. Pupils can be made conscious of the influence that their 

personal worldview might have on their acting and can be stimulated to 

reflect whether these influences have either a positive or negative outcome for 

themselves and others. If schools aim to pay attention to both organized and 

personal worldviews, didactics are needed that let pupils explore the influence 

a worldview aims to have or has in people’s lives. A last point that needs to 

be reflected on is the question whether teachers should communicate their 

personal worldview to the pupils and whether they are allowed to let this 
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worldview influence their teaching. Or, to put it differently, is it possible not to 

let a personal worldview influence teachers’ actions and, if not, what is the best 

way of dealing with this? These are questions that educational policymakers 

and educators should think about.

To conclude, we want to make a final remark about what can be 

expected of schools with regard to worldview education. We believe that 

we have to be realistic in our beliefs about what can be actually achieved in 

schools. Schools cannot be expected to let children develop a coherent and 

clear personal worldview. This is a lifelong process. However, if schools value 

the idea of worldview education, children can be stimulated and inspired 

to think and learn about their own worldview and the worldview of others. 

Existential questions, meaning in life and the influence a worldview might (aim 

to) have in people’s and pupils’ lives should be important educational topics. 

This way, pupils are stimulated to develop an understanding of others and a 

better insight into themselves (cf. Valk, 2007). In societies where traditional, 

non-traditional, religious, and secular worldviews all coexist, we believe this to 

be an important educational topic.
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Introduction

The concept of “worldview,” generally defined as a view on life, the world, 

and humanity, is regularly used in religious education (RE). The Non-Statutory 

National Framework for Religious Education (Qualifications and Curriculum 

Authority, 2004), the Religious Education in English Schools: Non-Statutory 

Guidance (2010), for instance, both use “worldview.”8 The American Academy 

of Religions uses it in their Guidelines for Teaching about Religion in K–12 Public 

Schools in the United States (2010). They do this to refer to a more personal and 

broader (i.e., secular) interpretation of views on life than “religion.” The need 

in RE for a more encompassing concept than religion is caused by a growing 

part of the European and U.S. population ceasing to participate in traditional, 

institutionalized religious practices on a regular basis, while still maintaining 

a relatively high level of private individual belief (Davie 2000; Casanova 2007).

This article argues that worldview is a useful concept in thinking about RE 

and that “worldview” should be used instead of “religion” in some religious 

educational discourses because the encompassing character of the concept fits 

these discourses best.9 The specific contribution of this article in the discourse 

of RE and worldview education is to demonstrate the need of a structured and 

precise use of the concept “worldview.”

In our previous article in this journal entitled “Worldview’’: The Meaning 

of the Concept and the Impact on Religious Education” (Van der Kooij, De 

Ruyter, and Miedema, 2013) we analyzed the concept of “worldview.” In the 

first part of this article, we briefly present the three essential characteristics we 

introduced for the conceptually appropriate use of “worldview.”

In the remainder of the article, we analyze two articles that use 

Grimmitt’s well-known distinction between learning about and learning from. 

First the article “Is it Learning About and From Religions, Religion or Religious 

Education? And Is It Any Wonder Some Teachers Don’t Get It?” by Teece (2010). 

Second, “Learning ‘About’ and ‘From’ Religion: Phenomenography, the Variation 

Theory of Learning and Religious Education in Finland and the UK” written by 
8  The context this is written from is the European and especially the UK context. In the United 
Kingdom both state schools and denominational schools teach RE. State schools do this in an open and 
liberal manner and some denomination schools teach RE in this manner as well (McKenna, Neill, and 
Jackson, 2009). Other denominational schools aim to transmit specific religious views.
9  We do not advocate that “religion” should always be replaced by “worldview” but that “worldview” 
expresses the point being made in some discourses better than “religion” and, thus, benefits the 
discourse.
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Hella and Wright (2009). After a short description of Grimmitt’s distinction, we 

demonstrate how these articles may benefit from the use of “worldview” and 

how the authors can address their points more clearly and effectively by using 

this concept consistently.

Worldview described

The first essential characteristic of worldview is that it can be used for religious 

and secular views on life. Thus, the concept “religion” is a subcategory of 

the concept “worldview.” A religion or a religious worldview acknowledges 

grounds for being that cannot be known in our “ordinary” experiences or 

through scientific research. Secular worldviews do not acknowledge such 

grounds (Vroom 2006). In the last few decades, when secular beliefs became 

more prevalent in society and education, the concept of “worldview” has been 

used in RE to emphasize that not all views on life are necessarily religious (see 

for instance Valk, 2007 or Watson, 2008; 2010).

The second essential characteristic of “worldview” is that it can refer to 

a more organized as well as a personal view on life, the world, and humanity. 

So, for the correct use of “worldview,” a distinction should be made between 

organized worldview and personal worldview. By “organized worldview” 

we mean a view on life that has developed over time into a more or less 

coherent and established system with certain (written and unwritten) sources, 

traditions, values, rituals, ideals, or dogmas. An organized worldview has a 

group of believers who adhere to this particular view on life (Van der Kooij, 

De Ruyter, and Miedema 2013). Christianity and Islam, or secular movements 

such as humanism, are examples of this meaning of worldview. It has become 

more common to use the concept “worldview” to refer to individual, personal 

views on life and the nature of reality as well (cf. De Jong, 1998; Hijmans, 1994; 

McKenzie, 1991; Van der Kooij, De Ruyter, and Miedema, 2013). These views 

can be, but are not necessarily, based on or inspired by (religious) organized 

views on life. If persons call themselves Christian, their personal worldview will 

be more or less based on the organized worldview of Christianity. A personal 

worldview can be more eclectic and idiosyncratic than an organized worldview 

(compare, e.g., Aadnanas 1992 in Sandsmark, 2000; Hartman, 1986; Van der 

Kooij, De Ruyter, and Miedema, 2013). Society has become more individualistic 
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over the past 40 years and the views of many people regarding the nature of 

reality fall under what Davie (2000) called “believing without belonging.” The 

phenomenon of bricolage for instance, is the use of aspects, such as words and 

symbols of different traditions, to construct a personal view on the nature of 

reality (Hervieu-Léger, 2006).

The third essential characteristic is that existential questions are a 

conceptually necessary part of “worldview”; they distinguish a worldview 

from other views on life, the world, and humanity such as the views of political 

parties. These views do not answer existential questions; they do not reach 

the essence of a person’s life—and do not surpass situations and actions in 

the here and now (Hartman, 1986; Tillich, 1965). Existential questions are 

matters of ultimate concern by which persons are grasped and which are 

taken with unconditional seriousness in their life (Tillich 1965, 7 ff). In an 

analysis we conducted on literature about the concept “worldview” we were 

able to distinguish six types of existential questions that were part of almost 

every description of “worldview” (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter, and Miedema, 

2016b). Ontological questions refer to the nature of existence (e.g., Why is there 

something rather than nothing?) and to the nature of human beings (e.g., What 

is a human being?). Cosmological questions are concerned with the origin and 

nature of the universe and the place of human beings in it (e.g., Is the cosmos 

a divine creation?). Theological questions refer to the existence of a deity (e.g., 

Is there a God?). Teleological questions involve the meaning and purpose of the 

universe and human beings (e.g., What is the purpose of life?) or the personal 

interpretation of what makes life meaningful and what gives an individual’s 

life purpose or sense (e.g., What makes my life meaningful?). Eschatological 

questions concern the end of life (e.g., Is there life after death?). Finally, there are 

ethical questions. These refer to the broad themes of good and bad, and right 

and wrong (e.g., On what basis is something considered good or bad?) (Van der 

Kooij, De Ruyter, and Miedema, 2013, 2016b).

The value of worldview in thinking about RE

In this part we will demonstrate the conceptual necessity and benefits of 

using “worldview” and the three essential characteristics in some religious 

educational discussions. This will be done by analyzing Teece’s (2010) and Hella 

and Wright’s (2009) articles that are part of one specific debate in the theory of 
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RE: Grimmitt’s (1987) wellknown distinction between learning about religion 

and learning from religion. Grimmitt (1987) described learning about as that 

which

. . . pupils learn about the beliefs, teachings and practices of the 

great religious traditions of the world. It also refers to what pupils 

learn about the nature and demands of ultimate questions, about 

the nature of a “faith” response to ultimate questions, about the 

normative views of the human condition and what it means to 

be human as expressed in an through Traditional Belief Systems 

or Stances for Living of a naturalistic kind, about the discernment 

and interpretation of Core Values, about the shaping influence 

of religious beliefs and values on cultural and personal histories, 

and so on. This type of learning might be said to be initiating 

pupils into “an impersonal or public mode of understanding. (p. 

225)

Grimmitt (1987) spoke about learning from religion when pupils are

. . . learning from their studies in religion about themselves—about 

discerning ultimate questions and “signals of transcendence” in 

their own experience and considering how they might respond to 

them, about discerning Core Values and learning to interpret them, 

about recognizing the shaping influence of their own beliefs and 

values on their development as persons; about the unavoidability 

of their holding beliefs and values and making faith responses, 

about the possibility of their being able to discern a spiritual 

dimension in their own experience, about the need for them to 

take responsibility for their own decision-making, especially in 

matters of personal belief and conduct, and so on. This type of 

learning might be said to result in self-awareness and personal 

knowledge. (p. 225)

Grimmitt (1987) uses “religion” and not “worldview.” This is not because non-

religious views cannot be part of the model. On the contrary, Grimmitt (1987) 
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refers to both religious and non-religious views in his explanation of the terms 

using “stances for living of a naturalistic kind” and “core values.” Furthermore, 

Grimmitt (1987) stated that

all young people, whether or not they are practising members of 

a religious faith community, have their own beliefs and values, 

which consciously or otherwise, exert a considerable influence 

on their way of looking at the world, their adoption of particular 

life-styles and, most important of all, their development of human 

beings. (p. 141)

Overall, Grimmitt’s (1987) ideas are close to our conceptualization of worldview 

in reference to religious as well as non-religious views on life (p. 225–26) and 

our distinction between personal and organized worldviews.

In his article, Teece (2010) explored the question regarding the object of 

study that students learn about and from in RE. He argued that a second-order 

explanatory framework, a theoretical framework that indicates what is meant 

by “religion” in the context of RE, is needed to organize the RE curriculum 

(Teece, 2010). Such a framework enables teachers and syllabi compilers to 

select content from religions for the RE curriculum that students can learn 

about and from.

The framework he proposed interprets religion as “a distinctive 

phenomenon with its overriding characteristic being its spiritual dimension as 

understood as the human transformation in the context of responses to the 

transcendent” (Teece, 2010, p.102). The framework interprets specific religions 

in the context of what it means to be human for the adherents of these religions 

(100). The key factor in this is human experience (Teece, 2010, p. 96) explained 

by Teece as questions concerning order, meaning, and purpose in the universe, 

individual self-fulfillment, ethics and the nature of community, and values. 

Learning about and from religion interpreted in this manner enables students 

to widen and deepen their understanding of religious traditions and their 

interpretation of the human conditions; it is a dialogue between the students’ 

life world and the world of the religions (Teece, 2010, p. 101).

Hella and Wright (2009) explored the relationship between learning about 

and from religion from a didactic–pedagogical perspective. They identified 

a tension between learning about and from religion outside a “confessional 
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education.”10 In “liberal education,” students are required to engage with a 

plurality of different worldviews in the curriculum (Hella and Wright, p. 2009, 

56). The authors argued that in liberal education, students might be able to 

learn about these worldviews, but not always from these worldviews in a 

way that enables them to see the value or relevance of these worldviews for 

their personal development (Hella and Wright 2009). Hella and Wright (2009) 

offered a solution for this by presenting The Variation Theory of Learning, which 

is based on views from phenomenography,11 and critical religious education as 

a pedagogical connection between learning about and from religion. Using 

these theories, Hella and Wright stated that learning about and from religion 

is an interactive process. Students make informed judgments about their own 

beliefs and values (learning from religion) by engaging with the truth claims of 

various religious and secular traditions (learning about religion) and students 

can only achieve a deep understanding of religion (learning about religion) by 

relating such understanding to their own belief system (learning from religion) 

(Hella and Wright, 2009).

These two articles were chosen for three reasons: First, both articles are 

good examples of arguments in this discourse that could be expressed more 

effectively when “worldview” is used in a conceptually consistent manner. 

Second, each article addresses the distinction between learning about and from 

religion from a different angle: Hella and Wright (2009) take a pedagogical–

didactical approach, taking the students as a focal point. Teece (2010) focuses 

on the content of RE. This gives us the opportunity to demonstrate the need 

for and use of “worldview” from both angles. Third, in the theory of RE, there are 

two problems with the use of “worldview.” In the first place, the term “religion” 

is sometimes used to indicate the concept “worldview.” This is problematic 

because it is likely that not all three essential characteristics of “worldview” 

could be taken into account. In the second place “worldview” is sometimes 

used without paying attention to the three essential characteristics. These 

characteristics not only determine the adequate conceptual use of the concept, 

but they also direct our thinking about the concept and the use of the concept 

in RE. They open up new perspectives for thinking about “worldview” in RE that 

would otherwise have been overlooked. The distinction between organized 
10  “Any form of religious education in which the learners and the curriculum share a common 
worldview” (Hella and Wright, 2009, p. 56).
11  Phenomenography is a research specialization that seeks to describe the qualitative different ways 
in which a group experiences religion and discerns or constitutes its meaning (Hella and Wrigh,t 2009, 
p. 58).
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and personal worldviews, for instance, requires users of “worldview” to be clear 

to which “worldview” they are actually referring. Teece’s (2010) article is an 

example of the former. We will see that the emphasis Teece (2010) is putting on 

“human experience” in his explanatory framework is reason to consider using 

“worldview” instead of “religion.” The article by Hella and Wright (2009) is an 

example of the latter. Hella and Wright (2009) used the concept of “worldview” 

in their article because they explicitly placed the discussion in a context of 

“liberal education,” where both religious and secular traditions are present. 

We will see, however, that their use of “worldview” is not always conceptually 

consistent and that the distinction of our three essential characteristics can 

shed new light on some of their claims.

How the Use of “Worldview” Can Be Useful for Reflecting on Learning About 

and From Religion and Can Benefit the Discourse

We agree with many aspects of the articles, but we believe that the use of 

“worldview,” while taking into account the three essential characteristics of the 

concept can express the ideas stated in the articles more accurately and shine 

a different light on some of the questions being raised. We will analyze the two 

articles by means of the three essential characteristics of “worldview”.

Worldview: Religious and Secular Views. 

For expressing clear and comprehensible ideas, it is important to use concepts 

in a precise and consistent manner and to use a concept that matches the 

ideas that one wants to communicate. Considering the aim of Teece (2010) 

and Teece’s argumentation, we believe that his educational goal will be better 

reached when using the concept “worldview” instead of “religion.”

Teece (2010) stated that an explanatory framework for religion is 

necessary for selecting content from religions that pupils can learn about 

and from for organizing the RE curriculum. The explanatory framework 

he proposes interprets religion as a distinctive phenomenon with its 

overriding characteristic being its spiritual dimension understood as human 

transformation in the context of responses to the transcendent (Teece, 2010, 

p. 102). “Transcendent” can be explained in two manners in this context. First, 

it can have a religious meaning, referring to grounds in human life that cannot 

be known in human experience and to which human beings in some way 

relate (religere in Latin means “to bind”); for instance, a God as creator of the 
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world. Second, “transcendent” can have a more general meaning, concerning 

religious and non-religious worldviews. In that case, it refers to something 

acknowledged outside the reality that one strives after or believes in, such as 

the idea of humanitarianism in Humanism (Vroom, 2006, p. 33).

If Teece (2010) was referring in his framework to the second option, it 

would be conceptually more adequate if he spoke about “worldview” instead 

of “religion” because the framework would actually be referring to non-

religious views as well. His focus on human experience and his attention to 

existential questions in relation to this framework speaks in favor of this more 

general interpretation of the transcendent. Human experience and existential 

questions are not necessarily related to religious forms of the transcendent. 

Teece (2010) states that existential questions are shared human experiences, 

and the relationship between learning about and from religions lies in these 

existential questions or notions as the binding factor. This encompassing view 

seems to be in line with a more general interpretation of “transcendent.”

If Teece meant to refer to the first option, the transcendent being 

specifically religious, the educational goals Teece is striving for might be 

jeopardized: he aims for learning about various religions to be deepened and 

broadened by relating religious content to human experience. Furthermore, he 

states in line with Grimmitt that learning about and from religion is a dialogue 

between the student’s life world and the world of religion (Teece, 2010, p. 101). 

