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Abstract  

The 21st century world is becoming increasingly complex and uncertain. As the pace of social, 
technological and political changes is constantly accelerating, it is increasingly important for today's young 
people to be able to learn from the future and gain individual navigation skills that are needed to keep up 
with the pace of the surrounding world. In this paper we introduce school-fit framework for futures literacy 
and introduce how futures education could be used in secondary schools to enhance individual futures 
literacy. Individual futures literacy, in our presentation, refers to a person’s capacity to encounter uncertain 
futures and consists of processes of cognitive, emotional and active level. 

Empirically, we are focusing our examination on Finland, as the country has a long tradition of being a 
global forerunner in the fields of futures research and education. Cross-disciplinary approach has been 
integrated in the national preliminary and secondary curricula for years and in the recent curriculum reform 
it has been complemented with the approach of phenomenon-based education. This approach aims at 
removing disciplinary borders and bringing real-life phenomena into schools as study objects. In the paper 
we provide some ideas of how futures education and phenomenon-based education can be combined for 
the purpose of enhancing young people’s individual futures capacity. 

The background of our presentation is based on previous research in the fields of futures research and 
futures education, and recent experience of a Finnish initiative that is taking futures education to upper 
secondary schools. The initiative is done together with UNESCO as Markku Wilenius is holding the 
UNESCO Chair in Learning Society and Futures of Education. 
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Introduction: Making futures literacy tangible to teachers 

Concept of futures literacy refers to an individual’s capability to use the future in the present 
(Miller 2007). It tackles the problem that future is often used with a narrow planning-oriented 
focus instead of utilizing the full individual capacity to imagine alternative futures and use the 
future to create novel futures, or act toward desirable futures. The future is often also used in 
vague, implicit ways, such as (Gough 1990; Hicks 2008):    

 Tacit, silent futures: The future is never directly addressed but expected to unfold on its 
own. Expectations about the future might exist but they are never discussed or brought 
out into open.  

 Rhetorical, token futures: The future is addressed through stereotypes and clichés, but 
these have very little explicit or true meaning. The future might be used as grounds for 
changes that rise from other motives.  
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 Taken-for-granted futures: The future is addressed as if there existed no 
alternatives. The future is often just colonized with familiar thought patterns from the 
past.  

In order to be able to use future more creatively and critically one must be aware of her own 
anticipatory assumptions (thought patterns that affect individual’s ideas regarding why and how 
to imagine the future) and how these assumptions have an effect on her present-
day perceptions and behavior (Miller 2018a, 2-6). Becoming futures literate means you have the 
capacity to identify, design, target and deploy anticipatory assumptions (Miller 2018b, 
24). A futures literate person can answer the question: “What is the future and how do I use it?” 
(Miller 2018b, 6).   

To be precise, the future does not exist, as we always live in the present moment. However, it 
can be argued that the future is continuously instrumentalized by actors in the present as 
anticipation. (Miller, Poli, Rossel 2018, 54-55.) It can be stated that reality is a continuous 
interplay of past, present and future (Poli 2017). Wendell Bell (2002) describes the multiple 
ways that the future influences decision-making in the present through:   

 Images and ideas that we have about the future  

 Beliefs about what is possible in the present and in the future  

 Beliefs about what is probable in the given circumstances   

 Capabilities to evaluate what kinds of futures are desirable  

Through enhancing one’s individual futures literacy, a person learns to use the future more 
consciously. According to Miller (2018a, 4; 6) futures literacy is a capacity that can be trained 
and a skill that can be revealed and obtained through a learning process.  

