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Between 2011 and 2016, nearly 200 000 chil-
dren and young people arrived in the Nordic 
countries as asylum seekers, either unaccom-
panied or with their families. The most impor-
tant platform for inclusion and integration 
of newly arrived children and young people is 
school.

We know from research that completing pri-
mary education is the single most important 
protective factor for a number of social prob-
lems, regardless of a family’s socioeconomic 
background. There are many young people 
in the Nordic countries today who have not 
completed secondary education or vocational 
training; their employment prospects are sig-
nificantly impaired, and they are at greater 
risk of social exclusion.

Newly arrived children and young people must 
have the same opportunities as their peers to 
become established in the employment mar-

ket in the future, to earn a steady income and 
play an active part in society. There is every 
reason, therefore, to mobilise and to study 
what has been learned from research and 
practical experience to see how we can create 
suitable conditions for learning and inclusion 
in school.

In this publication we have interviewed 
researchers and practitioners with extensive 
experience and knowledge of this field. We 
hope that their experiences will provide inspi-
ration and ideas to advance the important 
work that is being done now and in the future.

Ewa Persson Göransson
Director
Nordic Welfare Centre

Foreword
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Here we highlight some of the important messages from research, 
and experiences of the people interviewed.

Advice from research and 
practical experience

Identify a pupil’s skills and strengths 
and meet them with high expecta-
tions
Positive expectations in respect of a childs 
study outcomes, combined with a support-
ive environment, are important key factors 
for all children. For newly arrived children it is 
especially important to find out their previous 
knowledge and experience so that educational 

and social support is based on the childs needs 
and at  the right level.

Facilitate for children and young per-
sons to be able to retain their home 
culture whilst they are adjusting to and 
learning about the new culture. 
Highlight the pupils’ different backgrounds 
in different teaching contexts so that this 
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strengthens the children and their mutual peer 
relationships in class..

Create opportunities for the parents 
to be included in children’s education. 
Provide information about the school and give 
feedback on how children are getting on in a 
way that the parents can take in. Teachers may 
also need to know the process that the parents 
are going through and how it can affect them 
in different ways. 

Educate teachers about mental disor-
ders so that pupils who need help can 
get the right help. 
Children with a refugee background can have 
appalling and traumatic experiences behind 
them. Knowledge and educational tools are 
needed to work with children who have been 

traumatized, for example working with pre-
dictability and secure, clear frameworks. Much 
of the healing and recovery happens thanks to 
the support of persons in daily life, in school 
and housing and not in direct treatment or 
therapy. If prolonged stress is not removed or 
traumatic experiences are not dealt with, it 
can lead to serious mental illness and behav-
ioural problems.

Cooperate with different actors and 
accept help from the wider commu-
nity. 
This can be done by the school, social services 
and entities such as civil society developing a 
working relationship. To facilitate such coop-
eration make agreements, structures, routines 
and access to facilities.
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an arena for inclusion
School
It is in school that the foundations for participation and inclusiveness in the 
new society are laid. The school’s ability to support newly arrived children and 
young people is crucial for their future in a new country.

TEXT: Jenny Tägtström  PHOTO: Elisabeth Tønnessen
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”Both school and preschool are extremely 
important arenas for integration and inclusion 
in relation to the children’s future and opportu-
nities. For newly arrived migrants with a refu-
gee background it is essential that they get to 
embark as quickly as possible on a daily routine 
with school and friends and everything that 
forms part of a normal life.”

Those are the words of Hildegunn Fandrem, 
Professor of Education at Norwegian Cen-
tre for Learning Environment and Behav-
ioural Research in Education at the University 
of Stavanger, Norway. Fandrem is engaged 
in research into psychosocial adjustment of 
young immigrants, how they adapt to a new 
culture and how this affects them psycho-
logically, emotionally and socially. Her latest 
research focuses on inclusion processes in mul-
ticultural classrooms.

A bridge between different cultures
For newly arrived migrant pupils, school can 
act as a bridge between family life and their 
new life in Norway. In school and preschool, 
values and attitudes that are considered 
important in Norwegian society are commu-
nicated to them. Fandrem believes that it is 
important for children to feel that they belong 
in Norwegian schools; this is the key to finding 
themselves and their place in the new society.

In school it is possible to discuss values and 
ideas that vary between different cultures and 
together examine how to handle different sit-
uations, she says.

As a teacher it is possible to highlight the pupils’ 
different backgrounds in different contexts in 
a way that strengthens children and their rela-
tionship with their classmates. Weaving it into 
the teaching is a good way of doing it; when 
talking about the Vikings and the hardships 
they endured during their voyages to Turkey 
can be highlighted if there is a Turkish pupil in 
the class, while pointing out at the same time 
that this is now, or at least have been, a pop-
ular holiday destination for many people from 
the Nordics. In religious instruction, the pupils 
themselves can participate in the tuition and 
talk about “their” religion. 

Children that belongs to two cultures 
do best 
John Berry, the Canadian professor of psy-
chology, has identified four main strategies 
that individuals use when encountering and 
adapting to a new culture. A strategy can be 
seen here as something that a person chooses 
consciously or unconsciously, but it can also be 
about the environment and ideas in society. For 
example, the attitudes and behaviour of school 
staff can influence how pupils are treated and 
their opportunities . In such cases the strategy 
is imposed from outside.

The four strategies are integration, assimilation, 
segregation and marginalisation. Researchers 
at the Norwegian Centre for Learning Environ-
ment and Behavioural Research in Education in 
Stavanger have used these four concepts and 
applied indicators for inclusion when analysing 
how newly arrived children and young persons 
adapt to their new life in Norway.
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It is in school that the foundations for partici-
pation and inclusiveness in the new society are 
laid, says Professor Hildegunn Fandrem.

If a person values and retains their original cul-
ture, side by side with adapting to the new cul-
ture, this is defined as having chosen an inte-
grating strategy.

”Studies show that the children and young 
people who adopt this strategy are doing bet-
ter both mentally and socially,” says Hildegunn 
Fandrem.