Life world is explained as “our interior world,” the source of our motivation, a 

response to life, creating personal meanings by which facts, beliefs, and values 

are perceived and valued (Grimmitt, 1987, p. 79 and p. 196). If only religious 

worldviews are included in the framework that is being used to select curriculum 

content, establishing this dialogue can be difficult. People have a relatively 

high level of private beliefs and often do not adhere to organized religious 

traditions. This means that a student’s life world can contain religious and non-

religious views. The consequence of bringing this life world into dialogue with 

only religious traditions could be that students have problems relating this 

content to their life world. We therefore recommend a framework that includes 

both religious and non-religious worldviews. Furthermore, as Teece (2010) put 

emphasis on human experience in RE and mentioned existential questions as 

leading questions, he already seems to propose a more encompassing view on 

RE. This is also in accord with Grimmitt (1987) who stated that exploring shared 

human experiences is, by definition, exploring what all human beings share 
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and that the curriculum should relate to pupils’ own feelings, experiences, 

needs, and questions in such a way that they are encouraged to reflect on and 

express their opinions (p. 250).

Hella and Wright (2009) are using the term “worldview” in their article. 

They state for instance that liberal religious education is “any form of religious 

education in which both the learners and the curriculum engage with a 

plurality of different worldviews” (p. 56). They explicitly refer to “religious and 

secular tradition” and “religious and non-religious views.” This suggests that 

they aim for a wide range of beliefs and a broader interpretation of views of 

life to be included in RE. In the next sub section, we will see, however, that their 

use of “worldview” falls short in taking into account the distinction between 

organized and personal worldview.

Worldview: A Distinction Between Organized and Personal Worldview. 

Hella and Wright (2009) suggest that “worldview” applies to both religious and 

secular views; however, they primarily seem to refer to organized worldviews. 

Their frequent use of the phrase “religious and secular traditions” confirms this 

observation. When only speaking about traditions, personal worldview is not 

explicitly acknowledged by the authors and the distinction between organized 

and personal worldview is not taken into account. The distinction between 

organized and personal worldviews is necessary to clarify that the relationship 

between learning about and from religion in confessional education is more 

complex than they seem to suggest. They wrote that in a confessional situation 

learning about a specific organized worldview will, at the same time, be learning 

from this worldview. This makes clear that they do not have a conceptually 

sophisticated vision on personal worldview. They stated that confessional 

education may contain aspects of the worldview, on which the education is 

based, that are “internally disputed” (Hella and Wright, 2009, p. 61) but also 

that there is substantial agreement between the view of the students and the 

curriculum content.

However, many organized worldviews have a diversity of sub- 

denominations that cause bigger differences than Hella and Wright seem to 

acknowledge (Jackson, 1997). In Christianity, for example, there are Roman 

Catholics, Methodists, Adventists, Greek Orthodox, and Baptists to name a 

few, and within these denominational frameworks there are also other forms 

of diversity. In Islam, there are big differences among, for example, Sunnites, 
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Shiites, Salafists, and Sufis. Moreover, the distinction between organized and 

personal worldviews makes clear that, even when people seem to adhere to 

the same organized worldview, the personal worldviews of people can be very 

diverse. Not all topics presented in RE will have the same value for or personal 

impact on every student. In a school with a Christian population and RE lessons 

that focus mainly on Christianity and on stimulating the students to learn from 

this worldview, students might differ in how they perceive and understand 

the biblical stories; what they find especially meaningful and inspirational in 

Christianity; their views on how to treat others, the earth, and nature; and how 

they relate to those with other religious backgrounds. And, of course, a personal 

worldview can contain ideas and beliefs that are not part of the worldview 

taught at a certain confessional school (e.g., Wardekker and Miedema, 2001). 

The consequence is that learning about religion is not necessarily identical with 

learning from religion within a confessional RE.

Furthermore, the use of “organized worldview” and “personal worldview” 

makes clear that organized worldviews are not the only subject that students 

can learn from and about. Learning about people’s personal worldviews can 

be inspirational and may stimulate learning from those worldviews as well. 

The personal worldviews of, for instance, Gandhi and Martin Luther King 

are frequently mentioned as inspirational examples in both plural and more 

homogeneous contexts. In other words, students learn about and from both 

personal and organized worldviews. This perspective is missing in Hella and 

Wright’s (2009) article because they failed to make the distinction that is 

necessary for a comprehensive understanding of the various aims of RE or 

worldview education.

Teece (2010) seems to be paying attention to personal and organized 

worldviews. He speaks about religious traditions, which seem to refer to an 

organized worldview, as well as human experience, which seem to refer to a 

personal worldview. It is, however, not entirely clear how he uses these two 

in relation to his explanatory framework in which he emphasizes the human 

transformation in the context of the responses to the transcendent. If the 

framework focuses on the actual transformation that takes place in people’s lives 

in response to the transcendent, this would mean that people would change 

their beliefs, values, and actions in response to the transcendent. That would 

indicate that a transformation actually happens in the personal worldview of 

people. The framework could also be focusing on human transformation as 
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an aim of a (organized) religion. Religions prescribe certain views and beliefs 

to guide people to transform their lives and live accordingly. However, it is 

unclear whether this will happens in people’s lives (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter, 

and Miedema, 2013). It would have made Teece’s claim clearer if he would have 

explained the kind of transformation he talks about by means of the distinction 

between organized and personal worldview.

Moreover, Teece is warning about two pitfalls in RE in general that can 

benefit from the distinction between organized and personal worldview. 

First, the content of RE should not only be a phenomenological approach to 

religion; that is, students study religious phenomena such as rituals or myths 

in various religions and evaluate them impersonally and personally. This 

phenomenological approach does not teach students about and from religions, 

and students do not study a religion in-depth. Instead, they learn about and 

from a certain religious phenomenon such as a myth in terms of how it is a 

part of various religions and what they think about it themselves (Teece, 2010, 

p. 95). On the basis of our distinction, we can add that this approach also runs 

the risk of only paying attention to organized worldviews. The focus of RE is, in 

that case, religious traditions (or worldviews) as systems made up out of certain 

phenomena. The personal worldview—how people actually believe and act—

might be neglected because the focus is on agreements and differences of a 

certain phenomenon as presented in various religious traditions. The second 

pitfall is that RE is sometimes reduced to the experience of the learner, using 

religion as a manner to focus mainly on the experiences of students without 

paying attention to the specifics that religious and non-religious worldviews 

can teach. This happens, for example, when students visit a place of worship 

but pay little attention to the particulars of that place while the focus of the 

visit being the students’ experiences in other places of worship or special 

places. In that case, RE fails to enrich the students’ experiences (p. 98). The focus 

is on the development of students’ personal worldviews, asking them about 

their experiences, without being confronted with the specifics of that place of 

worship, its meaning in the religious tradition, or with the personal worldviews 

of regular visitors of that place of worship.

These two examples make clear that the distinction between organized 

and personal worldviews is helpful in thinking about problems in RE and adds 

the perspective of a personal worldview as content to learn about in RE. This 

perspective is present in Grimmitt’s (1987) original idea. He explained that 
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learning about religion is, among other things, paying attention to the shaping 

influence of religious beliefs and values on cultural and personal histories. In 

other words, learning about religion is also focused on how personal lives are 

influenced by religious beliefs (Grimmitt, 1987). We stated that in Grimmitt’s 

(1987) case, “religion” resembles our “worldview.” Thus, learning about refers 

to learning about how people’s personal lives are influenced by their personal 

worldviews. Furthermore, Grimmitt (1987) stated that learning from religion 

involves two different types of evaluation: Impersonal evaluation and Personal 

evaluation. Impersonal evaluation involves being able to distinguish and 

make critical evaluations of the truth claims, beliefs, and practices of different 

religious traditions and of religion itself. Impersonal evaluation is necessary for 

Personal evaluation, which is concerned with promoting self-knowledge and 

involves questions to confront religious traditions, such as: “Are these beliefs 

persuasive for me? If I were to adopt such a belief, what difference would it make 

to me? What beliefs do I hold that are different or similar to these?” (Grimmitt, 

1987, p. 225–26). In other words, the issue at stake here is developing students’ 

personal worldview.

Worldview: Existential Questions. 

Our description of existential questions closely matches Teece’s (2010) when 

he stated that religion clarifies questions concerned with order, meaning, and 

purpose in the universe; questions of truth; about human nature; about a just 

society; about individual self-fulfillment; ethical questions; questions about 

the nature of community; and about values (Teece, 2010, p. 96). Grimmitt 

(1987) stated that ultimate questions arise from reflection on shared human 

experiences, and they are “consciousness-expanding” and “self-disclosing” (p. 

249). Teece (2010) and Grimmitt (1987) agree that the relationship between 

learning about and from religions lies in the existential questions or notions as the 

binding factor between certain religious phenomena or aspects of religions and 

the life world of students. We agree that using existential questions as a starting 

point for RE makes it easier for students to relate to various worldviews presented 

in the curriculum. We add that these questions are shared by religious and non-

religious worldviews, and they are part of the lives of human beings. Talking with 

students about these questions and relating these questions to students’ beliefs 

and ideas, and to the views of organized worldviews and people’s personal 

worldviews will encourage them to learn about and from worldviews.
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Hella and Wright (2009) stated that the relationship between learning 

about and from religion can be explained by their own pedagogy for RE 

(i.e., critical religious education). This pedagogy is based on two particular 

theories: The Variation Theory of Learning and critical realism. For now, we will 

focus on critical realism.12 Hella and Wright (2009) interpreted the category 

of existential questions mainly in a critical realistic manner. Critical realism 

assumes a particular view on reality: there is a tension between ontology and 

epistemology, and between how things actually are and how we perceive 

them. Are our experiences with the world “in harmony with the actual order 

of things”? (p. 61). In describing the relationship between learning about and 

from worldview Hella and Wright (2009) focus mainly on the existential matter 

of the tension between ontology and epistemology. They do not pay attention 

to the questions that we, Teece (2010), and Grimmitt (1987) mention (Hella and 

Wright, 2009). Their description of the relationship between learning about and 

from religion is too limited and also depends on the particular pedagogical 

approach of critical RE or on the specific views of critical realism. These views, 

however, are not generally agreed on. We believe that, when thinking about 

RE theory, it is better to start with the shared conceptual idea that existential 

questions are a necessary part of “worldview” than with a theory that one can 

disagree about. Taking the entire cluster of existential questions as a starting 

point for addressing the relationship between learning about and from religion 

provides an alternative approach.

We will make this more concrete by an example of how existential 

questions can function as a bridge between learning about and from in the 

classroom. A student might not believe that learning about fasting in Christianity 

has any meaning for him or her personally. But in thinking about the questions 

and notions that lie behind this act (e.g., solidarity with poor people, being 

grateful [to God]), the student can begin to realize that some aspects of this 

practice form a part of his or her worldview as well. Reflection on these matters 

might teach students about their views and give them new insights into their 

beliefs, allowing them to decide whether they agree or disagree with the 

existential matters that are the subject of reflection. The element of existential 
12  The paradigm of critical realism is based on three principles: ontological realism (reality exists 
independently of human perception), epistemic relativism (we have no absolute certain knowledge 
about the world and the ontological order of things, but our knowledge is not completely arbitrary), 
and judgmental rationality (the relationship between ontology and epistemology is necessarily a 
critical one, and knowledge is not based on absolute proof or arbitrary construction but on informed 
judgment) (p. 61).
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questions helps to bring together the two aims of “learning about” and 

“learning from” that have such an important place in RE.

This comes close to how Grimmitt (1987) conceptualized the relationship 

between learning about and from religion: Although, for Grimmitt (1987), 

learning about has merely instrumental value to arrive at learning from, the 

process of reaching that goal is an interactive process between learning about 

and from religion, between studying content and responding to it in a reflective 

manner (Grimmitt, 2000, p. 34). The interactional nature of learning about and 

from religion or worldview has the purpose of encouraging students to evaluate 

their understanding of religion in personal terms and their understanding of 

the self in religious terms (i.e., in terms of religious beliefs they have learned 

about) (Grimmitt, 1987). By investigating Shared Human Experiences or 

existential questions students can learn to which questions Traditional Belief 

Systems give answers. By investigating Traditional Belief Systems, students 

can learn what a religious interpretation of Shared Human Experiences means 

(Grimmitt, 1987, p. 204). This should then be related to their life world in order 

to learn from religions about themselves (Grimmitt, 1987, p. 166).

In conclusion, the contribution of our discussion to RE

In this article we have shown that the use of “worldview” can deepen our 

understanding of theories in RE.

Three essential characteristics were applied to Grimmitt’s (1987) well-

known model of learning about and from religion. Although it is widespread in 

the theory of RE, Grimmitt’s model and how it has been described in literature, 

raises certain questions. We demonstrated that using the concept “worldview” 

combined with the three essential characteristics is helpful in naming these 

questions, clarifying them, and for shining new light on the model. For instance, 

we argued that, for the goal of RE as formulated by Grimmitt (1987) and Teece 

(2010), using the notion of “worldview” as encompassing both religious and 

non-religious views might be more adequate than speaking about “religion.” It 

might stimulate students to reflect on or relate it to their life worlds that consist 

out of many non-religious worldview elements.

The distinction between organized and personal worldviews makes clear 

that, even when people seem to adhere to the same organized worldview, 

their personal worldviews can differ. Therefore, students differ in how they give 
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personal meaning to topics that they learn about. A sophisticated theory of 

RE should pay attention to learning about people’s organized worldviews and 

personal worldviews. It should also pay attention to the development of students’ 

personal worldviews. Only then is it a comprehensive theory of RE.

We also found that taking existential questions as a starting point for 

worldview education makes it possible to link “learning about” worldview to 

“learning from” worldview. This is in line with general conceptual agreement 

that existential questions are necessary for “worldview.” It is not necessary to 

describe the relationship between these two aims of RE in terms of a theory 

that one can disagree about as Hella and Wright (2009) do with their preference 

for critical realism.

Our study of the relationship between learning about and from religion 

was just one example of how “worldview” and the three essential characteristics 

in RE can be used. We are convinced that other issues in the theory formation of 

RE can benefit from this as well; for instance, the question whether state schools 

should teach RE. Our results are relevant as well to the context of the classroom 

and teacher education. Clearly explaining the differences between organized 

and personal worldviews can help teachers ensure that they involve all students 

in classroom discussions about worldviews and not just students that adhere to 

a dominant organized worldview or just some organized worldviews.

In addition, paying attention to existential matters that all students 

can relate to instead of focusing on questions that are specific to one organized 

worldview gives all students the possibility to reflect on these questions 

and develop their own views on matters that are important to a person’s life. 

Furthermore, empirical research demonstrates that students who get the 

possibility to develop their own views on meaning-giving and religious matters 

are more secure in their own position and are better able to appreciate the 

position and views of others. This supports the idea that in education attention 

should be paid to these personal views of students and that the focus should not 

only be on religions or organized worldviews (McKanna, Neill, and Jackson, 2009).

Finally, we found that Grimmitt’s (1987) original ideas are in line with 

our own ideas about “worldview” and RE. His encompassing conceptualization 

of learning about and from religion focusing on shared human experiences 

relates to our emphasis on existential questions and his idea of the life world of 

students is closely related to our idea of personal worldview. In times of ceased 

participation of institutionalized religion and increased personal believe, these 

ideas are of great value in religious and worldview education.
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Introduction

A few years ago, one of the authors worked as a Religious Education consultant 

in primary education. One of the tasks of such a consultant is to assist teachers 

and principals in the process of formulating the religious identity of their 

schools. During one of the meetings with a team of teachers working at a 

school whose population had changed from homogeneously Christian to 

multi-religious, one of the teachers raised a challenging issue. She said, ‘In 

the course of our day, I am teaching children about several world religions, 

we have to stimulate them in their personal development, teach and live by 

certain norms and values, and pay attention to citizenship and morality. These 

seem to be so much related, that it seems impossible to do the one without 

doing at least bits of the other as well’.

The teacher seems to be right: religious education, personhood 

formation and moral education overlap in theory, and in practice they cannot be 

separated. But this answer is not specific enough. The question requires a more 

sophisticated and precise response, because some schools have to or want to 

avoid a direct influence on their students’ views and beliefs about meaning 

giving and existential notions, (their worldview), while in most countries 

schools are required to provide moral and citizenship education. Moreover, 

it is theoretically of interest to clarify the distinction and overlap between 

worldview (education) and morality (moral education) if only because this 

enables empirical researchers and politicians to be precise in their reflections.

The central question of this article is therefore: if we teach morality, do 

we then necessarily pay attention to worldview as well?

Our answer to the central question will be based on the analysis of two 

types of relationships between morality and worldview. Firstly, we will explore 

a conceptual relationship: Can we speak about ‘morality’ without speaking 

about ‘worldview’? In other words, is the use of the concept ‘worldview’ a 

necessary condition for the use of the concept of ‘morality’?13 Secondly, we 

will also examine a justificatory relationship: do moral claims need to refer to 

worldview for their justification? Before we look into these two questions, we 

will first give a concise description of the two terms ‘worldview’ and ‘morality’.

