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Abstract
This article presents a diagnostic research study on the inclusion of death 

awareness in the Spanish curriculum. Its documentary analysis methodology 
examines legislation on the Spanish education system and its curricular 
development at the state level as contexts of analysis. Analysis of the presence 
of death awareness in the curriculum is based on 25 units: terms and lexical 
roots selected by 17 experts. Quantitative techniques were used to analyse their 
frequency in the current laws on education and the curriculum at different 
education levels (Pre-school, Primary, Compulsory Secondary and High School), 
areas of knowledge and subjects, where appropriate. The qualitative analysis 
interprets the presence of each term, according to the inclusion death awareness 
in education. The results allow for identifying the presence of curricular elements 
that are comparable to the Pedagogy of Death in all education levels and in 
areas of knowledge such as Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, Humanities and 
Arts, though not in a planned manner, that is, with the intention of educating 
in death awareness. Likewise, its absence is observed in the aims and principles 
of Education or in key competences. The map resulting of the study allows 
for concluding the existence of educational gaps and challenges that must be 
addressed by including death awareness as an essential element of education.

Key words: curriculum, pedagogy, awareness, death, finitude, documentary 
research

(1) “Funded by R+D+i call ‘Retos de la Sociedad’ 2017, reference: EDU2017-85296-R (AEI/FEDER, UE).”
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Resumen
Este artículo presenta una investigación de diagnóstico respecto a la inclusión 

de la conciencia de muerte en el currículo español. Se realiza a través de una 
metodología de tipo documental, considerando como contextos de análisis la 
legislación referente al sistema educativo español y su desarrollo curricular a 
nivel estatal. Las unidades de análisis, desde las que se analiza la presencia 
de la conciencia de muerte en el currículo, son 25 términos y raíces léxicas, 
seleccionados por 17 expertos. El examen de los términos en la normativa se 
realiza a través de técnicas cuantitativas y cualitativas. Desde las primeras se 
analiza la frecuencia de su presencia en las leyes educativas vigentes y el currículo 
de las distintas etapas educativas (infantil, primaria, secundaria obligatoria y 
bachillerato), áreas de conocimiento y materias, en su caso. El análisis cualitativo 
interpreta la presencia de cada término, de acuerdo al planteamiento de la 
inclusión de la conciencia de muerte en la educación. Los resultados permiten 
detectar la presencia de elementos curriculares asimilables a la Pedagogía de la 
muerte en todas las etapas educativas y en áreas de conocimiento como Ciencias 
de la Naturaleza, Ciencias Sociales, Humanidades y Artes, si bien no de manera 
planificada, es decir, con la intención de educar en la conciencia de muerte. 
Asimismo, se observa su ausencia en los fines y principios de la educación o 
en las competencias clave. El mapa que arroja la investigación deduce lagunas 
educativas y retos de futuro asociados a una educación que incluya la conciencia 
de muerte como elemento indispensable para la formación.

Palabras clave: currículo, pedagogía, conciencia, muerte, finitud, estudio 
documental

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to determine the presence of death awareness 
in education-related regulations and in the Spanish curriculum of Pre-
school, Primary, Compulsory Secondary and High School on a state level. 
The goal of this documentary study is to empirically determine whether 
or not national laws and curriculum address death awareness. If it does, 
then it is more likely that the issue will be included in official education 
and in classrooms. 

Initially, we are concerned with death as an educational construct for 
two reasons: because it is part of life and, therefore, it is not possible 
to educate for life without including death (Herrán and Cortina, 2006). 
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Furthermore: “Education and learning centres must address, foremost, 
what is most important to humankind” (Rodríguez, Herrán and Cortina, 
2015a, p. 191), and death is significant, for obvious reasons, to any 
conscious being.

Many perspectives may justify the presence of death in education: its 
profound interest for everyone, its educability throughout the lifetime, 
its impact on self-awareness, maturity, sensibility, cultural socialisation, 
improved coexistence, preparedness for significant losses, etc. The 
essential question, according to the researchers, is how education is 
possible without death awareness. As Verdú (2002) affirms, teachings 
that omit death disqualify any institution of knowledge. 

The baseline is the construct of the Pedagogy of death, understood as 
an emerging discipline whose object of study is education, teaching and 
training that include the death awareness. This includes two educational 
approaches (Cortina and Herrán, 2011; Herrán and Cortina, 2006; Herrán, 
González, Navarro, Freire and Bravo, 2000): the curricular approach that 
seeks to normalise death in its teachings and learnings, and the palliative 
approach by which tutors offer an educational accompaniment during 
situations of mourning.