Assimilation as a strategy focuses on newly 
arrived immigrants adapting to the new cul-
ture as rapidly as possible, but little value is 
attached to the original culture. Some think 
that Norway has an assimilation policy to a 
greater extent that an integration policy, says 
Fandrem. It can be a matter of how society 
develops actions for newly arrived immigrants, 
but it can also be about the use of language 
and concepts by both politicians and the media.

”For school employees, it can be important to 
be aware of how the debate is currently being 
conducted, so that teachers and school lead-
ers can make a conscious decision that is in the 
best interests of the pupils, and not routinely 
adopted for the solutions currently recom-
mended,” she says. 

Segregation as a strategy is about continuing 
to live in the original culture and not partici-
pating in the new one. In most cases this is not 
relevant for children and young people attend-
ing preschool and school, but for their mothers, 
who may stay at home, this can be a reality. If 
the parents lack knowledge and understanding 
of the society they have moved to, it can also 
affect the children and contact with school, for 
example because of language difficulties.
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The fourth strategy is marginalisation, mean-
ing that a person distances him- or herself 
both from their original culture and from the 
culture of the societal majority. Racism can 
exacerbate this strategy. The person feels nei-
ther welcome nor participating in the majority 
society or in the original culture. This strategy 
is often linked to criminality and can also lead 
to radicalisation. 

Collaboration between school and 
parents 
Collaboration between school and the parents 
are important if the school situation is to work 
optimally for the pupils. In Norway there is a 
lot of focus on the school having a good work-
ing relationship with the parents and using the 
parents as a resource.

The parents’ own adaptation to the new cul-
ture is an aspect that can influence contact 
with the school. It can be valuable for the 
school staff to have knowledge of the process 
that the parents are going through and how it 
affects individuals in different ways, primarily 
psychosocially.

Some schools in Norway take the initiative in 
introducing the parents to Norwegian values 
and current events in Norway. One example 
is informing them why children must be vac-
cinated, or explaining how Norwegian parents 
think when it comes to bringing up children; 
that they certainly worry about their children, 
even if they are allowed out on their own until 
late in the evening, which is unthinkable in 
many parts of the world.

Educate teachers about mental 
disorders
Hildegunn Fandrem’s research shows that 
often it is all too easy to focus purely on the 
language when it comes to newly arrived 
pupils, and that a system with introductory 
classes reinforces this tendency. She believes 
that we should also turn our attention to the 
pupil’s psychosocial situation, since this affects 
the pupil’s ability to absorb tuition to a high 
degree. For Fandrem, this is particularly impor-
tant if the pupils have experienced traumatic 
situations, but also to help the pupils to feel a 
sense of community and security in class. 

”Teachers need to have the competence to be 
able to identify mental disorders, so that the 
pupils who need it can get the right help. Teach-
ers also need knowledge and educational tools 
for working with the children who are trauma-
tised; for example, it can be extra important 
to work with predictability and secure, clear 
frameworks,” Hildegunn Fandrem emphasize. 
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How many children and 
to which countries?

Between 2011 and 2016 nearly 200 000 child asylum seekers came to the 
Nordic countries. Most children came to Sweden, while Iceland was the 
country that received fewest asylum seekers. Most of the children are 
under the age of 13 when arriving, and far more are boys than girls.

Figure 1) Number of children seeking asylum 2011-2016 

Between 2011 and 2016 a total of 196 665 child asylum seekers came to the Nordic countries. 
Most of these (148 725) applied for asylum in Sweden, followed by Norway (21 625), Finland (16 
570), Denmark (12 510) and Iceland (460). Source: Eurostat 

Compiled by: Gustaf Norlén, Nordregio  



Country 0-13 years 14-17 years Total

Denmark 10040 6530 16570

Finland 7955 4555 12510

Sweden 85845 59655 145500

Iceland 365 95 460

Norway 11830 9795 21625

Nordic countries 116035 80630 196665
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Figure 2) Children seeking asylum in Nordic countries in 2011-2016 
according to age

The majority of children seeking asylum in 2011-2016 are in the age group 0-13, apart from in 
2015, which is an exception with regard to the age structure. Source: Eurostat

Figure 3) Total number of children seeking asylum 2011-2016 by country

Source: Eurostat
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Figure 4) Children seeking asylum in 2016 by gender

More boys than girls seek asylum in all Nordic countries. Source: Eurostat



Country Unaccompanied  
children 

Total number of  
children seeking 

asylum

Proportion of un- 
accompanied children 

in the overall total 
of children seeking 

asylum
Denmark 1 219 2 410 50,6

Finland 401 1 700 23,6

Iceland 18 275 6,5

Norway 320 1 174 27,3

Sweden 2 199 10 909 20,2

Nordic countries 4 157 16 468 25,2

EU 63 125 398 375 15,8

The world 75 000 i.u. i.u.
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Figure 5) 2016. Total number of unaccompanied children and total number of 
children seeking asylum in the Nordic countries and EU. 

Data source: DK: Immigration Service and Eurostat; FI: Migration Service; IS: Útlendingastofnun 
and Eurostat; NO: Migration Directorate; SE: Migration Board; EU: Eurostat: World: UNHCR 

* In Denmark the total of children seeking asylum also includes those aged 18
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Flexible schooling for 
newly arrived migrant 
children

Nihad Bunar, professor at University of Stockholm.
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– “The important thing is what you do with 
the pupils when they are in school. They need 
tuition and support based on their individual 
requirements and abilities. To achieve this, 
there needs to be a broad flexibility within the 
organization,” says Professor Nihad Bunar of 
the Department of Child and Youth Studies at 
Stockholm University.

Nihad Bunar carries out research into school 
conditions in the multicultural society and 
the relationship between migration and edu-
cation. Apart from a flexible organizational 
model, he highlights other factors that are 
important if newly arrived young migrants 
are to be able to leave school with skills and 
grades to be able to enter a national upper 
secondary school programme.

– ” It comes down to the content or quality of 
the tuition and the school continuously track-
ing the pupil’s progress in order to be able to 
adapt the pedagogical and social support 
system. Positive expectations among those 
close to the children in respect of their school 
outcomes and collaboration with the parents 
are other important key factors,” says Nihad 
Bunar.