13  When we look into a conceptual relationship, we do not pay attention to empirical facts, we only 
look at how concepts are related to each other. One might state that a conceptual analysis does not do 
justice to the messiness of (in this case: moral) life. It is, however, not the aim of our conceptual analysis 
to formulate empirical standpoints based on empirical findings. The aim is conceptual clarification.
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Conceptual clarifications: ‘worldview’ and ‘morality’

Worldview

As a concept, ‘worldview’ is used in various ways.14 In everyday speech it is 

sometimes used as an equivalent for religion, and sometimes as a general 

outlook on the world. We believe that the former is too limited and the latter 

too comprehensive. The advantage of using ‘worldview’ instead of ‘religion’ lies 

in the fact that, given the increase in societal individualism and the plurality 

of views on life present in current western societies, we need a concept more 

encompassing than ‘religion’. ‘Worldview’ can achieve this purpose. We do, 

however, not use the concept worldview for the general outlook on the world 

because it is not distinctive enough. We use worldview for a more specific 

outlook on the world, namely one that is focused on meaning giving and 

existential themes.

Sometimes these meaning giving and existential views are part of a 

more or less coherent and established system that has developed over time 

with certain (written and unwritten) sources, traditions, values, rituals, ideals 

or dogmas. It constitutes a group of believers who adhere to this view on 

life. We call this an organised worldview. Paradigmatic examples of organised 

worldviews are religions. Every religion is an organised worldview. Christianity 

includes for instance certain rituals, sources, traditions and dogmas. But not 

every organised worldview is a religion. Non-religious examples are Humanism 

or Communism.15 Humanism does not have fixed rituals but it does have certain 

ideals, sources and values that are shared by a group of people who consider 

themselves Humanists. Communism also has certain ideals and values and 

also has specific traditions like commemorations important to people calling 

themselves Communists (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter and Miedema, 2013).

In a previous article in Religious Education (2013), we analysed necessary 

characteristics of an organised worldview. We concluded that an organised 

worldview prescribes16 answers to existential questions; they also contain moral 

14  ‘Worldview’ is used in various research domains as well. For instance in anthropology, in which it 
is often related to the concept ‘culture’ (Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, 1961), in psychology (Ibrahim et al., 
2001; Koltko-Rivera, 2004; Solomon et al., 1991), and in the philosophy of science (Kuhn, 1969).
15  In a previous article (Van der Kooij et al., 2013) we stated that political theories are not worldviews. 
A political theory is a description of ideas and explanations of how a state should be run, including 
topics such as the (rule of ) law, justice and the way in which citizens participate. Communism as a 
worldview answers existential questions. This will be explained in the remainder of this section.
16  Not every source that addresses existential notions is an organised or personal worldview, 
however. Scholarly books about existential notions do for instance not necessarily express a certain 
worldview. They describe the questions and notions.

42196 Kooij.indd   69 23-09-16   10:14



Chapter 4

70

values and aim to answer the question about the meaning of life. In this way, it 

aims to influence people’s thinking and actions.

The concept ‘worldview’ can also be used to describe someone’s personal 

meaning giving outlook on the world, life and humanity. A personal worldview 

can be, but is not necessarily, based on or inspired by an organised worldview. 

If someone calls himself a Christian, for example, his personal worldview will be 

more or less influenced by the organised worldview of Christianity. If someone 

calls himself a Communist he will base his views on for instance Marx’s or 

Lenin’s ideas. Many people do not construct their own personal worldview on 

the basis of one specific organised worldview. A personal worldview can be 

more eclectic and idiosyncratic than an organised worldview (Van der Kooij, 

De Ruyter and Miedema, 2013; compare Aadnanas, 1992, cited in Sandsmark, 

2000; De Jong, 1998; Hartman, 1986; Hijmans, 1997). Reasons for this include 

the increase of societal individualism and the awareness of individuals of 

a variety of organised worldviews as a result of globalisation. This makes it 

possible for individuals to pick elements of a diversity of worldviews to build 

their own worldview. These ‘bricoleurs’, as Hervieu-Léger (2006) calls them, 

use aspects like words and symbols from different traditions to construct a 

personal religious profile. Someone can go to church regularly, meditate with 

Hindu affirmation and take the idea of mindfulness seriously in all aspects of 

his or her life.

Our description of personal worldview was: A personal worldview 

consists of (sometimes tentative) answers to existential questions. Someone’s 

personal worldview influences his thinking and acting and gives meaning in life 

(Van der Kooij, De Ruyter and Miedema, 2013).

Two characteristics that we pointed out in our descriptions of organised 

and personal worldview need further explanation in order to answer our 

central question. The first is the aspect of existential questions. These questions 

will be the subject of the next section. The second is the aspect of moral values, 

which will be discussed in the following section.

Existential questions

Existential questions have a special status in people’s lives. They reach a profound 

level, the essence of someone’s life, and move beyond situations and actions in 

the here and now (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter and Miedema, 2016a; Tillich, 1965). 

In an analysis which we conducted on literature about ‘worldview’, we found 
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that ‘existential questions’ are part of almost all of the descriptions of worldviews 

(Van der Kooij, De Ruyter and Miedema, 2013). Some authors explicitly refer to 

existential questions, stating that certain questions are ‘existential’ or ‘ultimate’. 

Other authors do not use the term ‘existential questions’, but give examples 

of questions in their texts about worldview, sometimes in a scattered way or 

embedded in descriptions of specific worldviews, that are of an existential 

nature. In our analysis we used both the explicit and implicit descriptions of 

existential questions. On the basis of this analysis we were able to compile a list 

of existential questions a worldview deals with.

1. Ontological questions We found two types of such questions. The 

first focuses on the nature of existence: Why is there something 

rather than nothing? (e.g. McKenzie, 1991; Sandsmark, 2000; Sire, 

2004). A second type of ontological questions focuses on the 

nature of a human being, which can also be called anthropological 

questions: What is a human being? Is human nature good or bad? 

(e.g. Aadnanes, 1992 cited in Sandsmark, 2000, p. 6; Walsh and 

Middleton, 1984).

2. Cosmological questions This category contains questions about 

the origin and nature of the universe and the place of human 

beings in it (e.g. Aadnanes, 1992 cited in Sandsmark, 2000; 

McKenzie, 1991; Sire, 2004; Smart, 2000). Is the cosmos a divine 

creation? Is the evolution of living creatures into human beings a 

coincidence? (Smart 2000).

3. Theological questions Is there a god? Are there many gods? What 

is the nature of this god or these gods? (e.g. Aadnanes, 1992 cited 

in Sandsmark, 2000; Brümmer, 1981; McKenzie, 1991; Miedema, 

2006; Sire, 2004; Smart, 2000).

4. Teleological questions Here we also found two types of questions. 

The first focuses on the meaning and purpose of the universe 

and human beings (e.g. Hijmans, 1994, 1997; McKenzie, 1991; 

Miedema, 2006; Valk, 2007; Walsh and Middleton, 1984). The 

second focuses on the meaning in life. Where the ‘meaning of 

life’ deals with an understanding of the purpose of (human) life in 

general; the ‘meaning in life’ is a personal interpretation of what 

makes life meaningful and what gives an individual’s life purpose 

or sense (De Ruyter, 2002).
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5. Eschatological questions This type deals with questions such as: 

what happens when a person dies? Is there life after death? Will 

we reincarnate? (e.g. Aadnanes, 1992 cited in Sandsmark, 2000 

Brümmer, 1981; Hijmans, 1994, 1997; Miedema, 2006; Sire, 2004).

6. Ethical questions The questions and values in this category have 

to do with the broad theme of good and bad, right and wrong 

(Hijmans, 1994, 1997; Miedema, 2006; Sire, 2004; Valk, 2007; Walsh 

and Middleton, 1984). ‘What makes my life a good life to live?’ is 

part of this category, as are questions about beauty and truth.

It is not necessary for a personal or organised worldview to pay attention to all of 

these questions. A personal or organised worldview can have answers to some 

questions, reflect on others, without paying attention to others. This might be 

truer for a personal worldview than an organised worldview. However, to be 

able to say that someone has a worldview, (s)he should at least have (tentative) 

answers to the first, fourth and sixth question.

Morality

‘Morality’ and ‘ethics’ have already been mentioned in relation to ‘worldview’ 

in the course of this article. As we made clear, we use ‘ethical’ to describe the 

category of existential questions dealing with values concerned with the broad 

theme of ‘the good life’. ‘Morality’ can be regarded as a subcategory: it is often 

used for matters regarding the well-being of others. It can be conceptualised 

as the acts (and their underlying rules or principles, the character required) that 

are right or good to other (groups of ) people, other sentient species or the 

environment, as well as the avoidance of acting in ways that harm them or 

human coexistence (Gert, 2016). Answers to moral questions, conceptualised 

in this way, are part of organised worldviews. All paradigmatic examples of 

organised worldviews contain certain moral ideas about how people should 

act in relation to others’ well-being and ideas about right and wrong. Buddhism 

has for instance the Eightfold Path, while Humanism harbours the belief that all 

people are equal and should have equal opportunities. A personal worldview 

does not necessarily include moral answers in this way. It can be predominantly 

morally indifferent. Imagine for instance a person whose decisions in moral 

situations are not based on the well-being of others but on other intrinsic 

reasons related to for instance aesthetics or epistemology. In a situation where 
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the well-being of another is at stake, this person will not ask: ‘What is beneficial 

for this other person?’ but ‘What brings about the most beauty?’ or ‘What brings 

me closer to finding truth?’. This person has a personal worldview, albeit a 

morally indifferent or a-moral, one.17

This does, however, not answer our main question whether it is possible 

to teach morality without paying attention to worldview. That morality is part 

of ‘organised worldview’ does not mean that we can only teach morality within 

the context of teaching an organised worldview. Furthermore, to answer our 

main question and get a more complete picture of the domain of worldview 

and morality, we need to be more precise in describing morality.

Morality: narrow and broad

It is helpful to make a distinction between two dimensions of morality: narrow 

morality and broad morality (e.g. Mackie, 1977; Musschenga, 1980). Narrow 

morality focuses on the basic rules and principles that make it possible for 

human beings to live and work together—it is the morality that is necessary 

for the continuation of every tolerable society (Mackie, 1977). Its purpose is 

to protect people’s basic interests other than the actor’s by inhibiting certain 

forms of behaviour. Narrow morality is about duties and obligations to others. 

Examples of basic rules that are part of narrow morality are the ban on robbing 

or killing other people.

Broad morality focuses on living a flourishing life and surpasses moral 

rules necessary to live together. Broad morality contains the body of ideals, 

principles and values that indicate someone’s most important aims in life, which 

influence their acts for realizing these aims and give meaning in life (De Jong, 

1998; De Ruyter, 2006; Mackie, 1977). Broad morality comprises more than the 

basic rules and principles necessary for social life: it also encloses matters that 

make someone’s life meaningful. Examples of matters that can be included in a 

broad morality are aesthetic values or values with regard to living a healthy life. 

Finally, broad morality can focus on others but also on the self. For instance, it 

may include values such as kindness and generosity, while also regarding what 

makes life meaningful for an individual.

To answer our main question, the distinction between narrow and broad 

morality is crucial, as will be demonstrated in the next section of the article.

17  Morally indifferent is not the same as immoral. A personal worldview would be immoral if it 
contains ideas and beliefs that are contrary to the wellbeing of other people.
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The relationship between worldview and morality 
conceptually explored

This section examines the conceptual relationship between worldview and 

morality. De Jong (1998) distinguishes three manners in which this relationship 

can be conceived. Firstly, morality and worldview are conceptually independent 

of each other. In this case, a worldview does not determine the content of 

morality, or to put it differently: answers to existential or meaning giving 

matters do not determine the answers to questions about what is morally right 

or good. Secondly, the relationship between the concepts can be described as 

dependent. In this view, the concept ‘worldview’ is a necessary condition for 

the concept ‘morality’. When one uses the concept ‘morality’, one necessarily 

refers to ‘worldview’ as well. Answers to existential questions determine the 

answers to what is morally right or good. The third and final view states that the 

concepts overlap; they partly share the same conceptual domain. A worldview 

can partly determine the moral views one has, but a worldview does not 

determine all of the moral views and vice versa.

We will now further analyse how the conceptual relationships between 

narrow and broad morality on the one hand and organised and personal 

worldview on the other can be described in terms of De Jong (1998).

Narrow morality and organised and personal worldview conceptually explored

To speak about ‘narrow morality’ is it necessary to refer to organised or personal 

worldview? We can speak about the basic rules and obligations making it 

possible for human beings to live and work together without the necessity 

of speaking of or referring to a particular organised or personal worldview. 

Minimal moral rules focus on human welfare, the human condition, and do 

not include normative views about the good life. The answers to existential 

questions do not determine the answers to matters regarding narrow morality. 

The conceptual relationship between narrow morality on the one hand and 

organised or personal worldview on the other can be described as ‘independent’ 

in De Jong’s (1998) terms. ‘Personal worldview’ and ‘organised worldview’ are 

no necessary conditions in order to speak about ‘narrow morality’.
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Implications for reflections on education

Since narrow morality comprises the values that are necessary for living 

together, it will inevitably be part of education and school life. For schools 

to fulfil their role of educating and teaching, it is necessary that certain rules, 

for instance rules that ban physical violence and sanctify the possessions of 

others, are obeyed by students and staff. Thus, education will always need to 

pay attention to narrow morality.

This can happen in two ways. Firstly, it can be an explicit and special part 

of the curriculum. Teachers can, for instance, take time to clarify and discuss why 

narrow moral values are important, and they can teach specific narrow moral 

values to the students. Secondly, narrow morality will be part of the school’s 

rules and its ethos. The school’s rules that should be obeyed by everyone, the 

way students and staff interact, how conflicts are resolved, and other mores of 

the school all articulate at least narrow morality.

As narrow morality is conceptually independent from organised or 

personal worldview, narrow morality can be part of the school curriculum 

and of its ethos, without a necessary reference being made to organised or 

personal worldview. Questions such as ‘Does society need honest people?’ 

or ‘Are bullying and discrimination morally wrong?’, can be the subject of a 

classroom discussion by referring to general human well-being instead of 

specific answers to anthropological, eschatological, theological or ethical 

questions of an organised or personal worldview.

Broad morality and organised and personal worldview conceptually explored

Broad morality and worldview are conceptually related, but how? We can 

speak about broad morality without speaking about organised worldview. 

Broad morality may contain ideals, values and principles that are not part 

of an organised worldview. For instance, ‘views on the earth’s sustainability’ 

contain both ecological and fair trade principles. Although it is consistent with 

views from certain organised worldviews (e.g. vegetarianism in Hinduism, 

human dignity in Humanism and stewardship in Christianity), being part of 

an organised worldview is not a necessary condition for this broad morality. 

Organised worldviews on the other hand always do contain broad moral views: 

ideals, principles and values. When speaking about ‘organised worldview’ one 

speaks about ‘broad morality’ at the same time. But when one speaks about 

‘broad morality’, one does not necessarily speak about ‘organised worldview’.
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As has become clear from the descriptions, personal worldview and 

broad morality are conceptually close to each other. Someone’s ideals, 

principles and values indicating their most important aims in life, influencing 

their actions in the realisation of these aims and giving meaning in life are 

closely related to the existential questions or notions of his or her worldview. 

Thus the relationship cannot be described in terms of independence, but is 

‘personal worldview’ a necessary condition for ‘broad morality’ or is there a 

conceptual overlap between the two terms? Conceptual overlap would mean 

that a ‘personal worldview’ would determine some broad moral views, while 

other aspects are independent of ‘personal worldview’. ‘Broad morality’ is made 

up of two categories of the existential questions that we compiled. 

Firstly, ethical matters refer to living a good life. Broad morality contains 

the ethical values a person has. Secondly, broad morality includes more than 

ethical matters, as the meaning giving aspect of the definition indicates. Broad 

morality includes teleological questions as well. But not all teleological questions 

are part of broad morality. While notions about meaning in life, i.e. a personal 

interpretation of what makes life meaningful and what gives an individual’s 

life purpose or sense, are always part of someone’s broad morality, teleological 

notions about the meaning of life, which deal with an understanding of the 

purpose of (human) life in general, are not necessarily part of someone’s broad 

morality. One’s views on the meaning of life does not have to refer to broad 

morality. The ideals someone has do not necessarily say something about the 

meaning of life, nor do their beliefs about the meaning of life necessarily tell 

us something about their ideals. One can have an idea about the meaning of 

human life, e.g. that it is a coincidence and does not have meaning, without 

this belief determining what gives meaning in life, for instance doing one’s 

work well and having a good relationship with one’s loved ones.

