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Abstract. This study investigates religious education (hereinafter
referred to as “RE”) student teachers’ perceptions about what
constitutes a successful teacher in the next 20-30 years. The study
focuses on RE student teachers in teacher education in Finland. The
students were studied in the light of a 21st century skills framework.
The data were gathered using a questionnaire (N=43) and interviews
(n=8). The analysis of the interviews was deductive content analysis
with a quantification of the results. There were several results from the
study. For instance, the RE student teachers’ expectations of professional
development are connected to their perceptions of the task
requirements. The RE student teachers perceived all kinds of interaction
skills as an essential part of RE teacher competence in the future along
with dialogue skills. The RE student teachers also emphasised learning
to learn and critical thinking skills as the core skills of a successful RE
teacher in the future. The participants seemed to highlight all the
different literacy skills (information, media, technology and religious) as
the core skills of a successful RE teacher. Especially religious literacy
was considered to be a key skill in the competence of the RE teacher in
the future.
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Introduction

The aim of this article is to examine religious education (hence RE) student
teachers’ perceptions about a successful teacher in the next 20-30 years. In the
literature, challenges and changes in Western societies concerning religions,
migration and radicalisation have been widely acknowledged (e.g. Jackson,
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2014). There are many developments that have been connected with these
changes, including secularization, pluralisation, multiculturalism and the
modernisation and individualisation of religions (Jackson, 2014; Markkola,
2003). Digitalisation has created “new literacies”, such as digital literacy and
information literacy, which cannot be bypassed in the 21st century (Lankshear &
Knobel, 2011). Among other things, the transitions in societies from an
industrial-based to information-based outlook have also caused public education
to face new questions. It has been argued that, nowadays, education has to be
able to meet the needs of more abstract working conditions, emphasising “new”
transferable skills, such as information and technological skills, the ability to
learn, collaborate and solve problems, empathy skills, social activity and
entrepreneurial skills, instead of subject specific content knowledge to foster
citizenship for the future (Griffin, Care, & McGaw, 2012; Binkley et al., 2012). In
addition, learning has increasingly been taking place in informal learning
environments that are dialogical and blended (UNESCO, 2012; Kumpulainen &
Mikkola, 2015; Bonk & Graham, 2004; Singh, 2015.). In line with these
developments, phenomenon-based learning and skill-acquisition was also
emphasised in Finland in the recent national core curriculum regarding content
learning (NCCBE, 2014; Lonka, 2018).

In addition to the curricular demands for public education, the question of
educating for 21st century skills is integrally a question of teacher education.
Several evaluations have highlighted the quality of Finnish schooling and its
teachers (Sahlberg & Korpela, 2015). In Finland, teacher education aims at the
balanced development of the teacher’s personal and professional competences:
the student teachers are to develop their own personal pedagogical theory in
their studies (Lavonen & Laaksonen, 2009). For decades, there has existed a
strong international research tradition in the literature stressing the importance
of the reflection of teacher (i.e. Schon, 1983; Shulman, 1986, 1987). Finnish
teacher education also aims to educate teachers who are capable of research-
based pedagogical thinking (Niemi, Kallioniemi, & Toom, 2016). Educating
teachers for RE in Finland is a part of subject teacher education at the
universities. The subject teachers are required to complete a master’s level
degree in Theology or Religious Studies. The RE teachers often have psychology
or history and social sciences as a second teaching subject. There are two Finnish
speaking theological faculties and departments in Finland. The University of
Eastern Finland and University of Helsinki have a specific teacher education
programme for RE teachers, although the majority of the pedagogical studies (60
credits) are integrated with other subject student teacher groups and are
organised in the Faculties of Educational Sciences. There, the admittance rate of
students to the programme is significantly low: the teaching profession is
popular in Finland (Kallioniemi & Ubani, 2016).