The most common organizational models 
applied in Sweden to the schooling of newly 

arrived children are introductory classes and 
direct integration. In introductory classes, 
newly arrived pupils are separated from the 
other pupils, and in direct integration the 
newly arrived pupils go directly into main-
stream classes.

One size doesn’t fit all
Nihad Bunar’s research shows that there 
are advantages and disadvantages to both 
forms. A common criticism levelled at intro-
ductory classes cites isolation and segrega-
tion and the fact that integration into society 
is delayed. The criticism of direct integration 
is that it is not always backed up by the pupils 
need of support. Research has shown that dif-
ferent types of pedagogical and social support 
are often closely linked to whether the pupil is 
in an introductory class or not. When the pupil 
subsequently goes into an ordinary class, ini-
tiatives such as multilingual classroom assis-
tance, for example, may cease or be reduced 
to a minimum.

Nihad Bunar says that in Sweden we have 
focused on finding an organizational model 
that everyone should use and that should be 
called best practice. He points out that this 
doesn’t work, however, because the reality is 
more complex. Newly arrived migrants have a 
variety of backgrounds and needs, and munici-

No, one size doesn’t fit all. If newly arrived migrant pupils are to be given a good 
reception in school, it is important to find an organizational model that is adapt-
ed to suit the pupil and not the other way round.

TEXT: Anna Gärdegård   PHOTO: Joakim K E Johansson
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palities and schools also have different oppor-
tunities and prerequisites. One size doesn’t fit 
all.
– “What is required is flexibility in the local 
organization so that the pupil can have access 
to educational support and tuition based on 
his or her own needs and abilities. Introductory 
classes, direct integration and other variants 
are determined on the basis of this important 
principle. It is time to leave behind the concept 
of models,” says Nihad Bunar, adding:

– “If the local school is to achieve a level of 
flexibility that enables it to meet every individ-
ual pupil’s needs, principals and head teachers 
must have a knowledge and understanding of 
the various organizational and pedagogical 
models and their advantages and disadvan-
tages.”

How do we know that we are doing 
it right?
The key question that Bunar believes every 
principal or school leader should ask is: Does 
our way of organizing and delivering tuition to 
our newly arrived pupils lead to meeting their 
educational rights? Are they being prepared to 
be able to take active responsibility for society 
as a citizen both now and in the future?

–Or to put it more simply: How do we know 
that we are doing it right? How do we know 
that what we are doing will lead to the desired 
outcome? How do we know that what we are 
doing at least isn’t wrong? If we don´t know 
exactly what is the right thing to do, then at 
least we ought to try not to get it wrong.

The consequences for the pupils will be con-
siderable if we get it wrong, Bunar believes. It 
is important, therefore, that the schools make 
use of the knowledge gained from research. 
Approaches such as “brainstorming the issue 
oneself with one’s colleagues” are no good, 
stresses Nihad Bunar. He cites the example of 
a local authority in Sweden which built a spe-
cial school purely for newly arrived migrant 
children a few years ago. It was later closed.

Where can we go wrong? Or what should we 
avoid? Nihad Bunar considers that any solu-
tion where the school physically segregates 
pupils should at most be a temporary one, and 
that planning must take place for the pupil’s 
further education in mainstream schooling. 
Nor should the pupil have to move between 
too many “stations” within the school organ-
ization.
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– “The stations between which the pupil 
moves pose a risk in themselves. They are the 
susceptible points for a pupil’s integration into 
the school. The more stations that are incor-
porated, the more problematic it becomes for 
the pupil. At the same time, there are local 
evaluations that show that it works,” says 
Nihad Bunar.

Challenges and high expectations are 
good for children
One difficulty for newly arrived pupils in 
Swedish schools, especially unaccompanied 
children, has been that they are set too few 
challenges, combined with low expectations 
from people around them.  This has been the 
case on the part of both teachers and soci-
ety. Nihad Bunar thinks that the entire burden 
has instead been shifted to the pupils’ back-
ground:

– Many say “yes, but this is a pupil, after all, 
who hasn’t been to school, who can’t speak 
Swedish or who has experienced huge difficul-
ties and stresses during his journey.”
The expectations placed on a pupil coming 
from such a background have been that “the 
pupil won’t cope in a Swedish school, no mat-
ter what we do.”

Bunar believes it is time we stopped coming 
up with these explanations and instead turn 
our attention to the school. We should ask 
ourselves how these pupils are treated by the 
school in this situation. How are they treated 
by the parents, if the parents are around in 
this case? It is clear that many pupils need 

both care and support, but at the same time 
they must be met by high expectations and 
a supportive environment. This will encour-
age their development. These two factors are 
connected – an environment characterised by 
high expectations but also a high level of sup-
port, says Bunar, referring to research by his 
colleague Monica Axelsson.  

– “One cannot have high expectations and 
challenges without a high level of support. 
This is at the heart of what we mean by high 
expectations and challenges for the pupils,” 
says Nihad Bunar.

Newly arrived children are everyone’s 
responsibility 
In many reports it is underlined that newly 
arrived pupils must be the responsibility of 
the entire school. All the teachers should take 
responsibility and feel that “all newly arrived 
pupils are our pupils, and all pupils should feel 
that these are our comrades.” The respon-
sibility shouldn´t just fall on a few individual 
teachers.

There are around 4 500 schools in Sweden 
and for many local authorities, newly arrived 
migrants are a new target group. In contrast 
to other countries, it has been unusual for 
schools to enlist the help of the surround-
ing community. Nihad Bunar perceives that 
there could be opportunities for cooperation 
between schools and civil society, which could 
take the form of study support or assistance 
with homework.
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– “As well as ensuring that people have hous-
ing, it is equally important that a social net-
work exists and some kind of future prospects 
for the individual. The entire local community 
must be scanned. I am entirely convinced that 
plenty of resources are available in the local 
community as a whole,” says Nihad Bunar.