Ethical and teleological notions are part of people’s personal worldview 

and broad morality is part of someone’s personal worldview as well. But the 

personal worldview includes more than just these constitutive parts. The other 

categories of existential questions (the theological, ontological, cosmological 

and eschatological notions) are part of the personal worldview but not part of 

the broad morality which is also included. This is explained in the Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1 Personal worldview

Thus, we can state that because ethical and certain teleological questions are 

part of both broad morality and personal worldview, ‘personal worldview’ is 

a necessary condition for ‘broad morality’. When one speaks about ‘broad 

morality’, one necessarily speaks about ‘personal worldview’ as well.

Implications for refl ections on education

We stated that narrow morality is conceptually independent of both organised 

and personal worldview. Teaching rules that are part of narrow morality therefore 

does not mean that one teaches a worldview. However, it is interesting or 

possibly complicating that this might be precisely an educational aim. Teachers 

want students to act morally right in the narrow sense because they see the 

value of narrow morality and not for instance, the fear of punishment. They aim 

for intrinsic motivation in students to act according to narrow morality. They 

want the narrow morality to become part of their personal worldview.

Schools can pay attention to broad morality in various ways. In the 

fi rst place, schools can teach into views that are part of broad morality and 

a corresponding life aim. Pupils are expected to acquire an established 

(component of ) broad morality as part of their own broad morality. An 

example is a Christian school aiming to teach into this worldview or a Waldorf 

school teaching a holistic Steinerian based broad morality. It is likely that in 
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such schools the broad morality presented is a respective part of the Christian 

or Steinerian worldview. Secondly, schools can teach about various broad 

moralities or components of broad moralities. Broad moralities that are part of 

an organised worldview as well as broad moralities of a bricoleur type can be 

used as examples to be studied and discussed. Finally, educators can stimulate 

the development of students’ own broad morality. Students are stimulated to 

reflect on what makes their lives worthwhile, what they find most important in 

their lives and, subsequently, which ideals, principles and values guide them in 

the realisation of this aim. An example of this is the use of positive psychology 

in classrooms (Seligman et al., 2009). It stimulates students to reflect upon 

what they find important in life and its underlying ideals, values and principles.

We stated that ‘organised worldview’ is not a necessary condition for ‘broad 

morality’. Teachers can teach into, talk about or stimulate students to reflect 

upon broad morality without speaking about ‘organised worldview’. However, 

as has been stated above, organised worldviews form examples par excellence 

of views that include these broad moralities, and teachers can, therefore, use 

them as examples.

We described the way how broad morality and personal worldview 

partly comprise the same conceptual domain: someone’s broad morality is 

part of his or her personal worldview. This overlap has several implications for 

education. If schools choose to present a (diversity of conceptions of ) broad 

morality, for example, because they believe that this contributes to adequate 

personhood formation and to the flourishing of their students, they thereby 

also pay attention to the personal worldview of their students. When students 

are asked to reflect on the principles, ideals and values that are part of their 

broad morality, they are at the same time stimulated to reflect on (parts of ) 

their personal worldview—and this might be a worldview that is based on 

a particular organised worldview. Thus, in the situation that students have a 

personal worldview based on a particular organised worldview, ‘organised 

worldview’ is not only an educational topic in schools based on a particular 

organised worldview (e.g. Christian schools, Steinerian schools), but also 

in schools not based on a particular organised worldview that want to pay 

attention to the concept of broad morality as well.
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The relationship between worldview and morality in 
terms of justification

When exploring the justificatory relationship we ask whether one needs to refer 

to organised or personal worldview to justify broad or narrow moral claims. 

We have not found research about the justificatory relationship between 

worldview and morality. The justificatory relationship between religion and 

morality, however, has been the subject of research (see for instance Frankena, 

1973; Kole, 2002; Musschenga, 1980) and we will use the three main views 

about this relationship in analysing the relationship between worldview and 

morality. Firstly, the dependency thesis on the relation between religion and 

morality states that morality is dependent on religion for its justification. Ideas 

and actions can only be morally right when an authority, a god, a scripture or a 

religious leader, declares them to be morally right. When we translate this into 

organised and personal worldview this means that the moral views a person 

has, will always be justified by his or her personal worldview.

Secondly, the thesis of strong autonomy rejects the idea that religion 

is relevant for morality. Morality can and should do without religion for 

justification. Moral reasons should be separated from religious reasons, and 

the latter should take no part in moral reasoning and justification. An example 

of a philosopher who defends this strong autonomy view is Frankena (1973). 

According to him, morality should be objective and universal, and this can only 

be the case when autonomous people are free to judge, use rational thinking 

and base their judgements on the same information about a certain moral 

situation (Frankena, 1973; Kole, 2002). Since religious beliefs are not universally 

accepted by all autonomous people, the condition of ‘the same information’ 

cannot be fulfilled and thus religion cannot be used to justify moral claims. 

When we translate this into worldview, it means that people’s organised and 

personal worldview cannot be a justification for morality because they are not 

universally accepted.

And thirdly, the thesis of weak autonomy states that religion can be used 

for the justification of moral claims, but this is not necessary. People can appeal 

to religious reasons for the justification of moral claims without requiring every 

other person to make this appeal in the same situation as well. For instance, one 

can justify the belief that it is our moral duty to share with people who have less 

by referring to the Christian principle of loving one’s fellow human being, while 
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someone else might justify it by referring to general principles of humanity. 

Furthermore, a person can justify some moral claims by referring to religion, 

but does not have to do so for all moral claims he or she makes. This thesis 

seems plausible on the one hand because there is ample empirical evidence 

that nonreligious people can act morally right, just like religious people. This 

supports the idea that religion and morality do not necessarily depend on each 

other. On the other hand the thesis is also plausible because people sometimes 

justify their moral acts with religious reasons (Kole, 2002). When we translate 

this into worldview, this means that sometimes moral claims are justified by 

referring to organised or personal worldviews, and that they sometimes are 

justified without any reference to organised or personal worldviews.

It should be noted that there is a difference between the first two theses 

and the last one. The dependency thesis and the strong autonomy thesis are 

normative: they state that a moral claim only has moral status when it does 

or does not use worldview for its justification. The weak morality thesis is 

descriptive and empirical: it states that sometimes people justify moral claims 

by their worldview and sometimes they do not. This thesis corresponds with 

reality, what most people experience in their lives, and therefore seems to be 

the most credible one of the three.

In what follows, we will first look at narrow morality and its relationship 

to worldview, both organised and personal, then at the relationship between 

broad morality and worldview, both organised and personal.

When we describe the relationships with personal worldview, we do this 

from the perspective of a person who has a personal worldview to which he or 

she refers for justification.

Narrow morality and organised and personal worldview explored in terms of 

justification

Sometimes an organised worldview is used as a justification for narrow morality. 

Often, communities that adhere to an organised worldview will refer to this 

organised worldview for justifying narrow moral claims. For example, Buddhist 

communities might refer to the Eightfold Path when stating why violence is 

forbidden, and Jewish communities might refer to the Torah and the Ten 

Commandments when explaining why stealing is morally wrong. Not only do 

communities based on an organised worldview do this, individuals do as well. 
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‘I believe lying is wrong because The Moral Code of the Builder of Communism18 

states that we should make sure that we are honest’ or ‘I won’t commit adultery, 

because the Qur’an states in the 17th Chapter that this is not good’.

What can we say about the relationship between personal worldview 

and narrow morality in terms of justification? Characteristic for the rules that 

belong to narrow morality is that they can be justified without reference to 

a particular personal worldview. Their justification can be of an instrumental 

nature with regard to the interaction with others. For instance the possibility 

to cohabit: If everyone were to steal, society would become unliveable. Their 

justification can also consist in the self-interest of people themselves: If I keep 

my promises, it is likely that others will keep their promises towards me too. It 

is the reverse of the idea of reciprocity which states that one should not harm 

others, because one does not want to be harmed oneself, which can also be 

given as the justification of narrow morality. Another form of self-interest is 

people justifying narrow moral claims by stating that these are the rules of 

society and that if they do not conform, there would be some kind of sentence 

or penalty.

A personal worldview can of course be used as a justification for narrow 

morality. In justifying narrow moral claims, like the prohibition to kill or violate 

the rights or integrity of other people, many people will ultimately refer to 

existential notions like the ethical principle of the value of human life.

Thus the relationships between narrow morality and personal worldview 

can be described as weakly autonomous. Personal worldviews can be used 

as a justification for narrow morality, but other justifications, like the ones 

mentioned above, can be given as well.

Implications for reflections on education

In schools based on a certain organised worldview, it is to be expected that 

school boards, principals and teachers, have views on and express to students 

the relationship between narrow morality and this organised worldview. 

However, in class situations, it is likely that other justifications are given by 

teachers as well, especially justifications that refer to the well-being of others. 

For instance, instead of a teacher stating, ‘We do not hit each other because 

God does not agree with that’, or ‘we do not hit because it does not agree with 

the Steinerian views on respect for people’, she might state, ‘We do not hit each 

other because it hurts people’.

18  A set of 12 rules made by the Communist Party of the USSR in 1961.
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Schools not based on an organised worldview, can explain what certain 

organised worldviews state with regard to narrow morality, but they will not 

use these statements as justifications for narrow morality. Thus, we notice a 

formal difference between denominational and non-denominational schools 

in terms of justifying narrow morality, but in practice the difference is probably 

less obvious.

Teaching narrow morality in schools does not only aim to influence 

students’ behaviour, but their beliefs and dispositions as well. Teachers want 

their students’ ethical principles and values (and thus their personal worldview 

and broad morality) to be in line with narrow morality and thus intrinsically 

motivating them to be moral in the narrow sense. Narrow moral views are then 

justified by the students’ personal worldview.

We stated that organised and personal worldviews can also be used 

to justify narrow moral views, but not necessarily. Students can give various 

other justifications for their narrow moral claims. One needs to be aware that 

students are still developing their personal views and the manner in which 

they justify their moral views. They refer for instance to preventing punishment 

or conforming to social examples set by friends or family. For instance, in a class 

discussion about property and ownership, a young child can state that taking 

his or her friend’s pen is wrong because the teacher will be angry.

Broad morality, organised worldview and personal worldview: explored in terms 

of justification

We described broad morality as the body of ideals, principles and values that 

indicate someone’s most important aims in life, determine the acts for their 

realisation and that give meaning in life. Organised worldviews contain broad 

moral views. It is likely that communities that adhere to a certain organised 

worldview will refer to this worldview to justify their broad moral claims. This is 

also true for personal worldviews.

If we recall the conceptual relationship between worldview and morality 

(Fig. 1), we can see that broad morality is part of personal worldview. It contains 

the existential notions about ethics and teleology. These notions are about 

what someone believes to be part of the essence of his life (see the description 

of ‘existential questions’ above). The justification needs to refer to someone’s 

intrinsic values. Two kinds of justification can be given. Firstly, the ideals, values 

and principles constitutive for someone’s broad morality can also serve as a 
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justifi cation for this broad morality. The value of hospitality, for instance, can 

serve as a justifi cation for the ideal of contributing to people living a happy 

life by being welcoming, attentive and kind. Secondly, the other existential 

notions (the theological, eschatological, ontological, cosmological and some 

teleological matters) can serve as a justifi cation for broad moral claims. The 

theological belief in a god or gods for instance, can justify the broad moral 

belief that developing a relationship with this god or these gods is the most 

important aim of a someone’s life.

To summarise, broad morality can be justifi ed either by elements of 

personal worldview that are not part of broad morality itself (e.g. cosmological 

or theological views) or by ideals, principles or values (ethical and partly 

teleological views) that are part of broad morality itself (Fig. 2).
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Ethical 

 

Fig. 2 Justifying broad morality. The black arrows indicate how broad morality can be justifi ed

Implications for refl ections on education

What do the relationships described above between broad morality on the one 

hand and organised and personal worldview on the other hand mean for the 

educational context? It seems very diffi  cult for educators not to pay attention 

to broad morality at all. Situations often occur in school life that are related to 

broad moral notions: a fancy fair to collect money for a charity, lessons about 
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fair trade or projects to make the school more ecological. These matters will be 

part of the classroom discussion and will stimulate students to reflect on the 

reasons why they are important. This means that broad morality will somehow 

always be part of education.

We stated that broad morality needs justifications referring to reasons 

that someone believes to be valuable for her or himself. Primary school children’s 

justifications often refer to friends, family or people they admire (although this 

can be true for older students and even adults): ‘I am a vegetarian because 

my friend is one’. If students are stimulated by teachers and by each other 

to reflect on their own principles and ideas, two things may happen: Firstly, 

personal reasons such as existential ideas and meaning giving views from their 

personal worldview may become more important for the justification of broad 

moral claims: ‘I am a vegetarian because I believe that animals do not differ so 

much from human beings, and they have a soul as well’. Secondly, the student 

discovers that he or she might not agree with the narrow or broad moral views 

of family and friends after all.

We also stated that broad morality can be justified either by elements of 

personal worldview that are not part of broad morality itself (e.g. cosmological 

or theological views) or by ideals, principles or values that are part of broad 

morality itself. For instance, when students discuss their wishes for the future 

they may mention: becoming rich, world peace, becoming a famous singer, 

saving nature, helping the poor, becoming a writer and being happy. The 

student who announces that she wants to become a writer can justify her life 

aim by stating that writing makes her feel good, she likes reading herself, and 

she wants others to find pleasure in her stories. These ideas are part of her 

broad morality. Other existential notions are, however, not mentioned in the 

justification. Someone else may justify his wish that humans stop destroying 

nature by stating that the world is beautiful because God created it, and 

humans were placed on it to look after it. This student does refer explicitly to 

other existential notions, theological and cosmological, that are part of his 

personal worldview.
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Summary and concluding thoughts

How does our analysis help to answer our main question: ‘If we teach morality 

in education, do we then necessarily pay attention to worldview as well’? In the 

conceptual analysis of the relationship between broad and narrow morality, it 

has become clear that narrow morality is conceptually independent of both 

organised and personal worldview. Teaching rules that are part of narrow 

morality therefore does not mean that one teaches a worldview. We can speak 

about broad morality without speaking about organised worldview. This is not 

possible, however, for broad morality and personal worldview. Broad morality 

is conceptually part of personal worldview. The educational aim of developing 

students’ broad morality will thus always mean that attention is paid to the 

formation of (a part of ) their personal worldview.

The justificatory analysis of the relationship between worldview and 

morality demonstrates that for narrow morality and personal worldview, 

the justificatory relationship can generally be described in terms of weak 

autonomy. This means that narrow morality is not necessarily justified by 

referring to personal worldview, but that students can refer to their personal 

worldview to justify moral claims. The relationship between broad morality 

and personal worldview can be described as a dependent one. The part of 

personal worldview that we call ‘broad morality’ needs justifications that refer to 

reasons a person believes to be of intrinsic value herself. Personal worldview is 

necessarily involved in justifying broad morality. When students are stimulated 

by teachers and each other to formulate such reasons, the existential and 

meaning giving views from their personal worldview might become more 

important for justifying broad moral claims. Thus, when attention is paid to the 

justification of broad morality in education, one refers to personal worldview.

We also found that organised worldviews can be used to justify narrow 

and broad morality, but not necessarily. When attention is paid in schools 

to narrow or broad morality without directly paying attention to organised 

worldview matters, this does not mean that the personal views of pupils that 

are part of organised worldviews are not influenced. When students learn 

about, discuss and agree with certain broad or narrow moral views, this might 

have an impact on the beliefs of the organised worldview they adhere to. Their 

views based on an organised worldview might for instance no longer be able to 

justify new broad or narrow moral claims. Thus, although some schools want to 
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or have to avoid an influence on the organised worldviews their students agree 

with, this might not always be possible due to the justificatory relationship 

between organised worldview and broad or narrow morality. For instance, 

a student might have learned at home that abortion is wrong because life is 

created by God. In a class discussion about this topic, classmates’ opinions 

can influence his views on abortion and he or she can start questioning the 

justification the organised worldview gives for viewpoints on this topic and the 

viewpoint itself.

By briefly giving examples of how the results of our analysis are applicable 

in the classroom, we have already demonstrated how practically important our 

theoretical analysis is for teachers. As we saw in the example of the teacher from 

the introduction of this article: it is not always exactly clear what is happening in 

schools, and teachers are not always sure which role they have in matters such 

as the formation of broad morality and personal worldview. Teachers should 

be aware of the close relationship between personal worldview and broad 

morality. Our analysis shows that the development of students’ personhood 

formation need not happen exclusively in denominational schools. Teachers 

at non-denominational schools who believe that paying attention to this 

development contributes to the flourishing of students, can, through moral 

education in the broad sense, stimulate the personal worldview development 

of their students.