Research in the field of the Pedagogy of death dates back to the 
decade of the 20s of the last century (Rodríguez, Herrán and Cortina, 
2019), when researchers from Anglo-Saxon countries (Pine, 1977) began 
studying lines of training in healthcare settings through the field they 
referred to as Death Education. Its irruption in education dates to the 
80s, in Spain (Fullat, 1982; Mèlich, 1989) and other countries (i.e., Berg, 
1982; Fertziger, 1983; Sahler, 1983) alike. 

Since then, we can differentiate distinct lines of research on the 
Pedagogy of death: (a) Approaches and dimensions of the Pedagogy of 
death, and its association with the life cycle and education on emotions 
(Aspinall, 1996), the students’ comprehensive development (Corr, Nabe 
and Corr, 2000), the sociocritical perspective (Mantegazza, 2004), the 
radical and inclusive focus based on death awareness (Herrán and 
Cortina, 2006; Petitfils, 2016; Rodríguez, Herrán and Cortina, 2015b) or 
the pedagogy of genocide, war and the Holocaust (Bos, 2014; Lindquist, 
2007; Mariana, 2016; Zembylas, 2011); (b) Effects of the Pedagogy of 
death, through studies that have analysed the impact of education 
programmes for death, in relation to the decrease of fear (Berg, 1982), 
anxiety (Glass, 1990), eradication of violence in schools ( Jaramillo, 2017; 
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Shackelford, 2003) or education on values (Hulbert, 1999); (c) Didactics 
of death, which studies the training-related value of films (Cortina and 
Herrán, 2011), partial deaths and small deaths (Herrán et ál., 2000), 
the service-learning methodology (Rodríguez et ál., 2015a), stories 
(Colomo, 2016) or music (Colomo and Oña, 2014); (c) Accompaniment in 
situations of mourning at school, highlighting the design and evaluation 
of educational activities for implementation in situations of mourning 
(i.e., Kroen, 2002; Rodríguez et ál., 2015b; Turner, 2004) or the analysis 
of the tutor as a figure (Herrán et ál., 2000; Herrán and Cortina, 2008).

To date, we have not found any empirical research that approaches 
the presence of death awareness in the curriculum, despite references on 
the importance of including death in the education system curriculum 
(Herrán, González, Navarro, Freire and Bravo, 1998; Jackson and Colwell, 
2002), including pre-school (Herrán et ál., 2000; Herrán and Cortina, 
2006), primary (Edgar and Howard-Hamilton, 1994; Herrán and Cortina, 
2006) and secondary (Hetzel, Winn and Tolstoshev, 1991; Herrán and 
Cortina, 2006) education levels. 

Given its brief lifetime on both international (Rodríguez et ál., 2019) 
and national (Rodríguez, Herrán and Cortina, 2012) levels, the Pedagogy 
of death may be considered, strictly speaking, at the frontier of our 
knowledge on education. One mandatory point of departure is to explore 
it in the Spanish curriculum and in applicable laws on education, as this 
type of study has neither been implemented in Spain yet nor, in the 
manner proposed, in another education system.

Method

Research design

This study has been implemented using a documentary methodological 
design. The method was chosen for its value in analysing official and 
primary documents on the phenomenon object of the study (Payne and 
Payne, 2004). In our case, it will study the presence of death in the 
Spanish curriculum on a state level. An analysis is performed of official 
regulations and Pre-school, Primary, Compulsory Secondary and High 
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School education. These documents define the basic curriculum state-
wide in the education levels that the study encompasses.

As of the research design, a combined analysis complements the 
interpretation of both quantitative and qualitative data. The quantitative 
analysis includes a descriptive approach to the frequency and percentage 
of the presence of the selected terms, given their relationship with the 
Pedagogy of death. The qualitative analysis focuses on the contents by 
coding and interpreting the contextual significance of the terms associated 
with the presence of death included in the curriculum. Triangulation 
results of the methodological complementarity of data analysis and the 
search for the presence of death in the curriculum through a broad series 
of associated terms and codes. 

The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the 
university that coordinated the research. 

Contexts of analysis

The regulations object of the study included organic laws in effect, Royal 
Decrees on curriculum, and other complementary state regulations 
applicable to education on the different levels of reference: Pre-school, 
Primary and Secondary education (Compulsory and High School):

■  Organic Law 2/2006, dated 3 May, on Education (LOE), amended by 
Organic Law 8/2013, dated 9 December, on the Improvement of the 
Quality of Education (LOMCE).

■  Royal Decree 1630/2006, dated 29 December, establishing the 
minimum teachings of the second cycle of pre-school education.

■  Order ECI/ 3960/2007, dated 19 December, establishing the 
curriculum and regulating the pre-school education system.

■  Royal Decree 126/2014, dated 28 February, establishing the basic 
curriculum for primary education.

■  Royal Decree 1105/2014, dated 26 December, establishing the basic 
curriculum for secondary compulsory education and high school.