We perceive the education of teachers of RE integral in the task of equipping
students with comprehensive skills for navigating in the secularised and
pluralised realities the citizens of today and tomorrow (Poulter, Rissanen, &
Ubani, 2019). As Biseth (2009) describes, in Nordic countries, RE in public
education has increasingly been appointed with tasks related to
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multiculturalism, worldviews and plurality (Ubani, 2018; Ubani, Rissanen, &
Poulter, 2019). Similar to most European countries, RE is a compulsory subject in
Finnish public schools. Usually there is one RE lesson each week in all school
years at the comprehensive level. It is given according to the pupil’s own
religion: there are objectives for several different religions and for secular ethics
(an alternative subject mainly for pupils who do not belong to any religious
communities). In Finland, RE is not a confessional subject, although the content
somewhat emphasises the pupil’s own religion tradition (Kallioniemi & Ubani,
2016; NCCBE, 2014). The aim of RE is to produce all-round literacy. According to
the general aims of RE, the task of this education was to make the pupils familiar
with their own religions, with the Finnish religious traditions and with other
religions to help the pupils understand the cultural and human meaning of
religion, to introduce the pupils to ethical responsibility and to help them
understand the ethical dimension of religion (NCCBE, 2014). In order to study
the student teachers’ perceptions about the demands of their profession with
regards to the demands of transforming curricular and societal demands we
have formulated the research question as follows:

What do the RE student teachers perceive as the core skills of an ideal RE teacher
in the next 20-30 years?

21st century skills as well as RE and developing teacher’s
professionalism

In the literature, the emergent emphases on life skills, workforce skills,
interpersonal skills, applied skills and non-cognitive skills have stressed the
need to conceptualise and educate pupils generic transferable skill set required
in knowledge based societies in the future (Silva, 2008; Geisinger, 2016). One
such more novel learning conceptualisation is called 21st century skills; others
include “generic skills”, “key attributes”, “core competences” and “graduate
attributes” (Virtanen & Tynjdld, 2018; Oliver & St. Jorre, 2018; Viinikka & Ubani,
2019). The theoretical approaches on learning behind the 21st century skills can
be identified include aspects from problem-based learning (Boud & Feletti, 1991)
social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), cognitive flexibility theory (Scott, 1962;
Spiro, Coulson, Feltovich, & Anderson, 1988) and networked learning theory
(Ilich, 1971; Siemens, 2005), for example. The 21st century learning approach can
also be viewed as a revision or reorganisation of the existing educational
theories. For example, Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) argued for the
development of lower order thinking levels (remembering) and middle order
thinking levels (understanding and applying) from Bloom ’s taxonomy at the
same time with higher order thinking levels (evaluating and creating) (Bloom,
Krathwohl, & Masia, 1972): to teach the students factual knowledge and skills in
order to develop their own thinking for the 21st century demands (Silva, 2008).

In the literature, there exists several models for 21st century skills (Dede, 2009;
Geisinger, 2016; Ananiadou & Claro, 2009; Soland, Hamilton, & Stecher, 2013).
The different models have been devised to complement the skill set identified as
integral in the literature (Dede, 2009). In general studies have highlighted, for
example, skills such as learning to learn, enquiry, communication, information
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and ICT literacy, citizenship, life and career, personal and social responsibility,
learning and innovation skills, critical thinking, problem solving,
communication technology, collaboration, creativity, social and cross-cultural
interaction, productivity, accountability and knowledge creation as integral
skills for a 21st century citizen (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Newton & Newton,
2014; Niemi et al., 2014; Niemi & Multisilta, 2016; Niemi, Niu, Vivitsou, & Lj,
2018; Wang, Lavonen, & Tirri, 2018).

In this study, we use the framework by The Partnership for 21st Century Skills
(P21). P21 is a network of almost 30 major businesses and education groups and
supported by the United States Conference of Mayors. They have outlined
nineteen 21st century skills (Table 1) into the following three categories: (1)
learning and innovation skills, (2) information, media and technology skills and
(3) life and career skills (Partnership For 21st Century Skills, 2009). The full list of
skills used in this study is described in table 1. In order to highlight the specific
demands with regards to multiculturalism, religions and diverse worldviews in
public education identified in the literature (OSCE/ODIHR, 2007; Jackson, 2014),
a fourth skill category called (4) dialogue skills (Viinikka & Ubani, 2019) was
added in the framework by the project this study belongs in.

The adjustments of the framework are based on the characteristics and demands
placed on RE in Finnish public education. As has been stated, generally in public
education in the Nordic countries, the subject of RE has been given the task to
provide the students with tools to navigate in a multicultural and diverse society
(Biseth, 2009; Ubani, 2018, 2019). In Finland, RE is a compulsory “weak-
confessional” subject in public education: the subject emphasises the
development of students” own view of life, and does not include faith-formation
or devotional aspects (Ubani & Tirri, 2014; Kallioniemi & Ubani, 2016) but the
students are divided into separate lessons based on their own religion. The
content emphasises the tradition of the student but also focuses on questions of
inter-religious and intra-religious diversity, non-religious convictions and
dialogue (NCCBE, 2014). The subject is an integral part of comprehensive public
education: for instance, recently, the subject’s merits in the PISA achievements of
Finnish public education have been elaborated (Kallioniemi & Ubani, 2016).