Föräldrar vill bli inkluderade
Interviews carried out by the researchers with 
newly arrived parents show that they don’t 
seek to be involved in the school’s educational 
policy to the same extent as Swedish parents. 
They want information, feedback and to be 
met with respect, as that makes them feel 
included. The parents interviewed had high 
educational ambitions for their children, but 
their ability to support the children was lim-
ited. It is therefore important, believes Nihad 
Bunar, to find a means of supporting the par-
ents, as this is also a way of supporting the 
child’s learning and development. All research 
shows that the relationship between school 
and home is important. A prerequisite for the 
well-being of the children and for them to feel 
included is that the parents are doing well, 
have jobs, decent housing and feel accepted 
in Sweden. 

 -  Parents need to be recognised as a signif-
icant resource and part in the children’s edu-
cation, otherwise problems will arise, believes 
Bunar.

Tools

• Multilingual classroom assistance. 
In Sweden, multilingual classroom assis-
tance is known as the primary pedagog-
ical model and is also enshrined in law 
and in the form of special support. Mul-
tilingual classroom assistants act as an 
intellectual, linguistic and pedagogical 
bridge to the previous knowledge of sub-
jects and language that the pupil brings 
with him/her. 

A short film on multilingual classroom 
assistance, which has been produced by 
the National Agency for Education shows 
how this can be done and what might be 
worth thinking about, can be found here: 

• Assessment
Assessing a pupils knowledge and skills 
is emphasised in the research from Swe-
den and also from other countries. It is 
a case of identifying what the child has 
learned in previous schools and pinpoint-
ing the strengths of pupils. In Sweden it 
has been obligatory since 15 April 2017 to 
use the mapping material of the National 
Agency for Education for assessing the 
abilities of newly arrived pupils stage 1 
and 2.
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Bilingual children must 
begin studying in ordinary 
classes more quickly 
Several Danish local authorities have demonstrated that many bilingual chil-
dren learn Danish faster when they spend minimal time in reception classes. 
Linguistic researchers are urging caution, because it is necessary for language 
tuition to continue at a high level, as otherwise the children’s language stag-
nates. 

Text and photo: Joan Rask 
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Sometimes there are six interpreters in the 
room. It is the parents who are attending a 
course on parenting children who attend  to 
a Danish primary school. The school calls this 
“parent partnerships” – a partnership between 
the school and parents, and the aims are to  
give children the best possible opportunities to 
learn the language and go to a Danish school.

Gitte Frandsen is principal of Grøndalsvængets 
School, one of the schools in Copenhagen with 
the most bilingual children. The principal esti-
mates that approximately half of the children 
in the school have two languages. During this 
school year she will make a radical change to 
how the school organize the education for 
children who don’t speak Danish. Previously 
the children spent a number of years in recep-
tion classes. Now that is to change, and chil-
dren are to be moved into mainstream classes 
much faster.

“We have always viewed reception classes as 
part of Grøndalsvængets School, and it means 

a lot to us that children in the reception classes 
feel that they belong,” she says.

Perhaps this attitude contributes to the fact 
that the bilingual children at Grøndalsvængets 
School manage nearly as well as those who 
only speak Danish in the  examination in the 
9th grade.
“We aren’t quite there yet with the boys, but 
almost,” she says

At Grøndalsvængets School the bilingual ele-
ment is essentially a permanent constituent 
of everything that the school does. The parent 
courses are an initiative that was launched in 
the 2016/17 school year, and the results have 
been so good that the courses are continu-
ing. Gitte Frandsen is pleased that the City 
of Copenhagen is introducing new rules for 
the reception classes. She regards the parent 
classes as an important key.

“It helps when the parents understand what it 
means to learn a new language and that they 
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During this school year Gitte Frandsen will make changes in the organisation of education 
for the children.

can give their children valuable help even if 
they don’t speak Danish themselves,” says the 
principal.

Reception classes – 
merely a stepping stone
The City of Copenhagen has introduced new 
rules from the 2017/18 school year, meaning 
that children are now assessed much more 
thoroughly than before and that they must be 
moved as quickly as possible into mainstream 
classes. The change has taken place among 
other things because many smaller local 
authorities have been successful in attaching 
newly arrived children directly to mainstream 
classes from the first day of school. One of the 
schools is Møldrup School in Viborg municipal-
ity. Here school principal Katrine Ørnebjerg 
Larsen has worked with minimal use of recep-
tion classes for a number of years.

“Children integrate incredibly fast when we 
take care to give them the tools to do so and 
set support up around them among children 
of the same age and with the teachers,” she 
says.
At the school in Jutland, it is not unusual 
for children in introductory schooling and at 
intermediate stage to be able to follow main-
stream tuition after just one year in Denmark.
“We don’t just pitch them into a class – we 
embark on language tuition at full speed, and 
when it makes sense, the children move out 
into their own class,” she adds.

Initially a new pupil is only present at break 
times, sports and physical exercise periods. 
Later mathematics may be added, and as 
the pupil develops, more lessons are added. 
The language tuition continues in parallel with 
schooling. The focus here is on supporting the 
children’s language development, especially of 
concepts and language connected with social 
and subject learning.
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One-sided focus
Bergthóra Kristjánsdóttir is bilingual herself. 
She is an Icelander and is engaged in research 
at Aarhus University. In 2016, together with 
Susanne Jacobsen Pérez, she wrote the article 
“Newly arrived children and young people in the 
Danish educational system: Legislative basis 
and organisation”. She points out that Den-
mark suffers from a lack of knowledge regard-
ing what is effective, and she calls for data col-
lection such as that carried out in Sweden. One 
thing we know is that teachers who speak the 
pupil’s mother tongue achieve the best results.

“However, it is hard, and it is naturally impos-
sible for the schools to have teachers who can 
teach in all the languages that children arrive 
with – but schools can acknowledge the chil-
dren’s mother tongue and help them to envis-
age life as a bilingual person,” says the linguis-
tic researcher.

In Bergthora Kristjánsdóttir’s view, one of the 
big problems is that the competence children 
have when they arrive in other subjects such as 
mathematics and English etc. remains com-
pletely at a standstill, because the schools are 
so focused on teaching them Danish.
 
A monoculture or multi-ethnic? 
“In Denmark it isn’t legitimate to talk about 
society as multi-ethnic, and we don’t even dare 
to teach bilingual children what it means to 
have two languages,” says Bergthóra Krist-
jánsdóttir.