■  Amendment of errors of Royal Decree 1105/2014, dated 26 
December, establishing the basic curriculum for secondary 
compulsory education and high school.
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■  Order ECD/65/2015, dated 21 January, describing the relationships 
between competencies, contents and evaluation criteria of Primary, 
Secondary Compulsory and High School education.

The bibliographical source used for documentary consultation was 
the website of the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, from 
which we downloaded the Official State Gazette in .pdf format. Before 
analysing said regulations, the contexts of analysis were assessed and 
validated by an expert, an inspector from the Education Department of 
the Autonomous Community of Madrid. 

Units of analysis

After selecting and validating the primary documents, we identified the 
terms that were semantically linked with death awareness. 

We sought the aid of 17 experts selected according to the following 
criteria: a minimum of 5 years of research on the Pedagogy of death, 
pedagogical training and work experience as teachers or tutors. The 
terms were analysed using a triple filter: the first based on quantitative 
criteria and the other two on qualitative criteria. 

For this purpose, the group of experts was divided into two subgroups: 
A, with 12 members, and B, with 5 members. In the first filter, subgroup 
A was given the following instructions: “Indicate between ten and fifteen 
relevant terms related with the inclusion of death in education, both on 
the level of didactic or standard teaching materials, as well as from the 
tutorial perspective when a student suffers a significant loss”. Once these 
terms were summarised, a table-summary was drafted that included the 
terms proposed with a frequency equal to, or greater than, 3. This task 
resulted in 16 terms.

For the second filter, also with subgroup A, a fifteen-day gap was given 
to facilitate distancing from and awareness of the proposals generated. 
Within a focus group framework, the group was again requested to 
think of any other relevant term that had not already been included. 
The second set of instructions was: “Which other relevant terms related 
with the inclusion of death in education have been omitted and could be 
included?”. The table was completed with another 5 terms.
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The third filter was comprised of presenting the results of the experts 
of subgroup A to those of subgroup B, who were given, also within 
a focus group framework, the same instructions of the second filter. 
Another 4 terms were generated.

The final result comprised 25 terms; the lexical roots of each were 
defined and used as codes for the study (Table I): 

TABLE I. Terms selected for the study

 Term
Lexical Root 

- Code

Selected 
in the first 

filter

Selected in 
the second 

filter

Selected in 
the third 

filter

Muerte [Death] Muer.

Duelo [Mourning] Dol.

Pérdida [Loss] Perd.

Suicidio [Suicide] Suicid.

Emociones [Emotions] Emo.

Vida [Life] Vi.

Fallecimiento [Passing] Fallec.

Despedida [Parting] Despedi.

Recuerdo [Memory] Rec.

Tabú [Taboo] Tabú.

Acompañamiento [Accompaniment] Compañ.

Mortalidad [Mortality] Mort.

Resiliencia [Resilience] Resilien.

Conciencia [Awareness] Concien.

Finitud [Finitude] Fin.

Biodiversidad [Biodiversity] Divers.

Salud [Health] Salud.

Valores [Values] Valor.

Tradición [Tradition] Tradicion.

Holocausto [Holocaust] Holocausto.

Existencial [Existential] Exist.

Ritual [Ritual] Rit.

Extinción [Extinction] Extin.

Guerra [War] Guerr.

Genocidio [Genocide] Genocidio.

Source: Prepared by the authors
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Procedure

After selecting the 25 terms, we considered the presence of each code in 
all of the regulations, and the existence, or not, of a semantic relationship 
with the corresponding term. Using NVivo 12 Pro software, we entered 
the codes in the regulations object of analysis and implemented the 
following tasks: 

■  Quantification of the frequency in which each term appeared that, 
given its significance and meaning, was related with the presence 
of death in the curriculum, in relation to the total of the presence 
of the corresponding code.

■  Qualitative analysis of the contents and interpretation of each term 
and on a global level, to compare the results within the framework 
of existing literature on including death in the curriculum. This 
analysis considered the presence and absence alike (relative or 
absolute) of some of the terms. 

To discriminate whether or not the presence of each term or associated 
code was related with death awareness, we used the criteria of “fulfilment 
of the requirement that the term was associated with death, loss and 
finitude as educational elements” as a basis.

For purposes of clarification as regards this criterion, we offer an 
example with the term “Finitude”. Within the framework of the analysis 
of “Earth and Environmental Sciences” in the second year of high school, 
it was considered pertinent for having as its “main axis the use we make 
as humans of our planet’s resources, a finite planet that we ‘use’ as if it 
were unlimited” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 461). It was considered 
not pertinent to the study when, in “Mathematics II”, the code “Fin.” 
appears in the following paragraph, with an irrelevant significance and 
meaning: “Limit of a function at a point and in infinitude” (Royal Decree 
1105/2014, p. 421). 