This close relationship between personal worldview and broad morality 

is also interesting for policymakers. Schools in England for example are 

required to pay attention to the moral development of their students. Ofsted, 

for instance, wrote in the document Promoting and evaluating pupils’ spiritual, 

moral, social and cultural development (2004) that ‘Moral development is about 

the building, by pupils, of a framework of moral values which regulates their 

personal behaviour’ (p. 15). Both narrow and broad morality provide such a 

framework. When policy makers take into account the above analysis, they 

can formulate more precisely what they mean by ‘moral education’, what 

the implications are of narrow and broad moral education and what choices 

schools have in teaching moral education.
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Introduction

In discussions about religion in public education the premise often defended 

is that such schools should not aim to influence the religious convictions of 

their pupils nor favour a particular religion.19 It is argued that state schools 

should be neutral when it comes to religion. In state schools in the United 

States (US), for instance, teachers are not allowed to participate in religious 

activities or advocate particular religious views when they are teaching. They 

are discouraged from sharing their personal religious views with students. This 

does not mean that religion is excluded from the state classroom’s curriculum 

in the US. It may be taught in a knowledge based manner. State schools may for 

example teach courses in comparative religion or teach the Bible as literature. 

The law also permits private religious activities in and around the state school. 

For example, students are allowed to discuss their religious views with their 

fellow students and to organise prayer groups as an extracurricular activity. 

It is, however, not an educational aim to transmit religious views to students 

(Feinberg & Layton, 2013; Feinberg, 2014; U.S. Department of education: http://

www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/religionandschools/prayer_guidance.html).

In the Netherlands we find a comparable situation: state school teachers 

are legally bound to provide their students with knowledge about and 

understanding of religious and non-religious worldviews but have no role in 

furthering particular commitments in pupils. Recently a debate started on the 

question whether state schools should do more than providing knowledge 

about religions. Some schools and state school organisations state that they 

should contribute to the identity development of their students by paying 

attention to the personal views and beliefs pupils have about meaning of life 

without imposing certain specific religious views on them (Lammers, 2013; 

Miedema, 2013; Veugelers, 2008; Veugelers & Oostdijk, 2013).

In the first example, the discussion focuses mainly on the position of 

religion in state schools. However, as the second example makes clear, it seems 

that only part of the issue is being dealt with. Firstly, many people have non-

religious views and beliefs about meaning of life. These views and beliefs are 

not taken into account when the focus is on religious convictions in education 

19  The focus of this contribution is confined to moral and worldview education. These can be 
conceived of as domains of the overall aim of education in primary schools (public and denominational) 
that can be conceptualised in terms of personhood formation/identity development/subjectification, 
qualification and socialisation (Biesta & Miedema, 2002; Biesta, 2010; Miedema, 2014).

42196 Kooij.indd   90 23-09-16   10:14



Moral education and personal worldview

91

5

only. Secondly, it is quite possible that the education state schools provide 

has an influence on personal meaning-making views of pupils, even if they 

do not intend to contribute to the development of (religious) worldviews of 

their pupils. However, in that case it is possible that this has consequences for 

religious beliefs of students as well. We propose that this influence is particularly 

likely in moral education provided by schools. In many countries the state 

requires state schools to provide moral education. The values and ideals that 

are integral to popular moral educational approaches today, such as a morally 

good character, democratic values or a positive attitude to diversity, are not 

specifically religious. The aim of many approaches to moral education is not 

to transmit religious views to students, but to raise morally astute adults who 

have assimilated these values into their thinking and acting and to prepare 

them in this way for participating in society. However, this does not mean that 

there is no (intended) influence on the personal views and beliefs pupils have 

about meaning-making.

In order to analyse the relationship between moral education and these 

meaning-making views, two distinctions need to be made. The first is between 

organised and personal worldviews and the second is between broad and 

narrow morality (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter, & Miedema, 2013). An organised 

worldview refers to a view of life that has developed over time as a more or less 

coherent and established system with certain (written and unwritten) sources, 

traditions, values, rituals, ideals or dogmas. An organised worldview is shared 

by a group of people who adhere to this view. Every religion is an organised 

worldview, but organised worldviews can also be non-religious, such as that of 

humanism (compare Vroom, 2006).

Personal worldviews are not necessarily religious or restricted to religious 

beliefs and views. A personal worldview can be, but is not necessarily, based 

on or inspired by a (religious) organised worldview. If a person calls himself or 

herself a Christian, it is likely that his or her personal worldview will be more or 

less based on the organised Christian worldview. People nowadays construct 

their own personal worldview, which is not necessarily based on one specific 

organised worldview and therefore it can be more eclectic and idiosyncratic 

than an organised worldview (see for example Hartman, 1986; Sandsmark, 

2000).20 The religious beliefs of a person are part of his or her personal worldview, 

20  We encounter for example ‘bricolage’, which is the use of words, symbols or rituals from different 
traditions to construct a personal religious worldview (Hervieu-Léger, 2006).
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but a personal worldview encompasses much more than religious beliefs: it 

consists of more or less definitive answers to various existential questions, 

such as cosmological, ontological, theological, eschatological, teleological and 

ethical questions (De Jong, 1998; Hartman, 1986; Hijmans, 1994; Van der Kooij, 

De Ruyter and Miedema, 2013; Sandsmark, 2000).

The main point in the above discussion is that state schools should not 

aim to influence the religious convictions of their pupils. Schools should not 

present a particular organised worldview with the aim that pupils should adopt 

this view as their personal conviction. Thus, it might be argued that the concern 

is about the personal views and beliefs of pupils, their personal worldview. Yet, 

it is discussed in terms of religious and non-religious organised worldviews.

The second distinction we will use is between narrow and broad 

morality. Narrow morality can be described as the basic rules and principles 

that make it possible for human beings to live and work together. It is the 

morality that is necessary for the continuation of every tolerable society and 

is other-regarding (Mackie, 1977). Broad morality contains the body of ideals, 

principles and values that determine a person’s acts designed to realise his or 

her most important aims and give meaning to life (De Jong, 1998; De Ruyter, 

2006; Mackie, 1977). Broad morality is both self-regarding and other-regarding.

In a previous study we found that narrow morality is conceptually 

independent of both organised and personal worldview, and does not need to 

refer to ‘worldview’ for its justification. Broad morality and personal worldview 

are closely related. Broad morality is conceptually part of ‘personal worldview’. 

The person’s more or less definite answers to ethical and teleological questions 

form the domain of broad morality. Broad morality can include theological 

matters but this is not necessary. For many people meaning-making notions 

or teleological questions are theological in nature, but not for all. Furthermore, 

people justify their broad moral views by referring to ideas and beliefs from 

their personal worldview (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter & Miedema, 2016b). This 

means that when schools choose to teach a broad morality, they cannot avoid 

influencing the personal worldview of pupils.

In this article we will further explore the relationship between moral 

education and worldview education, focusing on the question whether 

certain approaches to moral education aim to influence the development of 

the personal worldview of students and if so, what this aim entails. If these 

approaches do not have this aim, it might still be the case that moral education 

does have consequences for the personal worldview of students. The question 
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that arises in this case is whether or not it is possible to provide moral education 

without influencing the personal religious views pupils might have.

In this article two moral (education) theories are discussed: moral 

education related to virtue ethics, commonly called character education, and 

moral education based on deontological ethics.21 We will compare the aims of 

these approaches to moral education with the domain of personal worldview, 

but first we present an example of a Dutch education programme that provides 

moral education in primary schools. The purpose of this example is to make the 

above questions more specific and express them with more clarity. Furthermore, 

this case gives a better idea of and illustrates how the relationship between 

moral education and personal worldview plays a role in educational practice.

The Peaceable School: concretising the relationship between morality 

and worldview in education

In order to get a better understanding of the main question posed in this 

article, we concretise the relationship between morality and worldview in education 

by means of an illustrative example of moral education: the Dutch programme, 

The Peaceable School. The programme not only aims to provide moral education 

but integrates this with social and citizenship education. It is a popular programme 

that is used in more than 550 primary schools in the Netherlands.

The programme focuses particularly on moral themes such as ‘We belong 

together’, ‘We solve conflicts ourselves’, ‘We listen to each other’, ‘We care for 

each other’, ‘We all contribute’ and ‘We are all different’, which are dealt with in 

weekly lessons. An example of a lesson topic for 8- to 9-year olds is ‘to stand 

up for each other’. Pupils discuss why laughing at each other and humiliating 

others are bad things to do and how to defend and support each other. Another 

lesson for 10- to 11-year olds is about respecting each other. They learn about 

the difference between negative feedback and positive feedback and how to 

encourage each other in terms of suggestions and compliments (Pauw, 2013a; 

Pauw, 2013b; de Vreedzame school: http://www.devreedzameschool.net/

belangstelling/voorbeeld lessen-downloaden).22

21  These theories are chosen for three reasons that we will explain more extensively later in the article: First 
these two theories represent two dimensions of morality: the deontological and the aretaic dimension (Carr, 
2006). Second, both theories are widely applied in schools. Finally these theories seem suitable examples 
of respectively a theory that aims at more than narrow morality (character education and the emphasis on 
moral goodness) and a theory that is restricted to narrow morality (deontological ethics and the emphasis on 
rules and obligations). In education these theories can be applied in various ways.
22  The programme is based on views of Dewey and Kohlberg. Dewey believed that schools have a 
fundamental role to play in promoting democracy in a society and that children learn through active 
participation in collective activities. Kohlberg investigated how schools could be turned into places 
where real-life moral judgement could be learned and practiced (Henry, 2001).
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The Peaceable School aims to create a positive moral and social climate 

in the school and aims to stimulate children to become responsible and 

contributing participants of a democratic society. It focuses on interpersonal 

matters such as caring for each other, fostering positive social relationships, 

keeping an open mind to diversity and also dealing constructively with conflict. 

Pupils are asked to give each other positive feedback during the school day 

by sharing tips or compliments, and to learn to take responsibility for the 

moral and social climate in the community. The programme also focuses on 

intrapersonal matters such as self-reflection, selfconfidence, self-control and 

an understanding of the effect of acts on others (Pauw, 2013a; Pauw, 2013b).

The Peaceable School programme is widely used in state schools and it 

might be thought that schools stay within the boundaries of neutrality with 

regard to worldview. We have shown that the Peaceable School programme 

has a variety of aims. While these may be neutral with regard to religious and 

non-religious organised worldviews, they may not be neutral with regard to 

the personal worldview of pupils.

The ethical value of caring for each other instead of doing only what 

is necessary and the positive attitude towards diversity instead of simply 

tolerating people who are different are values and ideals that go further than 

the rules necessary for living together harmoniously in society. They are part of 

the broad moral domain. The programme’s aim is that students acquire these 

values and act upon them.

In the introduction of this article we stated that broad morality is 

conceptually part of the personal worldview. The ethical questions and 

teleological matters that broad morality consists of are part of the existential 

notions a personal worldview contains. Although the Peaceable School does 

not aim to influence teleological matters, we can conclude that the Peaceable 

School aims to influence broad morality and is aimed at personal worldview 

development because of the ethical views that are transmitted to students.

This demonstrates that, when analysing approaches to moral education, 

the first question that we should ask is whether it is possible to provide moral 

education that does not include attention to broad moral views and therefore 

avoids influencing the personal worldview of students.

When we investigate the Peaceable School programme further, we 

find that there are certain ontological views underlying the programme. 

Ontological views focus on the nature of a human being: What is a human 
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being? Is human nature good or bad? (see for example Sandsmark, 2000, p. 6; 

Walsh & Middleton, 1984). A subcategory of ontological views consists of the 

anthropological views we encounter in the Peaceable School, for example that 

human beings are social beings. Any programme that provides moral, social 

and citizenship education will be developed from certain viewpoints regarding 

the purpose of human beings, how they should act and their role in the world. 

The aim of these programmes is to motivate students to act upon these beliefs.

When examined more closely, existential views do not only underlie the 

programme of the Peaceable School but they are also taught to pupils: norms 

and values regarding existential matters, for instance the view about the good 

nature of human beings or about the idea that human beings are not in the 

world for themselves only, are part of the programme. This shows that we also 

have to ask another question with respect to approaches to moral education, 

namely whether they aim to influence the personal worldview matters that lie 

outside the broad moral domain.

In the introduction we stated that discussions focus mainly on the 

position of what we call religious and non-religious organised worldviews 

in public education. The Peaceable School does not aim to transmit certain 

theological beliefs or views that are specifically religious or specifically related 

to a non-religious organised worldview. However, as a consequence of the 

programme aiming at self-reflection and self-confidence, students can be 

stimulated to reflect on and even reconsider their own (theological) organised 

worldview beliefs. This demonstrates that two extra distinctions might be 

helpful in answering our main question more precisely, namely intentional 

versus non-intentional teaching and directive versus nondirective teaching.

If an approach to moral education seems to have consequences for 

the theological convictions of students and their organised worldviews, we 

can examine whether this influence is an intentional aim of the programme 

or approach, or a non-intentional side effect (Brezinka, 1994) and whether 

attention is paid to religious and non-religious organised worldview convictions 

in a directive or nondirective manner (Hand, 2008).

An educational activity has a certain educational aim. The result of the 

activity can be what was intended, it can be something different or there can 

be no learning outcome whatsoever. When the outcome of an educational 

activity is different from the aim that was set, we speak of non-intentional 

learning (Brezinka, 1994). This often happens in education. Students can learn 
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something from a teacher even though he or she is not trying to teach it, 

for example, when students learn a new word from a teacher that he or she 

merely used to explain something else.23 In the case of personal worldview 

development, it is possible to imagine that an approach to moral education 

has the non-intentional result that students think critically about their personal 

worldview, as we saw in the Peaceable School example. Since this is a non-

intentional consequence that could also happen in subjects other than moral 

education, we believe that this is not contrary to the aim of public education 

as it is still in accord with the aim of public education not to transmit specific 

religious or non-religious worldviews. However, when a moral education 

programme or approach does intentionally aim to influence the religious or 

non-religious worldview convictions of students, the question should be asked 

whether this is appropriate for public education.

The second distinction we can make is between directive and non-

directive teaching (Hand, 2008). If applied to moral education, directive 

teaching involves the teacher having the intention that the students will come 

to share the view that something is morally right or wrong because there 

are no good or valid reasons to argue for the opposite position. The issue is 

non-controversial amongst reasonable citizens. In the case of non-directive 

teaching the teacher explains as impartially as possible various moral views so 

that students can understand them. The teacher does this because of the belief 

that he or she does not have any convincing arguments for one particular 

position. In Hand’s (2008) words, the topic is controversial.

Religious or non-religious organised worldviews can be used in moral 

education as examples of how people think about morality. If this is the case 

they are taught in a non-directive manner. Many moral education programmes 

teach morality in a directive manner. Views on what is morally right or wrong 

are transmitted. If this is related to a particular organised worldview that is 

believed to hold the only right convictions with regard to moral matters, 

directive moral education also becomes directive teaching of religious or 

non-religious organised worldview notions. This shows that the final question 

we have to ask is, are moral norms, values and principles related specifically to 

religious or non-religious organised worldviews taught intentionally or non-

intentionally, directively or non-directively?
23  Brezinka (1994) makes a distinction between education as an intentional concept and education 
as an effect concept. In the former, education is seen as a means of achieving intended aims. When 
the intended aim is not realised, one cannot speak of ‘education’. In the latter, the effect of education, 
not the intention, is crucial. Thus, unintended pedagogical relations and situations may subsequently 
generate positive educational outcomes or effects (Brezinka, 1994).
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What does this illustrative example of the Peaceable School 

demonstrate? In the introduction we explained that the personal worldview 

is broader than the religious views and beliefs a person has. Although a moral 

education programme can at first sight seem to avoid influencing religious 

convictions of students, nevertheless, the personal worldviews of students can 

be at stake. Our example illustrates the following: we saw that the Peaceable 

School aims to influence the personal worldview of students. The example also 

clarifies the following three questions that need to be answered if we want to 

analyse whether a moral education programme aims to influence the personal 

worldview of students: (1) Is it possible to provide moral education without 

aiming to influence the broad moral views and thus the personal worldview of 

pupils? (2) Does the approach aim to influence the development of personal 

worldview matters that lie outside the broad moral domain? (3) Are moral 

norms, values and principles related specifically to religious or non-religious 

organised worldviews taught intentionally or non-intentionally, directively or 

non-directively?

Educational translation of moral theories

In this section, we apply the three questions listed in the previous section in a 

broader, more general educational context. We will analyse whether two moral 

theories, which have been influential in education, confine themselves to 

narrow morality only or whether they can also be interpreted in terms of broad 

morality and personal worldview. First of all, we will discuss virtue ethics, which 

is the basis of various kinds of character education, concentrating on Aristotle’s 

virtue ethics. Character education, which has become one of the prevalent 

moral educational approaches in recent years, focuses on how to develop 

good moral character on the basis of virtues (Sanderse, 2013). Secondly, we 

will discuss deontology and focus on Kant. Deontological ethics, or rule-based 

ethics, is used in education when moral education aims to transmit duties and 

moral rules, such as ‘Do not steal’ and ‘Do not lie’.24

The focus of our analysis is restricted to these two moral education 

theories for several reasons. Firstly, these two theories represent two dimensions 

of morality: the deontological and the aretaic dimension (Carr, 2006). The 

24  Virtue ethics as a basis of character education and deontology are not discussed as specific 
methods or programmes for moral education but as two important theories that are applied in schools.
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deontological dimension focuses on rules and principles that are seen as 

duties and obligations. It relates to the moral aspect of the action of morality. 