Competence in classroom interaction concerning inter-religious and intra-
religious dialogue along with recognition of non-religious convictions in
instruction is a core skill for RE teachers in public education today (Jackson,
2014). The professional RE teacher needs to have competence in the subject,
competence in teaching methods and communicative competence in the
classroom and school (Bakker & Heimbrock, 2007). Naturally, the current social
and cultural context is determining the characteristics of the professional
conduct of an RE teacher, but one of the main tools for developing the RE
teachers’ quality is supported by academic teacher education by enhancing the
teachers’ ability to reflect their practices (Rdsdnen, Ubani, Ziebertz, & Riegel,
2009). Ideally, modern RE can develop the “equal togetherness” through
discussions with people from different faiths and religions (Riitaoja & Derwin,
2016). However, in order to provide a “safe space” (Jackson, 2014) for examining
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religions, worldviews and convictions, the teacher also needs to be aware of
their own convictions and conceptions of religion and non-religious worldviews
(Cox, 1983). Subsequently, to cover the different aspects inherent in dialogue in
educational practice, we have distinguished between generic dialogue skills,
dialogue education skills and intra-personal dialogue skills in the fourth skill
category. The theoretical basis is from the work of Burbules (1993) (see also
Riitaoja & Derwin, 2016) and Jackson (2014).

For the same reason that we added dialogue skills as a category, we added
religious literacy as a type of information, media and technology skill. Religious
literacy refers to an understanding of the grammars, rules, vocabularies and
narratives underpinning religions and beliefs (Dinham & Shaw, 2017). In
different forms of knowledge about religions along with their symbols, the
global, societal, communal and personal significance is shared as a core objective
of religious education in the public schools of Western societies (Schreiner, 2007).

The RE teachers’ and student teachers’ professionalism and their development
have been researched before in Finland (Ubani, 2012a, 2012b, 2016; Kallioniemi,
1997; Hella, 2007) and internationally (Résdnen & Ubani, 2009; Ziebertz & Riegel,
2009; Bakker & Heimbrock, 2007). For instance, Radsdnen’s and Ubani’s (2008)
comparative study showed how Finnish RE teachers when compared to RE
teachers in many European countries were particularly open to dialogue and
inclusive regarding the recognition of multiculturalism, pluralisation and
diversity. In his review study, Ubani (2016) discussed his observations on RE
student teachers’ professional development in teacher education in terms of
orienting towards the RE profession, developing professional ethics, an
increasing sense of efficacy and processing conviction and calling. According to
him, during teacher education, the student teachers’ conceptions about
competence from personal and individualistic views (Ubani, 2011) develop into
more professional and pedagogical conceptualisations (Ubani, 2012b). For
example, the importance of knowledge expertise seems to increase during the
progress of the studies (Ubani, 2012a) and the emphasis on empathy is
transforming towards a student-centred pedagogy (Ubani, 2011). In general, the
student teachers stress mastery of the subject matter, empathy and interaction
skills as the three most important characteristics of a competent RE teacher
(Ubani, 2012a). In addition to the instruction given in teacher education, the RE
in-service teachers draw from different sources to their professional reflection,
such as the previous experiences of an RE teacher and situational sources such as
peer-discussions and life issues (Ubani, 2015, 2016).

Another study showed that, in contrast to other students, the RE student
teachers argued explicitly that the teacher should be aware of their own religious
identities and value positions and be able to discuss different worldviews with
pupils (Tirri & Ubani, 2014). Recently, Viinikka and Ubani (2019) studied the
expectations of eight RE student teachers in light of 21st century skills during
their major and pedagogical studies. RE student teachers reflected their
expectations via how their interpretations are about a competent RE teacher
today and in the future. They expected religious literacy and dialogue skills to
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develop during their theological studies (major studies) and social skills and also
dialogue skills were expected to develop especially during the pedagogical
studies.

Research procedures

The data included both quantitative questionnaire and qualitative interview
data. The questionnaire (N = 43) was collected in autumn 2018 from RE student
teachers at the University of Eastern Finland and University of Helsinki. The
respondents - aged 18-55 - included 12 male and 30 female participants; one
reported “other” as their gender. In the questionnaire, they were asked to
evaluate the importance of 21st century skills for the success of an RE teacher in
the next 20-30 years. Table 1 shows the skills which were asked in the
questionnaire. The questionnaire used a 5 point Likert scale (1 = not so important
and 5 = very important). From this data, the means and the standard deviations
were analysed.