Results

Quantitative analysis

An analysis is displayed of the frequencies of the presence of the 25 
terms –based on their corresponding codes– by education level (Table II), 
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general reference regulation (Table III), and by areas of knowledge (Table 
IV). The total number of appearances of each term, the number of times in 
which the presence relates to death awareness, and the percentage of the 
relationship in reference to the total number of appearances, are included. 

TABLE II. Quantitative analysis of terms and their relationship with death awareness by 
education level

Pre-school education Primary education
Secondary educa-
tion, compulsory 
and high school
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Acompañamiento 
[Accompaniment]

0 0 0% 0 0 0% 2 0 0%

Biodiversidad [Biodi-
versity]

0 0 0% 0 0 0% 32 7 21.87%

Conciencia [Aware-
ness]

24 0 0% 12 0 0% 68 1 1.47%

Despedida [Parting] 0 0 0% 6 0 0% 1 0 0%

Duelo [Mourning] 2 0 0% 0 0 0% 1 0 0%

Emociones [Emotions] 48 1 2.08% 14 0 0% 64 0 0%

Existencial [Existen-
tial]

0 0 0% 0 0 0% 4 0 0%

Extinción [Extinction] 0 0 0% 1 1 100% 5 5 100%

Fallecimiento [Passing] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Finitud [Finitude] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 19 1 5.26%

Genocidio [Genocide] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 1 1 100%

Guerra [War] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 117 117 100%

Holocausto [Holo-
caust]

0 0 0% 2 2 100% 7 7 100%

Mortalidad [Mortality] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 5 5 100%

Muerte [Death] 2 2 100% 0 0 0% 12 12 100%

Pérdida [Loss] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 21 19 90.47%

Recuerdo [Memory] 2 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%
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Resiliencia [Resilience] 0 0 0% 1 1 100% 0 0 0%

Ritual [Ritual] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 9 0 0%

Salud [Health] 21 2 9.52% 31 15 48.38% 115 33 28.69%

Suicidio [Suicide] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Tabú [Taboo] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 7 3 47.85%

Tradición [Tradition] 6 0 0% 7 0 0% 53 0 0%

Valores [Values] 11 0 0% 81 1 1.23% 305 2 0.65%

Vida [Life] 69 2 2.89% 92 7 7.60% 378 28 10.05%

Source: Prepared by the authors

TABLE III. Quantitative analysis of terms and their relationship with death awareness by general 
education regulation

LOE LOMCE
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Acompañamiento 
[Accompaniment]

0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Biodiversidad [Biodi-
versity]

0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Conciencia [Aware-
ness]

0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Despedida [Parting] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Duelo [Mourning] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Emociones [Emotions] 2 0 0% 1 0 0% 3 0 0%

Existencial [Existential] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Extinción [Extinction] 2 0 0% 2 0 0% 0 0 0%

Fallecimiento [Passing] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Finitud [Finitude] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Genocidio [Genocide] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Guerra [War] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Holocausto [Holo-
caust]

1 1 100% 1 1 100% 0 0 0%
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Mortalidad [Mortality] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Muerte [Death] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Pérdida [Loss] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Recuerdo [Memory] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Resiliencia [Resilience] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Ritual [Ritual] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Salud [Health] 8 1 12.5% 2 1 50% 4 0 0%

Suicidio [Suicide] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Tabú [Taboo] 0 0 0% 0 0 0% 0 0 0%

Tradición [Tradition] 1 0 0% 0 0 0% 1 0 0%

Valores [Values] 44 1 2.27% 23 2 8.69 25 0 0%

Vida [Life] 40 0 0% 17 0 0% 25 0 0%

Source: Prepared by the authors

TABLE IV. Quantitative analysis of terms and their relationship with death awareness by area of 
knowledge in the education levels

Term Education level Areas of knowledge 
N 

(relationship)

Biodiversidad 
[Biodiversity]

Secondary

Biology and Geology 4

Earth and Environmental Sciences 1

Scientific Culture 2

Conciencia 
[Awareness]

Secondary Introduction to Classic Culture 1

Emociones 
[Emotions]

Pre-school Self-awareness and Personal Autonomy 1

Extinción [Ex-
tinction]

Primary Natural Sciences 1

Secondary
Biology and Geology 3

Introduction to Scientific Culture 1

Finitud [Fini-
tude]

Secondary Earth and Environmental Sciences 1

Genocidio 
[Genocide]

Secondary Ethical Values 1

Guerra [War] Secondary

Fundamentals of Art 32

Geography and History 46

History of the Contemporary World 39
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Holocausto 
[Holocaust]