There have been several initiatives to integrate futures literacy into school curricula throughout 
the world during the last decades. The previous research on integrating futures education in 
schools shows that a common mistake is to not offer enough support for teachers in facilitating 
futures thinking in the classroom (Bateman 2012; Paynter & Bruce 2014). Therefore we decided 
that in order to make the concept of futures literacy easily adaptable to teachers and schools, we 
needed to create a tangible framework that could be utilized to conceptualize futures literacy on 
practical level. In order to do this we built a framework that divides futures literacy into cognitive, 
emotional and active levels that can be targeted in school education. The elements that the 
framework consists of are collected through literature review on previous research on futures 
literacy, futures education and futures consciousness (e.g. Halinen & Järvinen 2007; Mikkonen 
2000; Haapala 2002; Jasman & McIlveen 2011; Gidley & Hampson 2005, Ahvenharju et al. 
2018) and on our previous research on the future of working life (e.g. Kurki & Wilenius 2016, 
Wilenius 2017) 
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The cognitive level focuses on individual knowledge capacity building in understanding the key 
features of future. This level builds on elements of knowledge of the surrounding world and 
understanding of the basics of futures thinking, e.g. the driving forces that shape the future and 
the existence of alternative futures. We need to stretch individual’s capacity to understand the 
impact of key megatrends, such as globalization and demographic change. Moreover, we need 
to provide tools to perceive reality through complex systems thinking. This means, with any 
given topic, that we emphasize the connections and feedback loops. Critical thinking capacity 
helps us to be more reflective on mental models used in our societies, thus leading to a more 
conscious ways of assessing for example politics. Developing creativity enable us some problem 
solving skills while on the other hand it provides tools to explore alternative futures.  

The emotional level focuses on capacity building in understanding oneself and the emotions, 
values and attitudes that shape one’s personal relationship towards future. The focus on 
emotional level is to recognize that futures literacy is not only based on factual knowledge but 
also utilizing our intuition and recognizing emotions about future play a key role in developing 
futures literacy and particularly in building positive trust in the future. Also self-reflection such as 
learning to understand own values, time perspectives etc. are essential in developing futures 
literacy skills. 

The active level brings together the two previous levels and focuses on capacity building in the 
practical skills that help individual to take action towards building the preferred future. In the 
complex world it is time that we shift the focus of attention from fulfilling our individual basic 
needs towards developing skills of active global citizenship which aim at being more active 
change-makers in the society. Four set of skills are particularly needed here: living skills, 
complexity skills, interaction skills and spiritual skills. 

First, we need something which we call living skills. These are skills that relate ourselves to our 
physical environment: how do we build and develop our individual relationship to the 
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surrounding natural and built environment. Urban life tends to dissociate ourselves from nature. 
When we lose that connection, we may also lose the understanding of the man-nature-
relationship and become for example careless about our ecological footprint or careless about 
our eating habits. Developing living skills help us to keep connected to the biosphere and give 
us the future-orientation our planet desperately needs.  

The second set of skills we call complexity skills. They refer to almost inevitable drive of our 
societies to grow more complicated over time. They are types of skills that enable us to build 
resiliency on individual level: how to manage uncertainties and complex decision-making 
situations (See Casti et. al, 2011). Moreover, building complexity skills enable us to become 
transformative, to find our way to make impact in the world.  

The third set of skills are interaction skills. Increasingly, we are connected in our everyday life on 
various networks and teams in which communication and collaboration skills are needed. In the 
future, social skills are needed even much more. We need to be able to put ourselves to 
someone else’s position to create empathy and find common solutions.  

Finally, we need spiritual skills which here means going beyond our own immediate needs and 
focussing on helping others. It is countering the individualization of the modern societies and 
going beyond Maslow’s scheme on self-actualization (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2002). 

 

Methodological approach: Four levels of introducing educational change 

In our study we are using the methodology of social science research: we have built the 
introduced theoretical framework to hypothesize how education of futures literacy skills in the 
upper secondary schools could be taught and designed. This hypothesis and methodology are 
then tested in the partner schools (case studies) and on the basis of received feedback the 
framework is developed further. The overall target is that the developed framework could be 
operationalized as raw model to run futures literacy exercises in any kind of upper secondary 
school context.  