Table 1. 21st century skills in this study

1. Learning and Innovation Skills 2. Information, Media and Technology Skills

Critical thinking Information literacy
Creativity Media literacy
Collaboration Technology literacy
Communication Religious literacy

Learning to learn

3. Life and Career Skills 4. Dialogue Skills
Flexibility Generic dialogue skills
Leadership Dialogue education

Initiative Dialogue self-skills
Productivity
Social skills
Accountability
Citizenship

Combining life and career

Global responsibility and sustainable
development
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The second set of the data was the interview material. The eight participants
were RE student teachers in the programme of RE teacher education at the
University of Eastern Finland (Table 2). They had also completed the
quantitative questionnaire. The participants consisted of five female and three
male students aged between 19 and 29. Four of them started their theological
studies in autumn 2018. The other four students were in the beginning of their
pedagogical studies (the second year in their pedagogical studies). The
interviews lasted between 1 and 1 %2 hours.

Table 2. Gender, code and age of interviewees

Gender Code Age
Male 001 20
Female 003 19
Female 005 24
Male 011 29
Female 018 28
Female 019 21
Male 020 23
Female 023 23

In the semi-structured interviews (see the structure of interviews Viinikka &
Ubani 2019) eight RE student teachers evaluated the competence demands in the
work of an RE teacher today and in the future in light of the P21 framework. For
instance, the students were asked to reflect which 21st century skills they
perceived to be integral in the professional practice of the RE teacher now and
whether some of the skills would be even more important in future. The
participants were given the 21st century skills table to support their elaboration
(Table 1.)

The content analysis (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2003) was done deductively
with the use of the 21st century skills listed hereinabove. In the first phase, the
statements of the RE student teachers concerning the skills were identified in the
data. Thereafter, the data was reread. In the next phase, the statements were
placed into the respective categories of 21st century skills: 1) Learning and
Innovation skills, 2) Information, Media and Technology Skills, 3) Life and
Career Skills and 4) Dialogue Skills. The number interviewees who mentioned
each skill is reported in the results as frequencies. Finally, frequencies were
listed into the two groups; perceptions about the demands now and the skills
that would be in even higher demand in the future for the conduct of an ideal
RE teacher (Table 4, 5, 6, 7). Subsequently, the frequencies in the first category
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“now” mean that RE student teachers think that those skills are part of the
competence of an RE teacher today. The “future” category means that some RE
student teachers underlined some of the 21st century skills in the competence of
an RE teacher in the future. The results section combines results from both
questionnaires and interviews. An inter-rater reviewer was used for the
reliability of the analysis. The inter-rater reliability was an exceptional 1.00 but
this was because the semi-structured interview used the P21 framework as a
basis.

Results

Overview of the results concerning 21st century skills

This section begins with a general overview of the results. After the overview
the participants’ perceptions in each of the four categories of 21st century skills
are presented. In general, the RE student teachers considered all of the listed 21st
skills as important for the ideal RE teacher in the next 20-30 years. Figure 1
shows the four 21st century skills main category and the means of the student
answers in the questionnaires. In general, on a 5-point Likert scale, the means
were quite similar and high. When compared, dialogue skills (M = 4,674) were
emphasised the most while life and career skills (M = 4,153) less so among the
student teachers. The interview material also confirmed that the RE student
teachers considered all 21 different skills as quite equally important: the total
sums of frequencies were distributed evenly between the skill sets (Table 4 and
Table 5). Life and career skills (f= 31) and dialogue skills (f= 15) were also seen
as a relevant part of the competence of an RE teacher.

_ 4,674

4,100 4,403 . .

4,000 4,186 4153

o . .
3,800

Learning and rformation, Lifeand Career Dialogue sills
nnovation skills  Media and skils