Primary Social and Civic Values 2

Secondary

Transversal Elements 1

Geography and History 3

History of the Contemporary World 2

Ethical Values 1

LOE and LOMCE
Prevention and peaceful conflict resolution 
and basic values of democracy and human 

rights
2

Mortalidad 
[Mortality]

Secondary

Fundamentals of Art 1

Greek 1

History of Spain 1

History of Philosophy 1

Classic Culture 1

Muerte [Death]

Pre-school Knowledge of the environment 2

Secondary

Philosophy 6

Fundamentals of Art and Fundamentals of 
Art II

2

Geography and History 1

History of Spain 1

History of Art 2

Pérdida [Loss] Secondary

Biology and Geology 7

General and Business Economics 2

Fundamentals of Art I 1

History of Spain 2

History of Philosophy 2

Scientific Culture 2

Initiation to Entrepreneurship and Business 
Development

1

Psychology 1

Ethical Values 1

Resiliencia 
[Resilience]

Primary Social and Civic Values 1
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Salud [Health]

Pre-school Self-awareness and Personal Autonomy 2

Primary
Transversal Elements 1

Natural Sciences 14

Secondary

Biology and Geology 14

Chemistry 1

Applied Anatomy 9

Physical education 9

LOE and LOMCE Objectives of Vocational Training 2

Tabú [Taboo] Secondary Spanish Language and Literature 3

Valores [Values]

Primary Transversal Elements 1

Secondary 
Transversal Elements 1

Physical education 1

LOE and LOMCE Purpose of the Education System 3

Vida [Life]

Pre-school Knowledge of the environment 2

Primary

Natural Sciences 1

Social Sciences 5

Social and Civic Values 1

Secondary

Biology and Geology 11

Biology 5

Economics 2

Philosophy 10

Physics 1

Fundamentals of Art 1

Geography and History 4

Geography 1

Initiation to Entrepreneurship and Business 
Development

1

History of the Contemporary World 1

Scientific Culture 1

Source: prepared by the authors

Qualitative analysis

Then, we analysed the presence in the context of terms related with 
death awareness and, therefore, comparable to the Pedagogy of death. 
Of likewise importance is the analysis of the presences as well as the 
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interpretation of the absences in the curriculum of some terms and codes, 
detailed in greater depth in “Scientific Discussion”.

The term “Biodiversity” appeared in high school as regards the loss 
and threat of extinction of species in subjects like “Biology and Geology” 
or “Earth and Environmental Sciences”. One example is given in the 
standard of learning, “Indicate the main measures that reduce the loss of 
biodiversity” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 214).

Worth mentioning is the relative absence of the term “Awareness”, 
related with death on only one occasion, within the framework of the 
subject “Classic Culture”, in compulsory secondary education (ESO): “To 
raise awareness of the survival, influence and presence of many of these 
aspects (general approach to the study of Greek and Latin civilisations) 
in Western culture” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 468). Opposite to the 
case of the term “Biodiversity”, the inclusion of the term “Awareness” in 
the curriculum is not associated with loss, but rather with survival and, 
therefore, with diachronic awareness. 

Another term with a high frequency but scarce association with 
education on death awareness is “Emotions”. Just one interesting 
reference is found for our purposes - an indirect relationship with 
emotions that death and loss may trigger - in pre-school education (Order 
ECI 3960/2007): “Increasing association and verbalisation of causes and 
consequences of basic emotions, like love, happiness, fear, sadness or 
anger” (p. 1021).

The term “Extinction” appears in primary and secondary education 
curriculum in subjects related with Natural Sciences, and in all cases 
referring to the extinction of species. For example, “Identify and explain 
some of the causes of extinction of a species” (Royal Decree 126/2014, p. 
18) in the subject “Natural Sciences” in primary education. 

On only one occasion is the term “Finitude” related with death 
awareness. Specifically, in the subject “Earth and Environmental Sciences” 
in the second year of high school (Royal Decree 1105/2014), when a 
description is offered in that the subject has as its “main axis the use we 
make as humans of our planet’s resources, a finite planet that we “use” 
as if it were unlimited” (p. 461). 

“Genocide” also appears once in the subject “Ethical Values” at the 
ESO level: “Political rights: wars, terrorism, dictatorships, genocide, 
political refugees, etc.” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 540). 
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Their semantic lineage is coherent with the terms “Genocide”, “War” 
and “Holocaust”. The presence of the first one is important in secondary 
education, given its contents, related with the historical analysis of inciting 
factors, the consequences and the development of wars, directly related 
with the Pedagogy of death. The term “Holocaust” is clearly present in 
the curriculum, especially in primary and secondary education, not only 
in subjects like “Social and Civic Values” or “Geography and History”, 
but also as a transversal element of both levels. “Article 2. Transversal 
Elements” of Royal Decree 1105/2014, on secondary education, cites: 

 The teaching programme must comprise, in any case, prevention of 
gender violence, violence against persons with disabilities, terrorism 
and any other type of violence, racism or xenophobia, including the 
study of the Jewish Holocaust as a historical occurrence (p. 174). 