We are currently focusing our empirical examination in Finland. There have been earlier project-
based initiatives of integrating futures education into Finnish schools since 1990s (e.g. Remes & 
Rubin 1996; Mikkola & Heikkilä 2002). The results and student feedback from these initiatives 
have been positive, but despite of that the integration of futures approach into the school system 
has not taken significant steps. At Finland Futures Research Centre there has also been several 
research and development projects focusing on future-oriented career counselling (e.g UTUA, 
OSATA, Get a life). In our project we are building on top of these previous experiences.  

In integrating futures literacy into upper secondary education we are following a four-level 
framework of creating educational change introduced by Salminen (2018). According to the 
framework educational change must be addressed in four levels: rhetorical level, institutional 
level, teacher level and student level. Our main emphasis is on teacher and student levels, but 
we have also taken action on rhetorical and institutional levels.  

On rhetorical level we have brought the concepts of futures literacy and futures teaching out 
public through campaigning in internet (media interviews, blog posts, social media), presenting 
the concepts at key educational fairs and by launching a collaborative “national futures literacy 
day” campaign for schools together with some key actors in the Finnish educational field.  

On institutional level we have been actively involved in the current on-going upper secondary 
school reform and have an active dialogue with the Finnish educational administration.  
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On teacher-level we have currently four pilot schools where we have been offering teachers 
support and coaching to facilitate futures thinking in the classroom. We are also working on 
compiling a comprehensive handbook for futures teaching for secondary school teacher. We are 
also working on strengthening the FFRC capacity to offer support to teachers interested in 
integrating futures perspective in their teaching.  

On student level, we have taken a non-formal approach to futures education by developing a 
mobile course on futures literacy in collaboration with a company Funzi that is specialized in 
mobile learning. This course can be accessed through individuals even if they are not formally in 
any educational institute.  

 

Results, discussion and implications 

Our empirical context is built on the foundations of Finnish schools system that provides the 
teachers with high level of independency to decide what and how they educate. There has also 
recently been more emphasis put on cross-disciplinary and phenomenon-based learning in the 
Finnish schools and these will be emphasized even more after the on-going upper secondary 
school reform will be implemented.  

At the two of our partner schools two cross-disciplinary futures thinking courses have been run 
during the spring semester 2018. The courses have been designed independently by cross-
disciplinary teacher teams in both schools and future is studied as a multidisciplinary 
phenomenon. In addition to the multidisciplinary approach there are other alternatives to 
integrate futures perspective into upper secondary education. One option is subject-specific 
futures teaching, as the national curriculum guidelines for upper secondary schools contain 
multiple components where elements of futures literacy can be integrated. For example subject-
specific contribution to sustainable future is mentioned as one of the goals in all the natural 
sciences; and all languages include contemplation of future of the language; future is also 
mentioned in history & social science and life philosophy curricula. Simple futures thinking 
exercises could be integrated into these.  

Moreover, the importance of personal study and career planning is currently gaining more 
emphasis in the upper secondary schools. Therefore particularly the future-oriented career 
counselling has a lot of potential to integrate elements of futures literacy.  

 

Conclusions 

Our initiative of integrating futures literacy into upper secondary education is still very much in 
the beginning. However, the reception that our work on all the four levels - rhetorical, 
institutional, teacher and student levels – has gotten has been very positive. The concept and 
idea of futures literacy has gained a lot of discussion and social media shares and also actors 
outside schools have wanted to adopt their own “futures literacy day”. The feedback we got from 
the teachers and students of the first pilot school was highly positive: students felt that they 
learned many new perspectives and teachers were content with the course and are planning to 
integrate it as permanent part of the curriculum. 

We believe that these developments together with the increasing collective acceptance of the 
rapid phase of social, technological and political changes have made the school ground more 
fertile than ever before for more permanent adoption of futures literacy perspective in education. 
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