Figure 1. 21st century skills categories and means

Table 3. shows the students’” means and standard deviations concerning the
importance of each of the 21st century skills in the task of the RE teacher in the
next 20-30 years. Based on both the quantitative and qualitative analyses, the RE
student teachers thought that learning to learn (M = 4,349; f = 8), communication
(M =4,674; f=6) and critical thinking (M = 4,512; f = 4) were relevant skills for an
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RE teacher now and in the future. Especially all the literacy skills were
highlighted in the interviews: they were thought to help with different changes
which are going on all the time in society and throughout the world. Religious
literacy (M = 4,279; f = 7) was seen as a crucial part of the competence of an RE
teacher. In the category of life and career skills were social skills (M = 4,605; f = 6)
and accountability (f = 6) the most emphasised skill for a successful RE teacher.
However, the students emphasised understanding plurality (M = 4,651) the most
from that skill domain (Figure 4). The RE student teachers also discussed how
social skills would always be a part of RE teacher competence because the
teacher works and interacts with other people. In addition, dialogue skills (M =
4,674) in figure 1 and especially generic dialogue skills (f = 7) in the table 7 were
seen now and in the future as a remarkable tool in teaching religion. The RE
student teachers elaborated that there would be more and more people with
diverse views and religions in a classroom and the teacher would need to have
skills to teach and handle the situation.

Table 3. Skill, mean and deviation

Skill M SD
Dialogue skills 4,674 0,644
Initiative 4,209 0,861
Using technology 4,093 0,868
Leadership 3,605 1,137
Flexibility 4,395 0,660
Creativity and innovation 4,302 0,708
Self-direction 4,209 0,709
Taking into account social and cultural factors 4,419 1,349
Productivity 3,651 1,193
Communication 4,674 0,644
Religious literacy 4,279 0,854
Social skills 4,605 0,728
Utilising information 4,326 0,837
Making results 3,070 1,121
Global responsibility and sustainable development 4,167 0,710
Collaboration 4,186 0,546
Using media 4,302 0,708
Problem solving 4,395 0,821
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Critical thinking 4,512 0,736
Knowledge/Information searching skills 4,558 0,590
Expertise in Theology 3,558 1,736
Understanding plurality 4,651 0,650
Noticing the effects of teaching on society 4,512 0,592
Learning to learn 4,349 0,650

Combining life and career 4,357 0,846

Learning and Innovation Skills

Next, the RE student teachers’ perceptions on all four categories were examined.
As can be seen in figure 2, the student teachers perceived all the sub-skills from
the category of learning and innovation skills as important. They perceived
critical thinking (M = 4,512; SD = ,736) creativity and innovation (M = 4,302, SD =
,708) collaboration (M = 4,186, SD = ,546) communication (M = 4,674; SD = ,644)
and learning to learn (M = 4,349; SD = ,650) as important in the competence of an
RE teacher today and in the future: among these skills, especially those referring
to teamwork and interaction were stressed.
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Figure 2. Learning and Innovation Skills in the competence of an RE teacher
The interviews confirmed that the RE student teachers viewed all the learning

and innovation skills as quite important (Table 4). Again, the skills related to
teamwork and interaction were emphasised. However, in contrast to the
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emphasis in the questionnaire, all interviewees mentioned learning to learn (f = 8)
as part of the current professionalism of an RE teacher. Among the students,
learning to learn was seen to be a constantly evolving skill because of new
scientific findings for instance on learning;:

“There will always be better ways to learn and teach, scientific findings.
The field of research must be followed so that you can develop your
teaching and yourself as a teacher.” (Man 001, 20 years).

“Seeing learning as a lifelong process is important. The teacher is never
ready.” (Woman 023, 23 years).

Table 4. Importance of Learning and Innovation Skills in the competence of an RE

teacher
Learning and .
Innovation Skills Now Increases in future
Critical thinking 4 3
Creativity 4 2
Collaboration 5 3
Communication 6 3
Learning to learn 8 1
Total sum (f) 27 12

About half of the participants brought up critical thinking (f = 3), collaboration (f =
3) and communication (f = 3) as a skill which demand would increase in the future.
Among the students, critical thinking was thought to be integral in distinguishing
true information from false information. The reasoning was that nowadays there
were more different people groups (pupils, parents, colleagues and authorities)
who a RE teacher is collaborating with than in the past. Therefore, communication
and collaboration in the work of an RE teacher were also seen as relevant in the
future by a few of the students.

“Teaching is not changing at the core, for example, social interaction is
always important.” (Man 001, 20 years).

“Of course, collaboration is because there are bigger masses of people
who you are working with.” (Woman 003, 19 years).

Again, half of the participating RE student teachers perceived creativity (f = 4) as
important in the work of an RE teacher currently. For instance, creativity was
perceived as the enabling ability so that one would be able to combine skills
flexibly to meet changing situations:
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“Immediately you can throw creativity because the teaching methods
can be so different nowadays.” (Woman 003, 19 years).