The term “Mortality” appears in the study of religions, myths and 
rituals, in secondary education. For example, in the subject “Fundamentals 
of Art” in the first year of high school, “Worship of the dead, immortality 
and resurrection” in ancient Egypt is introduced as content (Royal Decree 
1105/2014, p. 281). It is also touched upon through History in the 
demographic study of certain eras marked by a “high mortality” (Royal 
Decree 1105/2014, p. 325). 

The term “Death” appears in both pre-school and secondary education. 
In pre-school, its presence is contextualised within “Knowledge of the 
environment” (Royal Decree 1630/2006): “Observation of characteristics, 
behaviours, functions and changes in living beings. Consideration of the 
life cycle, birth and death” (p. 10). Worth mentioning is its disappearance 
in primary education, and its return in secondary education. It does so 
through the subjects: (a) “Philosophy”, for example, as content “The issue 
of meaning, essence and existence, the self, freedom, death, destiny, 
chance, History, the need for significance” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 
254); (b) “Fundamentals of Art I and II”, with standards of learning such 
as “Analyse the painting `The death of Sardanapalus´” (Royal Decree 
1105/2014, p. 288); (c) “Geography and History”, relating present and 
past: “Acknowledging that the past `is neither dead nor buried´, but 
rather determines or impacts our present and different possible futures 
and different spaces” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 304); (d) “History 
of Spain”, through the study of important deaths during the country’s 
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historical development: “Explain the political alternatives proposed after 
the death of Franco” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 327); and (e) “History 
of Art”, for the presence of death in art: “Identify, analyse and comments 
the following paintings of the 17th-century European Baroque: Calling 
of Saint Matthew and Death of the Virgin, by Caravaggio” (Royal Decree 
1105/2014, p. 338). 

The term “Loss” is characterised for its link to death awareness only in 
the secondary education curriculum. Loss is associated with biodiversity 
and natural resources in “Biology and Geology”, and also with loss and 
death from a historical perspective. For example, in regards to the “loss of 
hegemony in Europe” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 323), it indicates the 
end of a historical era and, therefore, educates on awareness of finitude. 
From the dialectics of the individual and society, “loss” is also mentioned 
when including, in “History of Philosophy”, the “loss of the individual in 
the face of mass culture” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 333). 

“Resilience” appears just once in the curriculum. Specifically, in the 
regulatory framework of primary education (Royal Decree 126/2014), 
in the subject “Social and Civic Values”: “Describe the value of cognitive 
restructuring and resilience” (p. 52).

The term “Health” has been included in the study when it refers to 
accident prevention or triggering factors of illness and, when applicable, 
death. Its appearance in the curriculum entails this meaning across all 
education levels. For example, in pre-school, it is framed within the area 
“Self-awareness and Personal Autonomy” (Royal Decree 1630/2006):

 Adequate assessment of risk factors, adoption of preventive and safety 
behaviours in everyday situations, calm and collaborative attitude in 
situations of illness and minor accidents. Identification and critical 
assessment when facing everyday factors and social practices that are 
favourable or unfavourable to health (p. 8). 

In many social, cultural and educational contexts, death, from the 
perspective of its meaning and as an action of communication itself alike, 
remains a taboo concept and term. In secondary education curriculum, 
the term “Taboo” indirectly relates with death, in contents like the 
“Observation, reflection and explanation of changes that affect the 
meaning of words: causes and mechanisms. Metaphor, metonymy, taboo 
words and euphemism” (Royal Decree 1105/2014, p. 363), in this case in 
the subject “Spanish Language and Literature”.
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We must highlight the presence and list of values related with loss and 
death, among the purposes of education. In this regard, the term “Values” 
is expressed as a transversal factor in primary and secondary education. 
For example, the following citation applicable to primary education 
(Royal Decree 126/2014): 

 Values that are the basis of freedom, justice, equality, political 
pluralism, peace, democracy, respect for human rights and the 
rejection of terrorism, plurality, respect for the rule of law, respect and 
consideration for victims of terrorism and the prevention of terrorism 
and any type of violence. In any case, the teaching programme must 
comprise violence prevention (p. 8).

Among educational goals included in the LOE and LOMCE, references 
are also made to values that avoid violent death and promote respect 
for human rights. The LOMCE specifies that the education system 
must promote “Values that are pillars of democracy and human rights, 
including, in any case, the prevention of gender violence and the study 
of the Jewish holocaust as a historical occurrence” (p. 295). 