Character education is often related to the aretaic dimension of morality. It 

focuses on moral goodness, excellence and virtuous character. People cannot 

be forced to live up to these standards but can be encouraged to do so. This 

dimension relates to the moral aspect of the person who is performing a moral 

act (De Ruyter and Steutel, 2013).

Secondly, both theories are widely applied in schools. ‘Character 

education’ is a popular approach in moral education based on various 

interpretations of virtue ethics, and the deontic dimension of morality always 

has a place in education because rules are an important aspect of school life 

where large groups of children spend time together. Finally, we have chosen 

these theories because at first sight they seem suitable examples of a theory 

that is aimed at more than narrow morality (character education and the 

emphasis on moral goodness) and a theory that is restricted to narrow morality 

(deontological ethics and the emphasis on rules and obligations) respectively.

Virtue ethics and character education

The term ‘character education’ is used to characterise various approaches 

of moral education related to virtue ethics. They all state that they aim to 

teach students virtues. They differ, however, in their method, particular aims 

and fundamental ideas. We make a distinction between two approaches of 

character education. The aim of the first approach is to pay attention to the 

cultivation of students’ virtues in order to bring about good behaviour. The 

focus, however, is not so much on the character of the students as on their 

actions and behaviour. For instance, certain values such as respect, fairness and 

responsibility are considered central in the school and teachers are expected 

to live up to these values, which encourages students to behave according to 

these values (Character Counts: www.character counts.org). This approach to 

character education is practical and pays particular attention to how classroom 

exercises can contribute to bringing about good behaviour. The theoretical 

and philosophical background is minimal (Sanderse, 2013). We will therefore 

call it the ‘practical approach to character education’. All practical character 

education programmes state that they are based on Aristotle’s views on virtue 

ethics. However, his ideas are never really elaborated on (Sanderse, 2013).
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The second approach to character education we discuss is an 

Aristotelian virtue ethical approach. This approach aims to contribute to the 

development of moral virtues in students (Sanderse, 2013). The main focus of 

this approach is not the behaviour of students but their character. Moral virtues 

are defined as stable states of character, concerned with morally admirable 

conduct. Each character state of this kind typically comprises a unique set of 

attention, emotion, desire and behaviour, but also a certain style of expression, 

applicable in the relevant context (Aristotle, 1999; Kristjánsson, 2013, p. 2). A 

virtuous person experiences and is moved by ‘desires or emotions neither too 

weakly nor too strongly’, but in a way that moves him or her ‘to act as reason 

would dictate, and to take pleasure in doing so’ (Curren, 2010, p. 547). In order 

to achieve this, ‘practical wisdom’ is necessary:25 he or she is able to understand 

complex moral situations and to make sense of all matters that influence 

emotions and relationships, and he or she is able to give the reason for 

performing certain moral actions (Aristotle, 1999; Kristjánsson, 2013; Sanderse, 

2013). A virtuous person is not just acting according to certain moral rules; 

rather, his or her actual character is affected (Carr, 2006; Steutel & Carr, 1999). 

Virtue ethical character education aims to influence students’ ideas about what 

kind of person they should be and what kind of beings human beings are in 

general. It aims to encourage students to adopt the virtues because they see 

the intrinsic value of them.

An important difference between the practical character education 

approach and the virtue ethical character education approach is that the 

former can be typified as instrumental. Virtues are being taught in order to 

make students behave better. The virtue ethical approach, however, sees the 

virtues and their exercise as constitutive elements of the good or fulfilling life 

or ‘eudaimonia’ (Aristotle, 1999; Steutel & Carr, 1999).26 Only someone who 

possesses moral virtues can flourish (Curren, 2010). Virtues are not a means to 

living a fulfilling life, but living virtuously is part of this life. Being courageous, 

just, compassionate and so forth are a necessary part of the fulfilling life 

(compare with Kristjánsson, 2013, p. 3).

25  Aristotle suggests that the virtuous person has intellectual virtues too: capacities of understanding, 
judgment, and reasoning that enable people to find truth. Practical wisdom is the intellectual virtue of 
good judgment (Curren, 2010)
26  Virtues and the exercise of them are a necessary condition for flourishing but not sufficient. Other 
goods as health and wealth are important as well.
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Virtue ethics in terms of narrow and broad moral education

In this section, we use the questions that we derived from the example of the 

Peaceable School to analyse the relationship between both forms of character 

education and personal worldview. The first question we aim to answer is 

whether character education can be provided without aiming to influence the 

broad moral views of students. The focus of the practical character education 

approach is on habituating students to good behaviour that is desirable for 

a society or community. Certain ‘virtues’ are being transmitted and taught 

through exercises. Teleological or meaning-making notions and ethical matters 

that are part of broad morality are not necessarily explicitly addressed in this 

form of moral education. However, the question arises whether influencing 

behaviour can happen without influencing a person’s ethical views and beliefs. 

Changing behaviour seems to involve a change in one’s ideas about what good 

behaviour entails.

In contrast, it seems unlikely that virtue ethical character education can 

be restricted to narrow moral education. This approach cannot but deal with 

ethical and teleological notions and questions, for an important aim of this 

approach is to influence the ethical views of students and their ideas about 

what kind of person they should be so that they adopt the virtues because of 

their intrinsic value. Teleological27 or meaning-making notions are also part of 

this approach. Students are encouraged to be virtuous because exercising the 

virtues is an important part of leading a meaningful, flourishing life. Striving for 

eudaimonia gives meaning to life.

The second question from section 2 is whether character education aims 

to influence the development of personal worldview matters that lie outside 

the broad moral domain. In the example of the Peaceable School we stated 

that every moral educational programme has certain underlying ontological 

views as it presumes a particular conceptualisation of the nature of human 

beings. This also applies to the practical approach of character education. 

Human beings are seen as beings who are not naturally inclined to do well 

but need external instructions on how to act. These external instructions are 

called ‘virtues’ in this approach. These ontological notions are the only notions 

that lie outside the broad moral domain that are part of the practical approach 

of character education. Other existential notions (cosmological, eschatological 

27  Aristotle uses ‘teleological’ to describe that something (a process, action, etc.) is directed at a final 
cause. In this article, including the part about Aristotle, we use ‘teleological’ to describe the meaning in 
or of life.
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and theological) are not necessarily part of it (Van der Kooij, De Ruyter and 

Miedema, 2016b). Good behaviour can be cultivated independently of these 

notions. For instance, certain specific views on questions such as whether or 

not there is an afterlife or about the origin of the world are not necessary for 

teaching pupils to behave well.

The virtue ethical approach of character education also aims to influence 

normative ontological views. Virtue ethics has a clear view on what kind of 

beings human beings ought to be and what is valuable in human existence. 

It aims to teach matters such as ‘human beings are capable of a virtuous life’ 

and ‘virtues such as justice and persistence are valuable in human existence’. 

Are other existential notions part of this virtue ethical approach to moral 

education? The approach does not necessarily aim to influence cosmological, 

theological and eschatological matters. Thus, the virtue ethical approach is 

similar to practical character education when it comes to aiming at influencing 

existential notions beyond the broad moral domain.

The final question we focus on is how both forms of character education 

relate to organised worldviews and the religious convictions students might 

have. We discovered in the example of the Peaceable School that an answer 

to this question requires the distinction between directive and non-directive 

teaching and between intentional and non-intentional education. Both forms of 

character education can be taught without directively and intentionally aiming 

to influence the religious or non-religious organised worldview convictions 

students might have. It can, however, be a non-intentional effect of both forms 

of character education that a student reflects on or changes his or her personal 

religious or non-religious worldview convictions. Furthermore, many organised 

worldviews agree with and communicate the importance of certain virtues like 

justice, persistence, honesty and patience; they are part of all the world’s great 

religions and therefore organised worldviews are sometimes used as examples 

of ways in which morality, in this case the virtues, are presented, clarified and 

defended (Kristjánsson, 2013). For instance, the Islamic Ramadan can serve as 

an example of the virtue of persistence and the Jewish King Solomon can serve 

as an example of a just person. In this case, however, it is not necessarily the aim 

to influence the personal worldview of students.

In conclusion, every moral education programme presumes a particular 

conceptualisation of the nature of human beings. The aim of these programmes 

is to motivate students to accept these ontological beliefs. This is also the case 
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for both forms of character education. Practical character education assumes 

that virtues need to be cultivated in human beings in order for them to behave 

well—human nature needs to be cultivated. The virtue ethics approach states 

that human beings are capable of a virtuous life and it teaches which virtues are 

valuable in human existence. This influence of approaches to moral education 

on personal worldview is inevitable.

In general, transmitting ontological views in (public) education is not 

seen as problematic for or contrary to the belief that public education should 

not influence the religious convictions of students or their personal identity 

development; this transmission is simply unavoidable.28 However, moral 

education can have a wider influence on the personal worldview of students 

than these ontological views, as is the case with character education based on 

Aristotle’s virtue ethics approach. It aims to enable students to live fulfilling 

lives and as a consequence it aims to influence ethical and teleological notions 

of students. It therefore aims to influence the broad moral views and personal 

worldview of students. This raises the question why this influence is not seen as 

problematic in state schools where influencing the religious ideas of students 

is a problem.

Deontological ethics

Deontological moral theories are characterised by (moral) rules and principles 

that decisively judge actions as being morally right or wrong. Regardless of 

how ‘good’ the consequences of a certain act are, some acts are morally 

forbidden. What makes a choice ‘right’ is its conformity to a moral rule or 

principle (Alexander & Moore, 2012).

A distinction can be made between a maximal and a minimal approach 

to deontological ethics and deontological education. The minimal approach 

can be understood as a form of social contract consisting of basic rules that 

enable us to live together in relative peace and harmony and that we cooperate 

despite our different personal values and particular interests (Carr, 2003, p. 

177). Examples of these basic rules are the rule not to steal or kill and to respect 

(the freedom of ) other persons. The basic moral rules form the foundation 

(or definition) of a society and therefore need to be transmitted to the next 

generation to ensure the continuation of that society.

28  Note that this does not mean that the ontological views themselves are not controversial. We will 
return to this in the concluding section.
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The maximal version of deontology is based on Kant’s (moral) theory. 

We will briefly summarise his views on deontology and focus on his ideas 

about ‘autonomy’. Kant holds that the single fundamental principle of morality 

on which all specific moral imperfect duties are based is the Categorical 

Imperative. This principle implies that an action is only morally right when we 

can, will that it becomes a universal law (Kant, 1998, p. 4:421). Kant furthermore 

explains that the basic dignity of oneself and others should be recognised. This 

is achieved by never treating others and oneself as a means to an end only but 

as an end in itself. Persons ought to be respected as rational beings with their 

own maxims (Kant, 1998, p. 4:429).

The idea that human beings can be autonomous is central to Kant’s theory. 

The idea of autonomy relates to Kantian ethics in two ways. Firstly, recognising 

the basic dignity of a person means that one respects other people’s autonomy 

and acts in such a way that autonomy is produced. Secondly, autonomy is 

important for making moral decisions. Kant believes that a person is truly 

autonomous when decisions are not affected by other factors than reason. A 

will that responds to reasons is a rational will (Hand, 2006, p. 541; Kant, 1998). As 

Korsgaard (1996) explains: he defines a free will as a rational causality which is 

effective without being determined by an alien cause. Anything outside of the 

will counts as an alien cause, including the desires and inclinations of the person. 

The free will must be entirely self-determining (Korsgaard, 1996, p. 97). Reasons 

or motivations to act must be evaluated by the will against some rule or principle 

through a reflective process thereby making them the will’s own (Korsgaard, 

1996). This way, reason provides an action-guiding principle. This action-guiding 

principle takes the specific form of the criterion of universalisability, as described 

by the Categorical Imperative. That is to say, a principle or maxim should be 

chosen that one would be willing to have as a universal law governing everyone’s 

actions (Hand, 2006, p. 542; Kant, 1998; Korsgaard, 1996).

Deontological ethics in terms of narrow and broad moral education

What is the relation between deontological moral education and personal 

worldview? The questions that were derived from the Peaceable School 

example will be used to describe this relationship. The first question is whether 

it is possible to provide moral education that does not involve attention to 

broad moral views and therefore avoids influencing the personal worldview 

of students.
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We begin with the minimal version of deontology and its relation to 

education. Moral education with this aim is focused on narrow morality and 

on pupils adhering to the rules of society. Teachers in this case would teach 

the rules of society in order for pupils to adhere to them. They teach how these 

rules are ordered and where and when they apply, and how to make judgments 

in light of these rules (Johnson, 2007). This means that the first question can be 

answered positively for this minimal version of deontological education.

Is this also true for the maximal version of deontology based on Kant? 

Although Kantian ethics focuses on rules and obligations towards others, it also 

relates to the broad moral domain. Firstly, Kant distinguishes between perfect 

and imperfect duties. Perfect duties are prescriptions of specific kinds of action, 

they are based on reason, clear-cut and leave no doubt about what and how 

much should be done. It is a duty that people must act upon constantly in their 

lives. An example of a perfect duty is the duty not to lie because universalising 

lying leads to a logical inconsistency. When lying is universalised, for instance, 

where this suits a person, telling the truth can no longer be expected. Since 

the presupposition of telling the truth does not exist, ‘lying’ does not exist 

anymore either. Furthermore, a practical consequence would be that it would 

be impossible to take any statement seriously in situations where telling the 

truth is not the norm. Imperfect duties are prescriptions of general ends and 

also based on reason. However, imperfect duties are not as strong as perfect 

duties. They are either aspirations or they depend on the circumstances in 

specific situations that lead to particular or specific rules. In the context of this 

paper, the first group of imperfect duties are of interest. These imperfect duties 

surpass moral rules. One cannot live up to these aspirational duties all the time 

and they are never fully completed, as is the case for perfect duties. An example 

of such an imperfect duty is giving money to charity or striving for a world free 

of child labour. These aspirational imperfect duties relate to the broad moral 

domain in two ways. Firstly, just as was the case with the Peaceable School, 

teaching imperfect duties moves beyond the rules that are necessary for living 

harmoniously together. These duties are ethical in nature and thus are part of 

the broad moral domain. They are not about what is right, but about what is 

good. Secondly, one strives to fulfil certain aspirations because one considers 

them important and valuable. Striving to fulfil them makes life meaningful. It 

was already stated that meaning giving is also part of broad morality.
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What place can aspirational duties have in education? They can be taught 

directively. However, the result of this teaching, namely whether or not pupils 

will embrace these aspirations, is uncertain. This is because for the aspirations 

to be fulfilled intrinsic motivation and a belief that the aspirations are valuable 

and meaningful indeed are needed. Of course, students can be encouraged 

to reflect on what they believe to be valuable and meaningful to strive for. If 

this is part of moral education, students’ broad moral views and therefore their 

personal worldview can change.

A second manner in which Kantian moral education relates to broad 

morality is via the ideal of autonomy. Kantian moral autonomy is an ethical 

value or ideal and therefore part of the broad moral domain. Educating students 

in Kantian autonomy (that is, encouraging them to become autonomous in the 

Kantian sense), has consequences for the broad moral views of these students. 

Since broad morality is conceptually part of personal worldview, this also has 

consequences for the personal worldview of students.

The second question that needs to be addressed is whether deontological 

moral education aims to influence the personal worldview of students beyond 

the broad moral domain. Are other existential questions than the ethical and 

the teleological part of this education? We already stated that every approach 

to moral education is based on certain ontological views: the inevitable and 

minimal influence an approach to moral education has on personal worldview. 

This is no different for minimal and maximal deontology. The minimal approach 

assumes that human beings need moral rules and principles in order to be able 

to live and work together. The maximal or Kantian approach to deontological 

education assumes that good character is based on the will to act morally right 

and that being morally autonomous is an important aspect of being human.

The minimal and maximal approach to deontological education do not 

aim to influence existential notions beyond the broad moral domain other 

than the ontological. Theological, eschatological and cosmological matters are 

not necessarily part of these moral educational approaches.

This demonstrates that the minimal and maximal versions of 

deontological education are similar in trying to influence the personal 

worldview development beyond broad morality. Both these versions do not 

go further than the inevitable and minimal influence on ontological views. 

The difference between the two versions consists of the fact that minimal 

deontological education does not aim to influence broad morality where 
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maximal deontological education does aim to influence ethical and teleological 

views when attention focuses on imperfect duties and the educational ideal of 

Kantian autonomy.