“Creativity and that [the teacher] is inspiring. It is easy to approach.
Concerning the future, you don’t know what the teaching is. Let's be in
the classroom or taught, for example, through the video connection. The
ability to flex itself and that you are open to all doors is important.”
(Woman 005, 24 years).

Information, Media and Technology Skills

The second main skill category of the 21st century skills that was studied was
called information, media and technology skills. The RE student teachers
considered all literacy skills important as a current and future competence in the
profession of an RE teacher (Figure 3 and Table 5). Knowledge/information
searching skills (M = 4,558; SD = ,590) was seen the most important skill (Figure
3). Similarly, the RE student teachers viewed utilising information (M = 4,326, SD
= ,837) and information literacy (f = 6) as an important part of RE teacher
competence now. Literacy skills were seen as relevant in the future among the
student teachers because for instance information and technology change and
develop rapidly and continuously:

“Technology, media and information literacy will become more
pronounced if the same direction continues. And I can assume that it
will continue.” (Woman 003, 19 years).
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Figure 3. Information, Media and Technology Skills in the competence of RE teacher
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The RE student teachers seemed to especially emphasise the importance of
technology literacy (f = 7) in the interviews concerning the current and future
competence of RE teachers (Table 5.) As Figure 3 shows the average in the
perceptions with regards to using technology is quite good (M = 4,093; SD = ,868).
The RE student teachers seemed to think that technology would play an
important role nowadays in the work of the RE teacher and, among other things,
that is why the skills should be learned and developed. The RE student teachers
thought that in the future more novel, developed technologies would appear:

“Technology literacy is a sustainable and necessary process that always
comes up. The future is completely open in this respect. You can’t stay

behind.” (Man 001, 20 years).

“Technology literacy, because almost everything today is electronic.”
(Woman 003, 19 years).

“Of course, the ability to use technology. That's when we're doing the
digital leap and the like now.” (Woman 023, 23 years).

Table 5. Importance of Information, Media and Technology Skills in the competence

of RE teacher
Information, Media and Technology Skills Now Increases in the future
Information literacy 6 4
Media literacy 7 4
Technology literacy 7 6
Religious literacy 7 4
Total sum (f) 27 18

Based on the questionnaire, the RE student teachers perceived using media (M =
4,302; SD =,708) as a key skill (Figure 3) in the competence of the RE teacher.
The RE student teachers often connected media literacy (f = 7) with technology in
interviews. For instance, the students stressed that in the task of an RE teacher,
one needed to be able to understand and use different sources of media:

“Technology will evolve. The news will change. There may be more fake
news releases. Maybe some of them can be cut off.” (Man 020, 23 years).

As expected, the RE student teachers highlighted religious literacy (M = 4,279; SD
= ,854) (f = 7) (Figure 3 and Table 5) as the skill needed today and in the future.
This form of literacy can be perceived as a key competence in RE. The RE
student teachers maintained that the RE teacher could not be competent without
religious literacy now and in the future:

“Religious literacy is one that is a core of profession of RE teacher. Social
skills are also important. I would dare to argue that media literacy
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should now be obvious already, because so many religions are discussed
different way in the media.” (Woman 003, 19 years).

“Especially in primary school, the teacher creates a worldview for young
people. Tools for civilisation can be given to young people.” (Man 001,
20 years).

Life and Career Skills

The third skill category was called ‘life and career skills". Here again, the RE
student teachers perceived all skills as quite important in the successful
management of the occupation of a RE teacher today and in the future. As
Figure 4 shows that many of the averages of all sub-skills were quite high. The
highest average was understanding plurality (M = 4,651; SD = ,650) which can be
perceived to be connected with many skills and social skills (M = 4,605, SD =
,728). Furthermore, social skills were mentioned in six interviews (Table 6). Social
skills were seen as the relevant part of RE teacher competence because the

students

expected to work with different people who have diverse opinions and

views. The RE student teachers described how there were many kinds of topics
in religion lessons and how the teacher needed social skills in handling the

different

viewpoints:

“Social skills have been highlighted recently. Many people may come to
discuss, to challenge your views concerning religions. You have to be
prepared to face different opinions.” (Man 001, 20 years).

“That can meet different people. Groups and people are different. Able to
give everyone what they need.” (Woman 023, 23 years).

“There will always be social skills and interaction at least in some form
important.” (Man 020, 23 years).
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Figure 4. Life and Career Skills in the competence of an RE teacher
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The student teachers also emphasised noticing the effects of teaching on society (M =
4,512; SD = ,592) (Figure 4) and citizenship (f = 4) (Table 6) - this implies that RE
student teachers were aware that the professional work of an RE teacher could
have an effect on society. In addition, another aspect that was emphasised, taking
into account social and cultural factors (M = 4,419; SD = 1,349), could be seen to be
connected to the aspects in society. Concretely, the interviewees discussed a lot
on how the work of an RE teacher affected the youth and, through them, society.