Finally, as regards the term “Life”, it relates to the inclusion of death in 
the curriculum in all three education levels. In pre-school education, in 
addressing life through the perspective of an interdependent ecosystem 
in which the life cycle, the relationship between living beings and inert 
matter comprises the vital space of survivors. In primary education, 
the concept of life expectancy is first introduced in the subject “Social 
Sciences”. In secondary education, the contents of preceding learning 
levels are updated and death awareness is introduced in subjects 
like “Economy” -for example, in the content of “Planning the future. 
Economic needs in the stages of life” (Royal Decree 1105, 2014, p. 243)- 
or “Philosophy” (Royal Decree 1005, 2014): 

 Reflect on the question of the meaning of existence, explaining the 
central theses of some philosophical theories about life, and present a 
reflective discourse on life or death, or the historical path, or the role 
of the individual in reality, among other metaphysical issues (p. 494). 
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Scientific Discussion 

The scientific discussion is based on the following elements: (a) Presence 
in areas of knowledge and subjects; (b) Presence by education levels; (c) 
Presence by Pedagogy of death approach; and (d) Relevant absences. 

We may conclude from the documentary study that the subjects (a) that 
most often include curricular elements that may relate with the Pedagogy 
of death are environmental in focus. For example, “Natural Sciences” 
and “Earth and Environmental Sciences”, that draw the learner closer 
to the importance of nature. In greater depth, the subject “Biology and 
Geology” focuses on the critical analysis of ecosystems, the importance 
and causes of biodiversity and the extinction of species, delving into the 
consequences and significance of the loss.

Other types of subjects highly related with death awareness are 
comparable to Social Sciences, Humanities and the Arts. These underscore 
the teaching and learning of the significance of events that have shaped 
our present, encompassing the relationship between past-present-future 
and generating a historical awareness of finitude. Worth mentioning are 
wars, the Holocaust or humanitarian crises, confirming, in line with the 
contributions of other authors (Bos, 2014; Lindquist, 2007; Mariana, 2016; 
Zembylas, 2011) that these contents may be of extraordinary interest in 
the development of death awareness. In any case, what stands out is the 
clear presence of teaching about the “Holocaust”, in subjects and also as 
a transversal element of the curriculum, in comparison with the presence 
of “Genocide”. Our opinion is that a conscious and planned Pedagogy 
of death must teach about the Holocaust but without overlooking or 
omitting other crimes against humanity of lesser social visibility. 

Also, death awareness is addressed in philosophy, given its promotion 
of an awareness of finitude, the meaning of life and, therefore, of death, 
the human being, reality and metaphysics, practical reasoning, etc. This 
interpretation of the Pedagogy of death as a starting point for educating 
on existential competencies coincides with previous studies of other 
authors (i.e., Mantegazza, 2004; Mèlich, 1989).

Death is also explicitly addressed through other subjects, like 
“Fundamentals of Art” and “Classic Culture”, which teach about major 
cultures, their traditions and main rites (many of these associated with 
behaviours following death).



Revista de Educación, 385. July-September 2019, pp. 193-217
Received: 04-11-2018    Accepted: 12-04-2019

211

de la Herrán Gascón, A., Rodríguez Herrero, P., de Miguel Yubero, V.  Is death In the spanIsh currIculum?

The subject “Spanish Language and Literature” during secondary 
education includes the taboo as object of study through its semantic 
analysis. Transforming death into myth and taboo continues to be one of 
the main handicaps to achieving a true Pedagogy of awareness. However, 
subjects like “Spanish Language and Literature” comprise areas which 
may include death as one of postmodern society’s main taboos.

Finally, subjects like “Ethical Values” and “Social and Civic Values” are 
examples of how to educate on death awareness, by promoting values 
for the sake of a humanised society and by respecting the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and international treaties in effect based 
on it.

By education levels (b), we may point out the existence of curricular 
elements ascribed to pre-school, primary and secondary education levels 
that are likely to become, through organised and strategic planning, part 
of a Pedagogy of death applicable to any level (Herrán and Cortina, 2006; 
Jackson and Colwell, 2002). However, the interpretation of the results 
allows us to observe that the presence is greater and more clearly linked 
to death awareness in pre-school and secondary education levels. In pre-
school, death awareness is addressed through the area “Knowledge of 
the environment” in relation to the life cycle. In secondary education, 
as observed, it is addressed through different subjects. Its presence 
is more tangential in primary education, through the introduction of 
related curricular elements, mainly associated with health education, or 
in considering the Holocaust as transversal content. 