She welcomes the fact that the local author-
ities are linking newly arrived children more 
closely to mainstream classes and are phas-
ing out time in the reception classes. This is 
because this move can provide easier access 
to fellow pupils and a closer connection to 
the local community, and she points out that 
studies show that many children learn Danish 
faster in mainstream classes.

“The main thing is that the schools provide sup-
port with extra language tuition throughout 
the child’s schooling. After all, these children 
have a second language in their head, regard-
less of what rules exist in Denmark,” she says. 
She states that there are many schools that do 
a really good job and that many municipalities 
have chosen a more ambitious approach than 
that demanded by the law in the region. In the 
City of Copenhagen, the ambition is to elevate 
the child.

Copenhagen model to the rescue?
A burning platform; that is what Christina 
Haahr Bach calls the situation two years ago 
when the City of Copenhagen began to look 
at the reception classes. She is head of the 
Department for Inclusion, Integration and 
Health and has been working on the new 
model, New in Copenhagen, as it was named, 
for a number of years.

“We decided to insist that it was possible to 
channel children  into the mainstream environ-
ment more quickly than was done previously. 
Some children were spending years in recep-
tion classes,” she says.



				  

Good advice on cooperation with parents
From Grøndalsvængets School, Copenhagen and Møldrup School and 
Viborg municipality:
•	 Arrange courses and open coffee shops – over a longer period
•	 Create information such as brochures about Danish schooling in all the mother 	
	 tongues of the children’s parents

Good advice – role of the teacher
•	 When the need arises use integration leaders and resource centre 
	 and collaborate closely with local integration guides and municipality’s 
	 resource centre

25

The City of Copenhagen is implementing a 
phased introduction of the new model over 
three years. The first school year is 2017/18, 
and from next year, language teachers in the 
reception classes will be obliged to work with 
extended pupil plans every third month. Here 
they must evaluate the pupils’ progress in sub-
jects and language and say when they think 
the child is ready for a mainstream class.
“There have been too many children who hav-
en’t received the right support,” says Christina 
Haahr Bach. 

At Grøndalsvængets School, school principal 
Gitte Frandsen is prepared to admit that the 
administration is right – and language teacher 
Maria Djurhuus nods in agreement. 
“We needed a change,” says Maria Djurhuus. 

She is one of the teachers who can assess the 
newly arrived children. Previously the assess-
ment was often carried out by an assistant 

administrator, who evaluated which schools 
had the best capacity.
“Now we consider the needs of the individual 
child, hear about previous schooling and evalu-
ate whether they should have special support,” 
says the language teacher.

She is very pleased about the change in par-
ticular. 
“We are not yet close to the Swedish assess-
ments, because we only have a few hours for 
each child, but it is much better than before,” 
says Maria Djurhuus. 
She is a little anxious about the transition to 
the mainstream provision.

“I believe that it can lead to insecurity for some. 
I am pleased that we will evaluate children 
individually and that it is the child’s overall wel-
fare that is considered,” adds Maria Djurhuus. 

. 
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structure is the foundation for

Structured support and measures is the key for how Örebro municipality works 
in both the school system and social services. A central reception unit admits 
newly arrived children and young people to school. The social services provide 
structured interventions to strengthen young persons abilities to live an inde-
pendent life.

Text and photo:  Anna Gärdegård

In Örebro the local authority has a joint recep-
tion unit, Perrongen, which admits newly 
arrived children to school. This applies to both 
primary school children and young persons of 
secondary school age.

The parents of preschool children get infor-
mation about the preschool system and help 
with filling in forms and applying. For children 
in grades 1-6, it is now obligatory in Sweden to 
map the strengths, knowledge and abilities of 
newly arrived pupils, and after this the child is 
placed in one of the 72 schools in the munici-
pality. Children of senior school age undergo 
an eight-week introductory programme 
before being placed in a school. For young 
people at upper secondary level, mapping is 
carried out in which their educational back-
ground is taken into consideration. Leif Age-

land, who is the unit head at Perrongen, says 
that the advantage they have seen thanks 
to central organisation is that children don’t 
need to wait particularly long to be permitted 
to start school.

Children receive an equivalent 
introduction
”We admit new children to Perrongen every 
week. We are well established in Örebro, 
everyone knows us and can refer children and 
parents directly to us,” says Leif Ageland. 

Other advantages highlighted by Leif Ageland 
are that the children receive an equivalent 
introduction to the Swedish school. Through 
the introductory programme senior school 
children have an opportunity to get accus-
tomed to the school culture in Sweden. It is 

Örebro municipality 

Systematic work and a good  
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not uncommon for children to come from a 
school environment that is more authoritarian 
than the Swedish system.

“In the school world we need to learn more 
about the school cultures that children come 
from. We are proud of the cultural compe-
tence we have acquired over the years here at 
Perrongen. And we are developing all the time 
– it isn’t unusual for us to greet the pupils in 
ten different ways during a school day,” says 
Leif Ageland.

“Utsluss” assists unaccompanied 
immigrants 
In Sweden, the responsibility for housing and 
care for unaccompanied children lies with 
the social services. The aim of the social ser-
vices in Örebro is that “the young person is in 
employment and has arranged accommoda-
tion when he/she leaves Utsluss.” To achieve 
this, the local authority offers various initia-
tives for  housing  with residential care homes 
for children and young persons and supported 
living as a basis. For those who have reached 
the age of eighteen and have a residence per-
mit, there is a dedicated unit called Utsluss. It 
is the last link in the housing support.
“Working with the school is important for us 
and we have organised us  to be able to share 
important information quickly. Everything is 
focused on supporting young people in coping 
with school. A representative from each resi-
dence and from Utsluss takes part in regular 
meetings with the school once a month. Staff 
at Utsluss also have special meetings with 
schools which our pupils attend,” says Anna 

Jakobsson, unit head at the department for 
unaccompanied minors.

Örebro’s work with unaccompanied has 
yielded results. The Utsluss unit has carried 
out its own follow-up, based on a final inter-
view with each person at 21 years of age.