In addition, the RE student teachers perceived accountability (f = 6) (Table 6) as a
relevant skill in the competence of an RE teacher currently. They described
accountability to mean that the RE teacher would be accountable for their work
and should know about that. It was considered as important that the teacher
strove for transparency and did not hide their failures in work.

In the interviews, the participant RE student teachers discussed how flexibility
(M =4,395; SD = ,660) and (f = 4) was a central skill considering the competence
of an RE teacher now and in the future because the teacher had to have many
things under control:

“In the world of teaching, everything is constantly changing, for
example, doctrines and regulation.” (Man 001, 20 years).

“Flexibility in the way that you have to listen to the students and be
present and follow the way the class situation changes due to different
things. Accepts that things are not always going as planned.” (Woman
023, 23 years).

Table 6. Importance of Life and Career Skills in the competence of an RE teacher

Life and Career Skills Now Increases in the future
Flexibility 4 1
Leadership 2
Initiative 1 1

Productivity 2
Social skills 6 4
Accountability 6 1
Citizenship 4 4

Combining life and career 4
Global responsibility and sustainable 4 3

development

Total sum (f) 31 16
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The RE student teachers discussed that productivity (M = 3,651; SD = 1,193) and (f
= 2) was important: for instance, the teacher was to produce teaching materials,
and the teaching itself has to be productive. The teacher was considered to be
responsible for their part for the learning of the students. Moreover, making
results (M = 3,070; SD = 1,121) can be seen as a part of productivity (Figure 4).
The teacher was meant to support students in their development to self-guided
and responsible people and learners:

“Young people are supposed to work and learn for themselves.” (Man
001, 20 years).

The participating RE student teachers also discussed that, in the work of the
teacher, it would be important to learn to follow a combined life and career in a
healthy way for career resiliency. Among the students, the skill combining life and
career (M = 4,357; SD = ,846) and (f = 4) were discussed in connection with the
fact that RE student teachers saw the professional role of the teacher in people’s
minds to be the same at work and in their spare time:

“The teacher is the title. People remember you as a teacher in every
place.” (Man 001,20 years).

RE student teachers described that it was possible to deal with global issues and
challenges smoothly in the RE lessons. Therefore, global responsibility and
sustainable development (M = 4,140; SD =,716) and (f = 4) was emphasised as the
skill in the competence of an RE teacher:

“I have personally found that's an important part of work of an RE
teacher. Bringing up the sustainable development because we can
influence a lot of views of children towards the world. There may be a
long period of thought discussion, which may not be the case, for
example, in mathematics. The climate change can be taken as a theme for
the lesson.” (Woman 019, 21 years).

“Global responsibility and sustainable development. I guess it will
become more important in the future.” (Woman 003, 19 years).

Figure 4 shows that the RE student teachers thought that leadership (M = 3,605;
SD = 1,137) was an important skill. Table 6 shows that in the interviews
leadership was particularly relevant to the competence of an RE teacher in the
future (f = 2). The RE student teachers thought that leadership could take different
forms and, therefore, the teacher could have different roles depending on the
situation. Leadership could take form, for instance, in terms of a coach:

“Maybe leadership will change, but it will not disappear. There may

have been more talk the teacher today, not a leader, but the coach.”
(Woman 003, 19 years).
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Dialogue Skills

The final and fourth category was called dialogue skills. Table 7 shows that RE
student teachers (f = 7) thought that especially the importance of generic dialogue
skills was integral in the competence of an RE teacher. Furthermore, in the
questionnaire Dialogue skills (M = 4,674; SD = ,644) was emphasised most (Figure
1) from the four main categories by the students.

Table 7. Importance of Dialogue Skills in the competence of an RE teacher

Dialogue Skills Now Increases in the future
Generic dialogue skills 7 2

Dialogue education 4 1

Dialogue self-skills 4

Total sum (f) 15 3

In the interviews, the RE student teachers discussed how generic dialogue skills (f
= 7) could help the RE teacher work in a classroom where diverse views existed.
The plurality of society was used as an argument here. Both generic dialogue skills
and dialogue education (f = 4) were seen as important tools to be able to teach
religion in a relevant manner today:

“Compared to the past, dialogue skills are now essential. So many
different beliefs, values, etc.” (Woman 003, 19 years).