Given the focus (c) upon which we may propose the Pedagogy of 
death -preliminary and palliative- (Cortina and Herrán, 201; Herrán and 
Cortina, 2006; Herrán et ál., 2000), we can affirm that death is present in 
curriculum design from pre-school to secondary education, though in an 
unplanned, non-strategic way. In fact, neither the principles and purposes 
of education defined in the LOE and LOMCE, nor in the objective of 
each level established in their corresponding regulations, do we find 
any mention whatsoever of promoting death awareness in education. As 
regards the palliative approach of accompaniment in situations of grief, 
no mention or consideration is made, for example, of its susceptibility 
as a specific need of students in terms of educational support. In fact, 
as to the terms “Grief” or “Passing”, we find n = 0 as regards a direct 
relationship with loss and death. 
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Other relevant absences (d) are worth mentioning, like “Suicide” or 
“Parting”. Suicide is the leading cause of death among adolescents in 
European countries (World Health Organization, 2017). However, it is 
overlooked by regulations applicable to the education system. As to 
“Parting”, it is absent in primary education, despite being essential content 
in primary education (Geddes, 2006) and its consideration as the starting 
point of a Pedagogy of death, which may be helpful for establishing 
healthy emotional ties. Also worth emphasising is the scarce relevance of 
death in the field of competencies-based education, given the complete 
absence (n = 0) of terms related with death in “Order ECD/65/2015, dated 
21 January”, describing the 7 key competencies of the Spanish education 
system. The authors of this manuscript uphold the idea that an education 
based on competencies (Valle and Manso, 2013) that fails to educate 
on what is most important for human beings, highlighting death -both 
one’s own and that of others-, remains an incomplete education that is 
incoherent with the human condition itself and that cannot sufficiently 
prepare students for life.

Conclusions, limitations and foresight

The analysis of terms related with death awareness present in the 
curriculum depicts a rigorous map of the current status of curricular 
design as regards death in the Spanish education system. Likewise, its 
presence defines both learning opportunities and gaps and limitations 
for educating on death.

Globally, we may appreciate that in those areas in which death-related 
terms appear, the relevant contents are actually others. In other words, 
death is secondary content that is included merely tangentially within 
other areas given higher priority. This includes the LOE and LOMCE 
texts alike and the curriculum of the subjects object of the study. Several 
conclusions may be deduced from this observation: 

■  That death and, thereby, the Pedagogy of death, are not prioritised 
in the texts analysed.

■  That the presence of death responds, to date, to its transversal 
nature, despite its failure to bring together the features of transversal 
themes or elements, wherefore it has been categorised as a “radical 
issue” (Herrán et ál., 2000).
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■  That, given its presence in life and in human relationships, it is 
impossible to overlook death in the curriculum, even if weakly and 
indirectly.

■  That a profoundly enriching horizon for research and learning 
opens up at the heart of education and the emerging society.

■  That the absence of a greater presence may still reflect its taboo 
nature, the lack of reflection or inquiry on its educability or the 
prioritisation of other fields and contents.

■  That the usual focus of education seems to suffer from epistemic 
short-sightedness, polarised on what’s close-up, contextual, 
immediate, demanded and excluded, de facto, not only in such a 
transcendental issue as death, but also in relation to other teaching-
related challenges that share the common factor of education on 
awareness. 

■  That the potential exists for greater educability of death, through a 
more direct and conscious approach at all education levels, at least 
through those subjects that include relevant terms and contents.

■  That, to achieve genuine education of human beings, the curriculum 
must be modified to include death as a reference of learning.

Considering the deductive logic of the curriculum to be designed 
as of the principles and purposes of education, the absence of death 
awareness in these makes impossible for planning and developing an 
adequate curriculum of the Pedagogy of death. Therefore, this study’s 
results and conclusions are the basis for proposing the goal of the 
Spanish education system in this regard: “Education on death awareness, 
adapted to each age and stage of education, in such manner that it may 
contribute to students an education in values that takes into account the 
human condition as its main vector, humanity as an essential identity and 
compatible with other cultural identities, promoting personal and social 
maturity and sociohistorical responsibility”. 

 This study presents some limitations. The first, without a doubt, is 
that the 25 selected terms do not respond to the exhaustiveness with 
which death may appear in the curriculum. This delimitation arises from 
the required succinctness to guarantee the study’s viability. The second 
relates to the contexts of analysis, which have been restricted to an 
analysis of state regulations, excluding the subsequent development of 
the curriculum by the autonomous communities. 
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Given this limitation, we deduce that the application of the study 
to the curriculum defined on the level of autonomous communities 
and the corresponding comparative analysis may entail a future line 
of research. Another line of research is the analysis of the presence of 
death awareness in key documents of supranational bodies, such as the 
European Union, the UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization), the OEI (Organisation of Ibero-American 
States for Education, Science and Culture), the ALECSO (Arab League 
Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization), etc.

All of these will contribute toward drawing a complete map of the 
consideration of death in education, a necessary diagnosis for finding 
key references and significant absences alike of an issue that is as human 
and educational as death. 
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