Out of a total of 40 persons since 2011, nearly 
half (19) have taken the upper secondary 
exam, 14 are studying or have studied at folk 
high school or Komvux, three are studying with 
planning via SFI (Svenska för Invandrare – 
Swedish for Immigrants) and four young per-
sons are otherwise employed (job or parental 
leave). All the young people had holiday work 

A good structure and collaboration are a key 
combination in the work, believe Marie Ström-
blad of Utsluss and Anna Jakobsson, Örebro 
social services.
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experience during their residence period and 
39 out of 40 have had proper employment, 21 
out of 40 have a driving licence and only four 
young persons have needed social welfare. 40 
out of 40 had arranged accommodation and 
most have had the opportunity to take over 
their contract via Örebro Bostäder or private 
landlords.

“Our success is based among other things on 
the fact that our interventions are structured 
and aim to help the young person create an 
independent life with education, work and 
housing, even after they have reached 18,” 
says Anna Jakobsson. 

Mentor as support
The structured interventions mean that every 
young person is assigned a mentor, who pro-
vides support for contact with the school, such 
as performance reviews and regular contact 
with a school mentor or guide. Jobseeker eve-
nings are also arranged, along with network-
ing to develop contacts. There is a “job wall”, 
where vacant positions are advertised. With 
regard to accommodation, a young person 
can rent a sublet apartment and the accom-
modation is conditional on active participa-
tion in the Utsluss unit. To be able to take 
over the rental agreement at 21,  they must 
be independent with  an occupation or as a 
student, so that the rent is paid.

Marie Strömblad, who works as a tutor at 
Utsluss, stresses that what happens in school 
naturally plays a part in how it turns out, but it 
is equally important as a young adult to have 

someone who can help them navigate their 
way through society and has expectations of 
them.

“Since there are no parents close by, it is 
important that someone else is there to 
remind, push and keep an eye on each person,” 
she says.

Interacting with the surrounding 
society 
The efforts of volunteers cannot be underlined 
enough, believes Anna Jakobsson. During the 
year, the unit has received assistance from 
volunteers, who have offered their services as 
study supporters. These include for example 
retired and student teachers. There has also 
been collaboration with Örebro University 
andstudents studying to become teachers in 
social science and English.
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The aim of the summer school was to keep 
the Swedish language going and to combat 
loneliness during the school holidays, recounts 
Mats Barlow, principal at Kunskapsskolan:
“Some of the new pupils can withdraw and 
can lack self-confidence. We thought that 
if we offered schoolwork in the holidays, we 
could attract them. They are very focused on 
studying, as this is a way into society. 
However, the summer school was open to 
everyone.
“We have several pupils who have fallen 
behind for various reasons and need to catch 

up in peace and quiet,” adds Mats Barlow.
Since 2016 the school has had a preparatory 
class with ten pupils who have come from 
Afghanistan, some of them via Iran. 

Faiz Azmi has left the preparatory class and 
started in the ninth grade. He was one of the 
pupils at the summer school.
“It was great and helped me a lot. I wanted to 
study a bit more to be ready for the autumn. 
I got lots of tasks from the teachers in natu-
ral sciences and Swedish studies,” says Faiz 
Azmi.

Free school shows the way with  
summer school
The summer school at the Kunskapsskolan in Örebro started up for newly ar-
rived pupils who hadn’t lived in Sweden for very long but it turned out that many 
more benefited from the initiative.

The summer school was a success, says resources teacher Mattias Bulun, student Faiz Azmi and 
principal Mats Barlow at the Kunskapsskolan in Örebro.

TEXT: Ann Patmalnieks  PHOTO: Kicki Nilsson
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There were three teachers and resources 
teacher Mattias Bulun running the summer 
school.
“During a normal lesson there isn’t so much 
time for each pupil. Here the tuition was more 
individual, which provides quality,” comments 
Mattias Bulun.

Focus on core subjects
The summer school focused on the core sub-
jects of Swedish, mathematics and English. 
The pupils were divided up into groups based 
on their individual needs.
“Some found the maths quite hard, while 
others needed to work more on their Swed-
ish. They got  a possibility to focus in depth , 
with an adult present. The pupils felt that they 
were making progress. They are often aware 
that they need to work  a little bit more with 
maths before ninth grade, for example, and it 
is nice to have done it before school starts,” 
says Mattias Bulun.

The atmosphere at the summer school was 
different too.

“We started a little later and after working 
for a few hours we went to the café and had 
a sandwich. It was more relaxed, with more 
time to chat. It’s also different because the 
pupils have chosen to be here,” says Mattias 
Bulun.

Free schools contribute too
Head teacher Mats Barlow thinks that it is 
natural that even a free school opts to have 
preparatory classes and run a summer school.
“Why shouldn’t we contribute  too when so 
many are coming to Sweden? We want to 
show the other pupils that it is important to 
take care of these young people.” 

Mats Barlow thinks that it can be thought-pro-
voking for the other pupils to understand 
that some of the newly arrived students have 
scarcely had an opportunity to go to school.
“They see the effort that these students make. 
It might have the effect that fewer of the oth-
ers only wake up in ninth grade when it is time 
to apply to upper secondary school.”

The summer school
The summer school operated for two weeks in the summer of 2017. 40 pupils attended in 
total, eight of whom were newly arrived. Pupils are considered to be newly arrived for up to 
four years after they have started Swedish school.

The Kunskapsskolan in Örebro is a free school for grades 6 – 9. It will organise another 
summer school next year. The school receives a government grant to organise tuition in the 
summer, but the grant doesn’t cover all the costs. The organisation of which the school is 
a part of has an employee that works with disseminating research and experience to the 
schools that receive newly arrived pupils.
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Education system and 
school organisation
In all the Nordic countries, specially targeted 
tuition is provided for newly arrived immig-
rant children and all children have the right to 
attend school. There are certain prerequisites 
in some countries. In Norway, asylum seeking 
children have a right to schooling if the child is 
expected to stay in the country for more than 
three months, and in Denmark if the child is 
expected to remain for at least six months. 
In Finland there is no special time constraint. 
Iceland grants all children the same rights to 
education and compulsory school attendance, 
regardless of asylum status. In Sweden, 
asylum seeking children have the right to start 
school within a month, but school attendance 
is not compulsory. However, attendance is 
compulsory for pupils with a residence permit 
that is valid for at least a year.