The final question posed in the example of the Peaceable School 

is how both forms of deontological moral education relate to organised 

worldviews and the religious convictions students might have. Both forms do 

not directively and intentionally aim to influence the religious or non-religious 

organised worldview convictions of students. However, maximal deontological 

moral education can have non-intentional consequences for the students’ 

views. Using one’s reason autonomously is crucial in this type of education. If 

students have learned to use reason, it seems difficult to avoid reasoning being 

used in other domains of students’ lives, such as their religious upbringing. The 

Divine Command Theory, for example, which states that an action is morally 

good when God has ordered it to be good, contradicts Kant’s idea of reasoning 

autonomously. Thus, theological matters could be looked upon differently 

when students have learned to reason autonomously and to rely on their 

reason only.

In conclusion, it is possible to teach narrow moral education based 

on deontological views when one uses the minimal approach. The maximal 

approach, or the Kantian approach to moral education, entails broad morality 

and intentionally influences the personal worldview of students. This can 

happen without aiming to influence the theological aspect of personal 

worldview.

Concluding remarks

In the introduction we stated that it is possible that the education in state 

schools has an influence on the personal worldview of their pupils. Furthermore, 

we suggested that this is particularly likely in moral education provided by 

schools. The illustrative example of The Peaceable School demonstrated that 

this method does indeed have an influence on the personal worldview of 

students. The exploration of the Peaceable School resulted in three topics that 

need to be explored in the relation between moral education and personal 

worldview development: (1) Is it possible to provide moral education without 

aiming to influence the broad moral views of pupils? (2) Does the approach 
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aim to influence the development of personal worldview matters that lie 

outside the broad moral domain? (3) Are moral norms, values and principles 

related specifically to religious or non-religious organised worldviews taught 

intentionally or non-intentionally, directively or nondirectively? Analysing 

these led us to the following three conclusions.

Firstly, we demonstrated that every approach to moral education 

aims to influence the personal worldview of students because of the 

underlying (normative and anthropological) ontological beliefs: a particular 

conceptualisation of the nature of human beings is presumed. We called 

this the inevitable and minimal influence of moral education on personal 

worldview. The practical character education approach conceptualises humans 

as beings that are in need of the cultivation of virtues in order to behave well. 

The virtue ethical character education aims to teach matters such as humans 

being capable of living virtuously and it aims to teach the value of virtues like 

justice and persistence. Underlying minimal deontology is the belief that the 

nature of human beings is such that they need moral rules and principles in 

order to be able to live and work together. The maximal or Kantian approach to 

deontological education is based on the view that the will to act morally right 

is necessary for being a good person and that being morally autonomous is an 

important aspect of being human.

As we noted, this minimal and inevitable influence is not seen as 

problematic or as contrary to the belief that public education should not 

influence the religious convictions of students or their personal identity 

development. The reason for this is obviously that it is unavoidable, but might 

also be due to the fact that the ontological beliefs (regarding the purpose of 

human beings, how they should act and their role in the world) that underlie 

public education tend to be phrased in quite an abstract and general way. 

However, although the influence of moral education on ontological beliefs 

is unavoidable, this does not mean that this is necessarily uncontroversial. 

This is not only true in case of a particular conceptualisation of the nature of 

human beings based on a specific religious view. All ontological views may 

have consequences for the religious views of students. When discussing the 

consequences of moral education for personal worldview formation, these 

points have to be taken into account.

Secondly, we found that two approaches to moral education we 

analysed go beyond this ontological influence, namely Aristotle’s virtue ethics 
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and, rather unexpectedly, Kantian deontological ethics. Both aim to contribute 

to the personal worldview development of students because they aim to 

influence the broad moral views (ethical and teleological matters) students 

have. Aristotelian virtue ethical education aims at affecting the character of 

persons and aims in order to enable students to live fulfilled lives. Kantian 

deontological education aims to influence ethical and teleological views when 

attention focusses on duties and the educational ideal of Kantian autonomy.

This study makes clear that religious and non-religious organised 

worldviews are an issue in educational discussions but that attention to the 

personal worldview of students is also important. It demonstrates that not 

only religious education as a subject taught in schools influences this personal 

worldview, but other subjects like moral education influence the personal 

worldview and religious views of students too. This does not mean that moral 

education should not have a place in public education. On the contrary, it is 

generally agreed that moral education is highly important in schools. It does 

mean that teachers, policy makers and programme developers need to be 

aware of this influence and be transparent about the impact of the particular 

conceptualisation of moral education that has been chosen.

Thirdly, our analysis demonstrates that both the Aristotelian approach 

and the Kantian approach do not directively or intentionally aim to influence 

the religious and non-religious organised worldview convictions of students. 

We have seen, however, that reflection on religious or non-religious organised 

worldview convictions can be a non-intentional consequence of moral 

education. The premise that public education should not influence the religious 

convictions of their pupils nor favour a particular religion is therefore difficult 

to uphold in practice if these approaches to moral education are chosen by 

schools.

Our analysis of the relationship between personal worldview and moral 

education makes clear that there is more at stake in moral education than one 

might think when only paying attention to the relationship between religious 

convictions and organised worldviews on the one hand and moral education 

on the other. A question that remains unanswered, however, is why discussions 

about worldviews in public education focus almost exclusively on religious and 

non-religious organised worldviews instead of on personal worldviews. This is 

an interesting empirical question for further research.
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Introduction

In the introduction of this study, I presented examples of two teachers who 

had their own views and questions on the relationship between worldview 

education and moral education. I also reflected on a policy document that 

stated the importance of paying attention to students’ worldview for moral 

education. In the chapters that followed, I aimed to get a clearer and more 

precise idea of the relationship between worldview education and moral 

education and to gain insight into the concept “worldview” and how to use it 

consistently. The following questions served as a guide for this study: 

· How is “worldview” discussed in educational literature? What 

description of “worldview” can be given based on this literature?

· What is the advantage of using “worldview” instead of religion 

in educational theory? How can the educational debate benefit 

from the use of “worldview”? 

· Is the use of the concept “worldview” a necessary condition for 

the use of the concept “morality”? In other words, can we speak 

about morality without speaking about “worldview”? What are 

the implications for education?

· Do moral claims need to refer to “worldview” for their justification? 

What are the implications for education?

· Does moral education always aim to influence the worldview of 

students? If so, what exactly does this aim entail?

I will present the main findings of this study in response to these questions. 

After that, I will discuss and reflect on the implications of the results. Finally, I 

will provide recommendations for further reflection and research.

“Worldview” and its use in education

The concept “worldview” has an encompassing character and can be used for 

religious and secular views on life, the world, and humanity. This is regarded 

as an advantage by researchers in the domain of religious education, but a 

concept that is applicable to several phenomena might cause confusion on 
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its connotation. I therefore started this study by clarifying the meaning of 

“worldview” through an analysis of the concept (see Chapter 2). To increase 

precision in the use of worldview, I introduced a distinction between organized 

and personal worldviews. An organized worldview refers to a view of life, the 

world, and humanity that is shared by a group of people. It has developed over 

time as a more or less coherent and established system, which contains certain 

(written and unwritten) sources, traditions, rituals, ideals, dogmas, and values, 

including moral values. An organized worldview aims to influence the thinking 

and acting of people and to provide meaning in people’s lives. 

A personal worldview is a view on life, the world, and humanity that 

consists of norms, values, and ideals that can be but are not necessarily moral 

and are (more or less certain) answers to existential questions. When an 

individual has a personal worldview, these norms, values, ideals, and existential 

notions influence his or her thinking and acting and give a reflection on the 

meaning in life. A personal worldview is not necessarily based on one specific 

organized worldview; therefore, it can be more eclectic and idiosyncratic than 

an organized worldview. 

Taking the distinction between personal worldview and organized 

worldview seriously in education means that public schools can pay attention to 

personal worldview formation because personal worldviews are not necessarily 

religious. This also means that teachers, in either public or denominational 

schools, cannot avoid paying attention to personal worldviews. For instance, 

teachers can encourage students to talk about their personal worldviews and 

learn from each other; teachers can also pay attention to personal worldviews 

based on organized worldviews. 

Teaching students about organized worldviews only does not do justice 

to the personal worldviews that individuals have. The distinction between 

organized and personal worldviews makes clear that the personal worldviews 

of people identifying with an organized worldview can be diverse. The Christian 

or the Buddhist does not exist. 

Hence, a sophisticated theory of worldview education should incorporate 

a view on gaining knowledge on people’s organized worldviews and personal 

worldviews and also pay attention to the development of students’ personal 

worldviews. 
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“Morality” and its relationship to “worldview”

A distinction can be made between narrow morality (the basic rules and 

principles that make it possible for human beings to live and work together 

(Mackie, 1977)) and broad morality (the body of ideals, principles, and values 

that determine a person’s acts designed to realize his or her most important 

aims and give meaning to life (De Jong, 1998; De Ruyter, 2006; Mackie, 1977)). 

In this study, I discussed how broad and narrow morality are related to personal 

and organized worldviews (see Chapter 4). Narrow morality is conceptually 

independent of both organized and personal worldviews. 

However, broad morality and personal worldview are closely related. 

Broad morality is conceptually part of personal worldview. A person’s broad 

morality contains his or her more or less definite answers to ethical and 

teleological questions. These existential questions are part of personal 

worldview, which also consists of other existential questions (ontological, 

cosmological, theological, and eschatological). 

Broad morality and personal worldview are not only conceptually 

related; people justify their broad moral views by referring to ideas and beliefs 

from their personal worldviews as well. The justification needs to refer to 

someone’s intrinsic values. Two kinds of justification for broad moral views can 

be given. Firstly, the ideals, values and principles constitutive for someone’s 

broad morality can also serve as a justification for this broad morality. The 

value of hospitality, for instance, can serve as a justification for the ideal of 

contributing to people living a happy life by being welcoming, attentive and 

kind. Secondly, the other existential notions (the theological, eschatological, 

ontological, cosmological and some teleological matters) can serve as a 

justification for broad moral claims. The theological belief in a god or gods 

for instance, can justify the broad moral belief that being hospitable to others 

is important, because this is demanded by god. Thus, broad morality and 

personal worldview are also related in terms of justification. This means that 

when schools choose to teach a broad morality, they cannot avoid influencing 

the personal worldviews of pupils. 

Narrow and an individual’s broad morality can also be justified by 

organized worldviews, but this is not necessary. For instance, individuals can 

justify their view that one should not kill by referring to the Ten Commandments, 

or they can justify their view on the importance of social involvement by 
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referring to humanistic values. However, other justifications can also be given 

for these claims, such as the general idea of the value of human life. 

Moral education and worldview education

In the final chapter, I demonstrated that every approach to moral education 

aims to influence students’ personal worldviews because of the (normative and 

anthropological) ontological beliefs that underlie moral theories: A particular 

conceptualization of the nature of human beings is presumed.

Some approaches to moral education do go further than this ontological 

influence. Because broad morality is part of personal worldview, broad moral 

education aims to influence students’ personal worldview formation. We found 

that Aristotle’s virtue ethics and Kantian deontological ethics aim to contribute 

to students’ personal worldview development. Aristotelian virtue ethical 

education aims at affecting the character of persons to enable students to live 

fulfilled lives. Kantian deontological education aims to influence ethical and 

teleological views when the focus is on imperfect duties and the educational 

ideal of Kantian autonomy. This means that students’ personal worldview 

formation is not only dependent on worldview education but can also happen 

through moral education.

Broad moral education and narrow moral education may also influence 

the organized (religious) views that are part of students’ personal worldviews. 

When pupils learn about or discuss certain broad or narrow moral views, they 

might agree with new ideas, which might have an impact on their perception 

of the views in the organized worldview to which they adhere. For instance, 

discussing the idea of gender equality might challenge a Muslim girl’s views 

about wearing a head scarf. Although some schools want to or have to avoid 

influencing the organized (religious) worldviews that their students agree with, 

this might not always be possible due to the justificatory relationship between 

organized worldview and broad or narrow morality. 

The research demonstrates that not only worldview education as a 

subject taught in schools influences a personal worldview of students, but 

moral education also influences the personal worldview formation, including 

their views on an organised (religious) worldview they might adhere to. 
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Reflections on main findings for theory, policy, and 
practice

What do the summarized findings above mean for theory, policy, and practice 

in the domain of religious, worldview, and moral education? In other words, 

what are the implications of this research? I will first discuss the implications of 

this study on educational theory, followed by the implications for educational 

policy and practice. 

Reflections for educational theory

Clarification of the concept “worldview”

This study improves the understanding of “worldview” in theory about religious 

and worldview education. “Worldview” is a concept that has been used in the 

educational domain and is increasingly being used due to its encompassing 

nature. The introduction of a new central concept requires elucidation. By 

articulating the conceptual elements of “worldview” and providing a precise 

and comprehensive explanation, this study has given a timely clarification of 

what “worldview” means. 

With this conceptualization, researchers in educational theory can 

now be more precise in their use of the concepts “worldview” and “worldview 

education.” An example of how using the concept “worldview” can be 

beneficial in theory formation is found in the research on cooperation schools. 

Cooperation schools are schools in the Netherlands that originate from at least 

one public school and one denominational school that have merged. This 

happens, for instance, in geographical areas where the number of students has 

decreased (Renkema, Mulder, & Barnard, 2016). In their research, Renkema et al. 

use the Dutch concept ‘levensbeschouwing’ (‘worldview’) in their Dutch work. 

In English, they however use the concept ‘religion’ instead of ‘worldview’. This 

can be confusing and gives the reader of the English work the idea that the 

text refers to religious worldviews only. In research about these schools, using 

the concepts “worldview,” “organized worldview,” and “personal worldview” 

gives a more accurate and precise theoretical framework and terminology 

for analyzing the identity of cooperation schools. For, using these concepts 

instead of “religion” allows for focusing on identity not only as referring to the 

religious identity (of the former denominational school) but also as referring 
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to the identity of both schools and will be more encompassing by drawing 

attention to the personal worldviews of all involved. 

In addition, this study shows the importance of the appropriate use of 

“worldview” and how this can lead to new insights into influential ideas that 

have been around for a long time. Chapter 3, for instance, demonstrated how 

the concept “worldview” can shed new light on Grimmitt’s well-known theory 

on learning about and from religion.

Another implication of the description of “worldview” in this study is 

that it stimulates reflection on what the subject matter of the subject religious/

worldview education should be. Voices in educational theory have claimed 

that the school subject of religious education should cover more than the 

established and institutionalized religions (e.g., Jackson, 2004; Watson, 2010). 

This study can be helpful in theory formation about what could be part of this 

school subject.

Finally, the analysis in this study also means that we might have to 

become accustomed to referring to the research domain of worldview 

education instead of religious education, which is commonly used even when 

one wants to broaden the research domain. 

The relationship between worldview and morality

First, this study clearly explained the close relationship between broad morality 

and personal worldview. The study stated that students’ personal worldview 

formation is not only dependent on the subject of worldview education but 

can also happen in other ways, such as in moral education. When worldview 

education is the subject of research or reflection in educational theory, it 

should not be restricted to the curricular subject of worldview education; the 

whole school environment is a possible source for worldview education and 

thus for reflection on worldview education. 

Second, the description of the close relationship between broad 

morality and personal worldview makes researchers aware of the various ways 

in which students’ personal worldviews can be influenced in education, often 

unnoticed. The question for theory in religious and worldview education is 

how this unnoticed relationship can become more pedagogically insightful. 

How can teachers use pedagogical methods to stimulate the reflection on, the 

dialogue about, and the experience of these matters?
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Finally, this study demonstrated the value of theoretical research in 

education. This study helps users of “worldview” in educational theory fully 

understand the meaning of the concept and the implications of using it in their 

own research in relation to moral education. This clarity is especially important 

in debates and discussions about subjects that people are passionate about, 

as is the case for religious, worldview, and moral education. Because emotions 

can run high, there is a risk of not using concepts precisely. This study pauses 

for reflection on the concept to gain clarity. 

Reflections for educational policy and educational practice 

The findings of this study are relevant for educational policy as well. In 

educational policy, moral education is often presented as being “neutral” and 

containing commonly accepted views. This research demonstrates that broad 

moral education does however influence the personal worldview formation of 

students and that narrow moral education can do this. Policymakers should be 

aware that moral education is not, by definition, “neutral”, and they should be 

transparent about that. 

This brings us to the second point: Taking the distinction between 

organized and personal worldviews seriously is helpful for one’s (theoretical) 

reflections on policy with regard to the position of worldview in education. 

Educational policy about religion and worldview should not be phrased in 

generalized, homogeneous terms, but the difference between organized 

and personal worldviews should be made explicit. For instance, personhood 

formation has been reintroduced as one of the core concerns of schools in the 

Netherlands (see, for instance, “OnsOnderwijs 2032”29); a move that has been 

defended by philosophers of education and educational theorists for some 

years (Biesta, 2010; De Ruyter, 2007; Leeman & Wardekker, 2004; Miedema 

& Bertram-Troost, 2008; Ten Dam, Veugelers, Wardekker, & Miedema, 2004). 

