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Objectives

 

The objectives of this study were to investigate whether there were differences across countries in the amount and nature of preadolescents’ moral, spiritual and religious questions. Our hypotheses were that scientific and every-day life questions are less culture-dependent than moral, spiritual and religious ones. Questions about morality, spirituality and religion always reflect the philosophical and religious traditions of the culture. Furthermore, educational systems in different countries vary in the moral and religious education provided for the students.  We have chosen Finland to represent a European country with very homogenous Lutheran tradition and religious education in public schools to support this tradition. USA and Hong Kong represent countries with no religious education in public schools. However, the philosophical and religious traditions of these countries are very different and they are reflected in the moral and spiritual education in schools. Bahrain represents an Arabic culture with a strong Muslim tradition. This tradition is reflected in the everyday life in schools and presumably in the questions asked by students. In addition to culture, we will investigate the effects of gender and academic achievement to the nature of moral, spiritual and religious questions asked by preadolescents.  

Theoretical framework
In many countries all over the world the school curriculum should be one that promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of students. Furthermore education should prepare students for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life (Best, 2000). For example, in Finland the goal of elementary education is to support the development of the whole person of the students, rather than merely the cognitive domain (Framework curriculum for elementary school, 1994). This kind of education acknowledges the importance of social and affective domains in students’ development including their spiritual and religious concerns. The nature and relationships of spiritual and religious education has been very much debated in the educational international journals (Blake, 1996; Lewis, 2000). According to Carr, the easiest solution to the problem of the curricular accommodation of spiritual development is to view spiritual education as simple one aspect or dimension of the general business of religious education. The problem with this approach, however, is that spiritual development would be available only to those who belong to some form or other of religious faith. Furthermore, the school curriculum has many other subjects besides religious education with considerable potential for the development of spiritual qualities-art, history, literature, the study of nature and mathematics (Carr, 1995). 

According to Lewis, the child brings with her a spiritual aspect or sensibility. The school may wish to develop and enrich this sensibility, or it may wish to ignore it. Ignorance of spirituality will still lead to learning in this area, for instance that this aspect of one’s being is unimportant or inferior to purely cognitive ways of understanding (Lewis, 2000). According to Hay, in the secularized society children learn not to discuss spiritual issues openly (Hay, 1998). However, many researchers view spiritual awareness as a universal human attribute. Robert Coles has had numerous conversations with children from different countries and cultural backgrounds and he thinks it is a mistake to give priority to intellectual operations in our attempts to understand children’s spirituality (Coles, 1990). Spirituality can be defined as “awareness that there is something greater than the course of everyday events”. In children’s lives events such as birth, death, sadness, love, joy and special occasions are related to this definition. Furthermore, activities such as painting, drawing, sorting, matching, play, story and singing can give room to spiritual awareness (Hay, 1998). Lewis (2000) defines spiritual education as the cultivation of important qualities of the heart and the mind. This task is not seen as the preserve of religious education, moral education, the arts, or any other area of the curriculum in isolation. The preadolescents are searching for meaning and a sense of identity. They are looking for answers from sciences and humanities. Some of the questions related to identity formation include religious and spiritual aspects. We need education that would provide answers to the questions such as: Who am I? Where do I belong? What is my purpose? To whom or what am I connected or responsible?

Data and Methods

The participants (N=975) were Finnish (N=367), American (N=164), Hong Kong (N=169) and Bahrain (N=275) elementary school students from different schools. Approximately half of the students in each country came from a special school representing gifted students and the other half of students came from an ordinary school representing average ability students. The data included 55% females and 45% males. The data included students from elementary grade levels (3-6 grades). All the students were asked to write 20 questions they would like to ask someone about the future. The same questions have been earlier used by Tallent-Runnels & Yarborough (1992). Students were asked to answer the questions by their teachers during class time in May 2002. They were given approx. 40 minutes to complete the task. The data was analyzed with both quantitative and qualitative content analysis Students’ questions were coded into five main categories. These categories were: scientific concerns, everyday life concerns, moral concerns, spiritual concerns and religious concerns. The interrater reliability was .80, based on the independent scoring of 100 students’ questions by two raters and an index calculated by the formula (number of rater agreement)/ (number of questions). The differences in the questions asked by students from each country were explored. Furthermore, differences between boys and girls and the academically gifted students and average students were examined. T-test and the ANOVA statistic were used to test the significance of differences found. The most frequently asked questions in each coding category were presented to explore the qualitative nature of students’ questions.
 