The interviews indicated that the RE student teachers perceived dialogue to
involve many dimensions. They discussed, for instance, how dialogue self-skills (f
= 4) could help with the conscious use of your own views and beliefs in a
competent manner for educating the students. Furthermore, dialogue skill was
an important tool for professional development. The students repeatedly
maintained that the teacher would never be ready and that it was always
possible to develop oneself. There reflection was seen as the key tool in personal
development:

“However, you have to understand how your personality affects your
teaching.” (Woman 019, 21 years).

Conclusion

This article has focused on what RE student teachers perceive as the core skills of
an ideal RE teacher in the next 20-30 years. Based on the results, RE student
teachers perceived all kinds of interaction skills as an essential part of RE teacher
competence in the future along with dialogue skills. RE student teachers also
emphasised learning and critical thinking skills as the core skills of a successful
RE teacher in the future. Mishra and Mehta (2016) found corresponding results
from their studies teachers’ views about the necessary skills in the future. In that
study, teachers emphasised the importance of meta knowledge (e.g. creativity,
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and problem solving skills, communication and collaboration) and humanistic
values (e.g. life/job skills, emotional/ ethical awareness).

Among the student teachers studied here, all the different literacy skills
(information, media, technology and religious) were emphasised as the core
skills of a successful RE teacher in the future. The RE student teachers reasoned
that literacy skills help them to cope with constant change and uncertainty, e.g.
technological change, the rapid renewal of knowledge, increasing diversity in
the society and the impact of media. Religious literacy was considered as a key
skill in the competence of the RE teacher. The participants also brought up the
requirements of curriculum and the nature of RE as a school subject. For
instance, a lot of information and material for teaching is online; the teacher
needs technology skills for using ICT in the classroom. Furthermore, the RE
student teachers saw that RE had a social and cultural impact via teaching
children and youth so citizenship was also one of the core skills concerning the
successful RE teacher in the next 20-30 years. The results of this study are
consistent with the skill-acquisition expectations of RE student teachers of their
academic studies - their expectations of professional development are connected
to their perceptions of the task requirements (Viinikka & Ubani 2019). However,
the limitations of this study calls for more research on the topic. One of the
concerns is the possible dissonance between somewhat idealistic conceptions of
the students and the reflection in the actual praxis. Therefore, in order to
develop research-based teacher education in light of the 21st century skills, both
the perceptions of in-service teachers concerning their praxis and the perceptions
of pre-service teachers during their teaching practice should be further
examined.

It should be added here that, in addition to the political and economic objectives
behind the emphasis on new generic skill sets (Silva, 2008), there have been
some concerns and criticisms raised over the focus on 21st century skills in public
education. It has been argued that, for example, critical thinking, problem
solving, information literacy, global awareness as well as thinking analytically
and creatively have been taken into account from educated and cultured citizens
for decades already (Rotherham & Willingham, 2009); even Plato discussed
different kinds of intelligence already at the beginning of the Common Era
(Rotherham & Willingham, 2009; Silva, 2008). There has also been concerns over
the situation that focusing on 21st century skills in schools distracts education
from more important tasks of education such as teaching the core content to
students (Silva, 2008; Suto & Eccless, 2014).

On the other hand, we think that the education of teachers of RE should be
increasingly aware of the subject’s potential contribution to the development of
several skills and of the subjects” broader relevance and implications in societies
today and in the future and, therefore, conceptualisations such as P21 should be
implemented more widely in education. For instance, UNESCO (2016) in the
teacher’s guide on the prevention of violent extremism, addresses religion and
beliefs as a subject among others like citizenship, history, languages and art
which can foster awareness about and respect for diversity within communities.
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Education on religion and beliefs can provide opportunity to explore different
values and belief system. The grand challenge there is the learners learn to
explore their own values and opinions in a reflective way learning to live
together and respect for human rights and diversity (UNESCO, 2016, 31, 35-39).
Gaining the skills to understand different religions and worldviews in
dialogical, critical and reflective manner is essential for developing respect for
diverse citizenship, social harmony and in the prevention violent extremism
(see, e.g. NCCBE, 2014; Niemi, Kallioniemi, & Ghosh, 2019). Public schools
should represent modern democratic societies where religions and worldviews
are handled, discussed and reflected openly in a constructive way so that
education would provide comprehensive tools for navigating successfully in
societies today and in the future (Ghosh, 2018).
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