The organisation of the education system 
varies. In Norway, Sweden, Finland and Ice-
land, it is organised by municipalities into 
separate introductory tuition over a period 
of varying length or direct integration into 
mainstream classes. In Denmark, education 
for child asylum seekers is usually organised 
through separate introductory education in 
special schools attached to asylum accommo-
dation centre. Greenland and the Faroe Islands 
have not accepted any refugees, while the 
acceptance of refugees and asylum seekers 
falls outside the remit of Åland’s government 
and is regulated by national legislation. 

Text:  Anna Gärdegård



Denmark Finland Norway Sweden  Iceland

Compulsory 
school attend-
ance applies to 
all children living 
or remaining in 
the country for at 
least six months 
and applies up to 
and including 9th 
grade.

Right to basic 
education applies 
to children seeking 
asylum and those 
granted asylum in 
the same way as 
to all other chil-
dren of compulso-
ry school age.

All children who 
are expected 
to remain in 
the country for 
more than three 
months have the 
same rights to 
primary school 
education, regard-
less of their legal 
status. 
 
Asylum seekers 
aged between 16 
and 18 have the 
right to upper 
secondary school 
education if the 
young person has 
been through 
primary school or 
the corresponding 
level. 
 
Asylum seekers 
aged between 16 
and 18 who have 
not completed 
primary school 
have the right to 
primary school ed-
ucation for adults.

Child asylum seek-
ers have a right 
to education but 
attendance is not 
compulsory. Pupils 
who have a per-
manent or tem-
porary residence 
permit valid for at 
least a year must 
attend school. 
 
The right to 
education applies 
even if notifica-
tion has been 
given of a refusal 
decision or to 
deport. Undocu-
mented children 
and young people 
also have a right 
to education on 
the same terms 
as asylum seekers. 
 
The right to 
education after 
primary school 
applies if it is 
commenced 
before the child 
reaches 18 years 
of age.

Child asylum 
seekers shall 
receive education 
within four weeks 
of having applied 
for asylum either 
in the mainstream 
school system or 
through an edu-
cation offer from 
Iceland’s immigra-
tion service. 
 
All child asylum 
seekers shall join 
the mainstream 
education system 
no later than 12 
weeks after ap-
plying for asylum.  
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Rights in the education system 
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Child asylum seek-
ers go to special 
schools attached 
to asylum centre. 
When children are 
granted a resi-
dence permit, they 
are transferred 
to a municipality 
and receive tuition 
either in a school 
class with special 
support or in a re-
ception class with 
adapted tuition.

Preparatory tui-
tion for the first 
year is the most 
common. Then 
ordinary tuition is 
received. It is the 
local authority 
that organises 
basic education 
for the children of 
compulsory school 
age living in the 
municipality.

In Swedish-speak-
ing municipalities, 
it is more common 
to go straight into 
a mainstream 
class.

Children under 16 
start at ordinary 
primary school 
directly after 
arriving at the 
asylum reception 
centre. In some 
schools they start 
in a dedicated 
introductory class 
(max. 2 years), 
while in others 
they start in a or-
dinary class with 
additional Norwe-
gian tuition. Some 
organise it so that 
the pupils take 
part in both intro-
ductory courses 
and ordinary 
classes at the 
same time. 

Some munici-
palities organise 
reception in recep-
tion units, where 
the newly arrived 
pupils start for 
the first eight 
weeks. Usually 
with preparatory 
class (max. two 
years), but also 
direct integration. 
No pupil can have 
all their schooling 
in a preparatory 
class, and must 
be assigned to a 
mainstream class 
from the outset.

The larger munic-
ipalities have pre-
paratory classes 
while the smaller 
ones attach 
greater weight to 
individual support 
in the classroom.
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Education in preparatory or mainstream class
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Children who are 
bilingual and have 
the prerequisites 
to take part in 
mainstream 
tuition receive 
various forms of 
linguistic support 
adapted to the 
child’s needs. 
 
Bilingual pupils 
who do not have 
the prerequisites 
to take part in 
mainstream 
tuition acquire 
basic knowledge 
of Danish as a 
second language 
in special classes 
and groups but 
also as personal 
tuition.

Children with an 
immigrant back-
ground receive tui-
tion in Finnish or 
Swedish accord-
ing to a curric-
ulum in Finnish 
or Swedish as a 
second language. 
 
Complementary 
tuition in a child’s 
mother tongue 
can be received 
in primary school, 
secondary school 
and in basic voca-
tional training.
 
Individual study 
plans are pro-
duced for all 
children.

Children with 
another mother 
tongue have the 
right to Norwe-
gian tuition until 
they have suffi-
cient proficiency 
in Norwegian 
to follow main-
stream tuition. 
If necessary they 
can receive tuition 
in their mother 
tongue and/or 
bilingual subject 
education. There 
are special curric-
ula in Norwegian 
for newly arrived 
immigrants and a 
curriculum in their 
mother tongue.

In the first eight 
weeks in school, 
an obligatory 
assessment  must 
be carried out 
to find out what 
knowledge the 
pupil has, so as 
to be able to plan 
the tuition based 
on each person’s 
requirements 
and to place the 
pupil in a suitable 
tuition group.  
 
Pupils with a 
mother tongue 
other than Swed-
ish have the right 
to mother tongue 
tuition. 
 
Newly arrived 
pupils have the 
right to multilin-
gual classroom 
assistance in their 
mother tongue.

There is extra 
language tuition 
in most munici-
palities. In the 
national curricu-
lum, Icelandic as a 
second language 
has its own sec-
tion with speci-
fic competence 
targets. 
 
Pupils with a 
mother tongue 
other than Icelan-
dic can have the 
opportunity to de-
velop their mother 
tongue and have 
their proficiency 
recognised. 
 
All schools in Ice-
land have a recep-
tion plan for child-
ren with a mother 
tongue other than 
Icelandic
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Special measures 
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No response Immigrant pupils 
at all levels of 
education that 
lead to an exam 
can receive sup-
porting tuition as 
required. 
 