Results

  

In this study students asked mostly everyday life questions and scientific questions. Adolescents from Finland and Hong Kong asked more scientific questions than adolescents from Bahrain and USA. The USA students asked more everyday life questions than the students from the other countries. Gifted students in each country (M=5.6, SD=4.5) asked more scientific questions than average ability students (M=1.5, SD=2.5) [t(652)=17.1, p=.000].Qualitative analysis revealed that the most frequently asked scientific questions in each country included medical questions such as: “Will we invent a cure for cancer? or “Will they find a cure for AIDS?”. Average ability students in each country asked more everyday life questions than the gifted students. They asked questions such as: “Will we have to go to school? or “What are clothes like?”. The gifted students in each country (M=1.9, SD=2.2) asked more moral questions than average ability students (M=1.1, SD=1.6). This difference was statistically significant [t(785)=6.5, p=.000]. This finding is very much in accord with empirical results in which gifted students are shown to be more mature in their moral development than the average ability students and very much concern of moral questions (Narvaez, 1993; Tirri & Pehkonen, 2002). The qualitative analysis revealed that majority of the moral questions asked by students dealt with war and terrorism. The most frequently asked moral questions were the following: “Will there be a World War Three?”, “How can we avoid wars?”, “Will we find Osama Bin Laden?” and “Will we be able to defeat terrorism?” Evidently, the happenings after September 11, 2001 have had an effect on the concerns of students about the future of the humankind. They understand that the possibility of a war and more terrorist attacks are realistic in their own future. 

In this study spiritual questions were coded to a different category than religious questions. Spiritual questions were seen broader than religious ones and not necessarily linked to any traditional religion.  The most frequently asked spiritual questions included the fundamental questions about the purpose of our live. These were the following: “What is the meaning of life?”; “What will I be when I grow up?” Furthermore, questions about life and death were coded to this category. These were questions such as: “When will the world end?”; “Why do people die?”; “What will happen to humankind?”, “Is there life after death?” or “Are you afraid of death?” A typical student asked very few religious questions. More than 85% of the students did not ask any religious question. The girls asked more spiritual and religious questions than the boys. These differences were statistically significant [t (955) =1.96, p=.050]. This finding is in accord with previous studies on gender differences in religiosity in adolescents. According to earlier Finnish studies, girls express religiosity in different ways than boys. Girls are shown to be more emotionally tuned and more internal than boys. This difference was found in all the age groups, in almost all the different dimensions of religiosity, and in relationship to highly varied measures (Tamminen, 1996). However, religious questions were shown to be very culture-dependent. The Finnish and USA data included very Christian influenced questions such as “Is there a Jesus?”; “Does the Devil exist?”, “Will I go to heaven or hell?”. Several students were concern about the new arrival of Jesus. They asked questions like:  “Has a new “Jesus” arrived?”, “Will Jesus come back?”. These kinds of questions were missing in the Hong Kong and Bahrain data. In the Bahrain data the most frequently asked religious question was: “Do I get the chance to visit Mecca?” This question reflects the dream of every Muslim to make a pilgrim to the whole city of Muslims.  The effects of multiculturalism could be seen in the question about other religions in the Finnish data. During the last few years, minorities have grown in Finland and we have Muslim children in our schools. Finnish students asked the following questions about different religions: “Has Islam become more popular than Christianity?”. Some were concerned about the status of religion in general or Christianity and they asked questions such as: ”Will we still have religion?”; Will everyone become Christians?” or “Will we still know God?”. 

Discussion and Conclusions

 

In this study, gifted students from each participating country asked more scientific questions than their average ability peers. Furthermore, in each country the average ability students asked more everyday life questions than their gifted peers. The scientific and everyday life questions were very much in accord with each other in different cultures. The gifted students in each country asked more moral questions than the average ability students. The moral questions dealt with war and terrorism that reflect the global moral concerns we all have after the September 11th attack. However, we found cultural differences in the spiritual and religious questions asked by preadolescents. In all the data sets girls asked more spiritual and religious questions than boys. The Christian influence could be seen in the Finnish and USA data. The Bahrain data reflected a clear Muslim influence in the nature of religious questions. 

 

Educational Importance of the Study

 

This study certainly points to the need for thematic curriculum in the schools and the need for teachers to discuss moral, spiritual and religious questions influencing preadolescent’s futures.  This is true for gifted children since they are interested in these topics.  It is also true for average-ability students since they did not express as much of a concern as they might have for topics that might affect their futures. Furthermore, spiritual and religious questions are among the issues preadolescents are concerned. These questions should be addressed in every culture to help the youngsters to find answers to the questions such as: “Who am I? Where do I belong? What is my purpose? To whom or what am I connected or responsible? All the leading religious and spiritual traditions in the world have studied these questions. Our preadolescents need the knowledge and wisdom of these traditions in order to grow not only cognitively but spiritually as well.
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