Personhood formation focuses on the development of students’ personal 

identity, of which personal worldview is an important part. Since personhood 

formation is a concern in education, attention should be given to personal 

worldview development. 

29  www.onsonderwijs2032.nl  In 2014, the Dutch government started a dialogue about what 
education should be like in the future. It started with a national brainstorm in which everyone could 
participate. A platform was then formed with stakeholders of education. In 2016, the platform presented 
the final advice resulting from these dialogues, entitled “Our Education 2032.” 
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A second example of the need for educational policy to take the 

distinction between organized and personal worldviews seriously is the book 

Signposts – Policy and Practice for Teaching About Religions and Non-Religious 

World Views in Intercultural Education (Jackson, 2014). In this book, the focus is 

on learning about various “religious and non-religious convictions” to enhance 

respect, intercultural understanding, and dialogue between students. Through 

the use of the term “religious and non-religious convictions,” the religious 

discourse is taken as a reference point. This is a missed chance for opening up 

the discourse in education by speaking about “worldview”. Furthermore, the 

focus in this book is on learning about various organized worldviews and not 

on stimulating students’ personal worldview formation by a combination of 

learning about and learning from worldview (Jackson, 2014; Miedema, 2016). 

The findings of the present study have implications for educational 

practice as well. Cooperation schools were mentioned earlier. Having been 

involved in several school boards that were in the process of merging or were 

considering it, I have seen that one of the main concerns is the worldview 

identity of schools. What does the merging of schools mean for the manner 

in which the identity is going to be formed? Labeling school boards, school 

leaders, teams, and parents in the process of merging as “religious” or “non-

religious” polarizes them. It still takes religion and organized worldview as 

the point of reference. Taking the personal worldviews of all involved and the 

manner in which these worldviews influence their aims and ideals for education 

as a starting point is a beneficial way to create a shared understanding. 

How do the findings of this research further influence educational 

practice? The difference between organized and personal worldviews is 

relevant to the context of the classroom and teacher education. Having a 

clear idea of the differences can help teachers realize that all students can be 

involved in classroom discussions about and experiences of worldviews, not 

just students who adhere to a dominant organized worldview or to only some 

organized worldviews. 

Teachers should also be aware of the close relationship between personal 

worldview and broad morality. In the introduction of this study, I described a 

secondary school teacher in worldview education who saw his main role as 

stimulating students to reflect on how to treat others and how to treat the world 

around them. He saw an overlap between the aims of worldview education and 

stimulating moral reflection in students. This research clearly demonstrates 
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where worldview education and moral education do overlap; it shows that the 

development of students’ personal worldview need not happen exclusively in 

worldview education. The close relationship between worldview education 

and moral education also makes clear that teachers at non-denominational 

schools who believe that paying attention to this development contributes 

to the flourishing of students can, through moral education in a broad sense, 

stimulate their students’ personal worldview development. Thus, schools can 

contribute more to students’ personhood formation/personal worldviews than 

they might think. 

Suggestions for further reflections and research

Based on the above, I recommend the following issues for further reflection 

and research: 

The relationship between worldview education and moral education in practice

A further empirical question is how teachers in public and denominational 

schools see their role in stimulating students’ broad morality and personal 

worldviews. Research has shown that teachers aim for pupils to think about 

what they find important and how they live their lives (Bertram-Troost et. 

al., 2015). Further studies could shed light on the manner in which teachers 

pay attention to these matters and whether they intentionally stimulate the 

formation of students personal worldview and broad morality. What are their 

pedagogical methods and didactical approaches? It would be interesting if 

teachers would collaborate on the design of such a study, because in certain 

cases, they will be employing methods or strategies in this area. They could 

function as experts and reflect on research questions and methodology from 

their experiences as teachers. In this way, one ensures that the research is 

contributing to the practice of teaching as well as to theory formation. 

 

Citizenship education and worldview education

This study explored the relationship between worldview education and moral 

education. The relationship of these two domains with the domain of citizenship 

education is beyond the scope of this dissertation. Research has been done on 

the relationship between religious and worldview education and citizenship 
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education (Miedema & Bertram-Troost, 2008; Valk, 2007; Watson, 2004) and 

between moral education and citizenship education (Althof & Berkowitz, 

2006; Halstead & Pike, 2006). It would be interesting to study the relationships 

between these three areas more closely now that we have a clear idea of the 

relationship between worldview education and moral education. For instance, 

is only narrow moral education part of citizenship education, or is broad moral 

education and thus personal worldview also part of citizenship education? 

Learning about various worldviews is most likely part of citizenship education, 

but is stimulating students’ personal worldviews and meaning-giving views 

part of citizenship education as well? Is the idea of what a “good citizen” is 

dependent on a person’s worldview and broad morality? Theoretical research 

on the relationships between these concepts could give conceptual clarity 

and could be the first step in gaining theoretical and empirical understanding 

about these questions.

Parents’ and schools’ partnerships in shared values and existential matters

This study reflected mainly on what the analysis of “worldview” and the 

relationship between worldview education and moral education means 

for teachers and students. It would be interesting to include parents in this 

reflection as well. Parent involvement in school is a popular concept in (Dutch) 

educational policy and research. The focus is on parent involvement as a way to 

increase students’ cognitive achievements and skills (for an overview, see Bakker, 

Denessen, Denissen, & Oolbekkink-Marchand, 2013; Carter, 2002). Can schools 

and parents be partners not only in the cognitive development of individual 

children but as well in sharing broad moral views and personal worldviews? In 

the Netherlands, many parents whose children attend denominational schools 

no longer adhere to the organized worldview of those schools. Can we think 

of a new form of parent-school partnership that is not based on the same 

organized worldview but on shared values, existential matters, broad moral 

views, and so on? Would this partnership be beneficial to students’ personhood 

formation?

How could all the different beliefs and views between parents and 

between school and parents be made fruitful for the personal identity formation 

of students? And, could a partnership like this exist in state schools as well, 

since it is not based on one organized worldview? These are all interesting 

questions to reflect on in a future research project. 
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School ethos, broad morality, and personal worldview

The introduction of this study stated that the school ethos has an influence 

on the moral development of pupils. Research that would shed light on how 

organized and personal worldviews and narrow and broad morality are part 

of the school ethos would be interesting. Which implicit messages are sent by 

the school ethos in the domain of worldview education and moral education? 

For instance, what happens in teacher-student interactions? How do these 

interactions influence students’ personal worldviews and broad moral views? 

What do the school building and playground project to students? For instance, 

is there greenery in the playground which indicates to students that nature is 

something to enjoy and look after? And how are the seats in the corridors and 

common rooms placed and what does that say about how social relationships 

between students are valued? Is there a need for schools to reflect better 

on these matters, and can they be made more pedagogically insightful and 

fruitful?

Reflections for teacher education

The results of this study give us several points to reflect on in relation to 

teacher education. Teachers in primary education often link worldview to 

organized, religious worldviews (Speelman, 2014). How can teachers become 

more sensitive to the encompassing character of worldview? How can 

Teacher Education Institutes stimulate future teachers to pay attention to 

personal worldviews and encounters between students with various personal 

worldviews? What do teachers need to feel confident to stimulate positive 

dialogues and deal with the differences and conflicting ideas of students? 

Speaking with students about existential matters and broad moral views can 

be challenging for teachers. For instance because topics can be very personal 

for both teachers and students but also because students views can differ 

greatly from the views of the teacher. 

Teacher Education Institutes are schools as well and the above mentioned 

reflections for future research could also be translated to the context of these 

institutes. What can students for instance learn about their own educational 

context, regarding organized and personal worldview and narrow and broad 

morality, that benefits their future profession? 
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Finding a common language

By analyzing “worldview” and relating it to moral education, this study has tried 

to take the first step toward finding a language that goes beyond criteria like 

“religious” and “non-religious.” As I pointed out in the section on cooperation 

schools, this distinction is not helpful on the level of schools that have to merge 

or on the general level of teacher teams composed of individuals who have 

various worldview backgrounds but are all working on students’ personhood 

formation. The primary school teacher from the introduction of this study 

explained the complex language field that she had to make sense of before 

being able to reflect on her educational aims. With the return of the pedagogical 

discourse in education (Biesta, 2010; De Ruyter, 2007; Leeman & Wardekker, 

2004; Miedema & Bertram-Troost, 2008; Ten Dam, Veugelers, Wardekker, & 

Miedema, 2004), further reflection and research are needed.

Finding a common language that teachers, school leaders, and 

policymakers with various worldviews (organized and personal) can relate to 

and in which they can share their ideals, aims, and questions in the area of their 

students’ personhood formation is ambitious but essential if one agrees that 

personhood formation is an important aim of education. 
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The main objectives of this PhD research are twofold. The first is to give a 

precise analysis of the concept “worldview” in education to gain clarity on 

how the educational debate about religious and worldview education can 

profit from its use, especially in light of the ceased participation in traditional, 

institutionalized religious practices on a regular basis. The second aim is 

to reflect on the relationship between worldview education and moral 

education. Both domains aim to stimulate students to reflect on more than 

cognitive school subjects like math and grammar. They both aim to contribute 

to personal identity formation. However, it is unclear how they are precisely 

related and what this means for education. 

Five research questions are formulated:

• How is worldview discussed in educational literature? What 

description of worldview can be given based on this literature?

• What is the advantage of using “worldview” instead of “religion” 

in educational theory? How can the educational debate benefit 

from the use of “worldview”? 

• Is the use of the concept “worldview” a necessary condition for 

the use of the concept “morality”? In other words, can we speak 

about morality without speaking about worldview? What are the 

implications for education?

• Do moral claims need to refer to worldview for their justification? 

What are the implications for education?

• Does moral education always aim to influence the worldview of 

students? If so, what exactly does this aim entail?

The questions are answered by conducting a theoretical inquiry into these 

concepts and the relationship between these concepts.

1  The introductory chapter explains the key concept of the research. 

It sketches how the concept “worldview” has been used in various research 

contexts in various manners and analyses whether it is an essentially contested 

concept. This term refers to concepts whose proper use is being disputed and 

for which no clear consensus exists about the general or “standard” use of the 

term. Although authors have provided different definitions of the concept, they 

have the same linguistic intuitions about the appropriate use of the concept. 

42196 Kooij.indd   130 23-09-16   10:14



131

Summary

They agree about a basic description in terms of a view on life, the world, and 

humanity. This means that the analysis of worldview in this dissertation does 

not suffer from the possibility that it is an essentially contested concept.

The chapter explains that “worldview”  and “worldview education” are  

used in education, but that an overall view on what “worldview education”  

means, is lacking in the theory of education.

“Morality” can be conceptualized more specifically as the acts that 

are right or good for other people. Morality deals with the questions of 

what is beneficial to others and what harms other people. It focuses on 

what we “owe to each other” (Scanlon, 1998) and includes actions intended 

to serve the welfare of others. Moral education is described as the manner 

in which schools aim to stimulate the sensitivity, analysis, judgment, 

motivation, and actions of students that contribute to the welfare of others.  

2  The second chapter contains a conceptual clarification of the 

concept “worldview” in education based on the theoretical and empirical 

literature. A distinction is introduced between organized worldviews and 

personal worldviews. An organized worldview is a more or less coherent 

and established system that has developed over time with certain (written 

and unwritten) sources, traditions, values, rituals, ideals or dogmas. 

It constitutes a group of believers who adhere to this view on life. An 

organised worldview prescribes answers to existential questions; they also 

contain moral values and aim to answer the question about the meaning 

of life. In this way, it aims to influence people’s thinking and actions. 

A personal worldview is someone’s personal meaning giving outlook on the 

world, life and humanity. A personal worldview can be, but is not necessarily, 

based on or inspired by an organised worldview. A personal worldview consists 

of (sometimes tentative) answers to existential questions. Someone’s personal 

worldview influences his thinking and acting and gives meaning in life. 

The chapter investigates the implications of the distinction between 

organized and personal worldviews for reflecting on educational practice and 

policy. The role of worldview in education is investigated, and questions that 

need reflection when schools want to pay attention to both organized and 

personal worldviews are clarified.
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3   Chapter 3 argues that worldview is a useful concept in thinking about 

religious education because of the concept’s encompassing character. It argues 

that worldview should be used instead of religion in some religious educational 

discourses. Three essential characteristics of worldview are distinguished: 

(1) worldview includes religious and secular views, (2) a distinction between 

organized and personal worldviews should be made, and (3) existential 

questions are a necessary part of worldview. 

The chapter demonstrates how two articles about Grimmitt’s distinction 

between “learning about” and “learning from” religion benefit from using the 

concept “worldview”. It describes how using the concept “worldview” is helpful 

for thinking about worldview and religious education, educational theory, 

and practice in three points. First, worldview as encompassing both religious 

and non-religious views is in some situations more adequate than speaking 

about “religion.” It might stimulate students to reflect on or relate it to their life 

worlds that consist out of many non-religious worldview elements. Second, the 

distinction between organized and personal worldviews makes clear that, even 

when people seem to adhere to the same organized worldview, their personal 

worldviews can differ. Therefore, students differ in how they give personal 

meaning to topics that they learn about. A sophisticated theory of RE should 

pay attention to learning about people’s organized worldviews and personal 

worldviews. It should also pay attention to the development of students’ 

personal worldviews. Third, the article explains that taking existential questions 

as a starting point for worldview education makes it possible to link “learning 

about” worldview to “learning from” worldview. 

4  The central question in Chapter 4 is whether teaching morality necessarily 

means paying attention to worldview. Some schools want to avoid influencing 

the students’ views based on organised worldviews students adhere to. This is 

not always possible. The chapter explains why.

A distinction is made between narrow morality (the basic rules and 

principles that make it possible for human beings to live and work together) 

and broad morality (the body of ideals, principles, and values that determine 

a person’s acts designed to realize his or her most important aims and give 

meaning to life). 
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Summary

The conceptual relationship and the justificatory relationship between 

“worldview” and “morality” are investigated. The chapter describes how broad 

morality and personal worldview are closely related. A person’s personal 

worldview contains his or her (sometimes tentative) answers to existential 

questions. The chapter distinguishes between ontological, cosmological, 

theological, teleological, eschatological and ethical questions.  A person’s 

broad morality contains the (sometimes tentative) answers to ethical and 

teleological questions. Thus, broad morality is conceptually part of personal 

worldview because of overlapping existential questions.

The chapter makes clear that broad morality and personal worldview are 

also related in terms of justification. People justify their broad moral views by 

referring to ideas and beliefs from their personal worldviews. This means that 

when schools choose to teach a broad morality, they cannot avoid influencing 

the personal worldviews of pupils. 

5   Chapter 5 examines whether approaches to moral education aim to 

influence the development of the students’ personal worldviews. A Dutch moral 

education program is presented as an example of how the relationship between 

worldview education and moral education works in educational practice. The 

chapter continues by discussing two moral (educational) theories: (1) moral 

education related to virtue ethics, commonly called character education, and 

(2) moral education based on deontological ethics. The chapter demonstrates 

that every approach to moral education (broad or narrow) aims to influence 

students’ personal worldviews because of the (normative and anthropological) 

ontological beliefs that underlie moral theories: A particular conceptualization 

of the nature of human beings is presumed.

Sometimes approaches to moral education go further than this inevitable 

and minimal influence. The chapter demonstrates how broad moral education 

aims to influence students’ personal worldview formation by analyzing moral 

education related to virtue ethics and moral education related to deontological 

ethics. It makes clear that students’ personal worldview formation is not only 

dependent on worldview education but can also happen through moral 

education. 

The chapter makes clear how broad moral education and narrow moral 

education may also influence the organized (religious) views that are part of 

students’ personal worldviews. When pupils learn about or discuss certain 
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broad or narrow moral views, they might agree with new ideas, which might 

have an impact on their perception of the views in the organized worldview to 

which they adhere. Although some schools want to or have to avoid influencing 

the organized (religious) worldviews that their students agree with, this might 

not always be possible due to the justificatory relationship between organized 

worldview and broad or narrow morality. 

6   The final chapter reflects on the main findings of the research and their 

implications for educational theory, policy, and practice. It demonstrates 

that the research does not only have implications for educational theory, 

but is relevant for educational policy and practice as well. When speaking of 

educational policy, for example, personhood formation has been reintroduced 

as one of the core concerns of schools in the Netherlands (for instance, 

“OnsOnderwijs 2032”). Personhood formation focuses on the development of 

students’ personal identity, of which personal worldview is an important part. 

Since personhood formation is a concern in education, attention should be 

given to personal worldview development. And when speaking of educational 

practice, the close relationship between worldview education and moral 

education makes clear that teachers at non-denominational schools who 

believe that paying attention to this development contributes to the flourishing 

of students can, through moral education in a broad sense, stimulate their 

students’ personal worldview development. Thus, schools can contribute more 

to students’ personhood formation/personal worldviews than they might 

think. The chapter ends with suggestions for further research. 
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