In basic education 
pupils have the 
right to tuition 
according to their 
religious belief if 
certain conditions 
are fulfilled.

Local authorities 
can offer the pu-
pils an extra year 
in primary school. 
 
Pupils with special 
language tuition 
can have the right 
to two years of 
extra education 
in studies at a 
different level if 
this is necessary 
for the pupil to 
attain educational 
targets. 
 
Since 2016 mu-
nicipalities and 
counties can offer 
more primary ed-
ucation prior to/in 
combination with 
secondary school 
education. 

Tuition in Swed-
ish as a second 
language can 
be given in place 
of Swedish as a 
subject. Gives the 
same competen-
cies for further 
studies. 
 
Tuition time can 
be reallocated 
between different 
subjects in favour 
of tuition in Swed-
ish.  
 
Extended time-
table – oppor-
tunity for pupils 
to receive more 
hours of tuition 
in Swedish as a 
second language 
than specified in 
the timetable.

Support forms 
vary between the 
local authorities 
depending on the 
size, organisation 
and capacity of 
the municipalities 
and schools.  
 
The municipalities 
receive tuition 
advice from a 
national specialist 
in teaching pupils 
with Icelandic as a 
second language 
for teachers in 
primary school.
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Other forms of support
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No response The Ministry of 
Education and 
Culture has an 
action plan, 
Meaningful in 
Finland, to pre-
vent hate speech 
and racism and 
to foster social 
inclusion (2016). 
The aims include 
e.g. improving the 
skills of teachers 
and other profes-
sionals who work 
with children and 
young people

Long-term meas-
ures that deal 
with building up 
the competence 
of teachers, e.g. 
further education 
in second-lan-
guage pedago-
gy, the Skills for 
diversity action 
(2013-2017) and 
county courses 
for those working 
in the tuition of 
asylum seekers 
and refugees. 
 
New legislative 
proposal about 
the right to edu-
cation as soon as 
possible and with-
in one month.

Newly arrived 
children’s learning 
must not be ”put 
on hold”.  
 
The National 
Agency for Edu-
cation has been 
given additional 
tasks in the form 
of general inter-
ventions in all 
municipalities and 
specific interven-
tions in selected 
municipalities. 
 
New law in 2017 
gives everyone 
aged between 
17 and 25 with a 
temporary resi-
dence permit the 
opportunity for a 
longer residence 
permit to study 
at secondary level 
and for six months 
after completing 
secondary school.

During 2017 
Iceland worked 
on an Action plan. 
According to this, 
the immigra-
tion service shall 
ensure that newly 
arrived children 
shall have access 
to education no 
later than four 
weeks after their 
arrival.
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With thanks to the school experts from each country who answered questions and checked the  
correctness of the information.

Other initiatives, new legislative proposals
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Social workers 
provide support in the school environment

In Espoo in Finland, social workers work in the school setting to meet un-
accompanied and other young newly arrived immigrants. Instead of short 
courses offered by the employment service, they are permitted to study for 
a longer period. This is one way to motivate and support them to shape a 
future for themselves.

Early intervention by the school’s socialwor-
kers prevents more severe problems, says 

social worker Anna-Marja Kairamo. 

TEXT: Caroline Jonsson  PHOTO: Laura Mendelin & Mostafa Mohammad Ali
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At the Omnia school, where social worker 
Anne-Maarit Pullinen works, she and her col-
leagues meet unaccompanied young immi-
grants and other newly arrived young people 
between the ages of 17 and 25. Here the pupils 
engage in preparatory studies lasting for a 
year. The social services in Espoo have been 
represented in the school for over ten years.

Long-term collaboration
The collaboration between the social services 
and schools commenced at the end of the 
1990s as a project focusing on newly arrived 
young immigrants without any reading or 
writing skills. It was made permanent in 2006. 
Social worker Aino-Marja Kairamo handles 
matters for unaccompanied and other newly 
arrived migrants. She believes that previous 
initiatives such as short language courses 
offered by the employment service didn’t work 
well for this group.

“It isn’t possible to absorb knowledge in the 
midst of chaos and rapid changes of environ-
ment. Here, young people motivated to study 
and with their whole lives ahead of them 
find the prerequisites for creating a secure 
everyday existence. Early intervention by the 
school’s social workers creates the conditions 
for them to derive benefit from their studies.”

Eight out of ten continue to 
further education
Anne-Maarit Pullinen estimates that eight out 
of ten go on after primary preparatory stud-
ies and language training to basic studies at 
high school level or to vocational programmes.

“I call absent pupils in the morning. Without 
my persistent calls many might not pluck up 

When a student requires additional support, Anne-Maarit 
Pullinen works with the teacher in the classroom. 

She is there as a resource.
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the courage to come back to school. I have 
contacted some pupils every day for a month 
before the turnaround happens – until the 
person summons the strength to return to 
his/her studies.”

The school’s social workers work with the wel-
fare officers responsible for the pupils. They 
are part of the same teams and meet every 
other week. After school hours Anne-Maarit 
Pullinen is also involved in the pupils’ leisure 
time.

“I arrange a support group with volunteers 
that organises leisure activities. We also dis-
cuss emotions, sleep and other things that 

have an impact on mental health and study 
concentration,” says Anne-Maarit Pullinen.

Psychological support is often 
non-existent
During breaks the school’s social workers are 
there to guide the newly arrived pupils through 
the Finnish system if needed. When the door 
to Pullinen’s office is open, she welcomes 
visits. Here they can get help with making a 
doctor’s appointment, filling in forms and get 
assistance with financial questions. Practical 
issues are discussed as well as conversations 
about loneliness, anxiety or bad experiences.

Teacher Lenka Harju (standing) can stay focused on teaching when she has access to a social 
worker, as here Anne-Marit Pullinen.
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“More often than not they don’t talk to any-
one, not either to other young people in a sim-
ilar situation. Psychological support is often 
non-existent. Unaccompanied migrants and 
other newly arrived pupils might need help to 
come to terms with traumatic experiences. I 
often book a follow-up appointment before 
we part” says Anne-Maarit Pullinen.

Classroom presence
If a pupil requires additional support, Anne-
Maarit Pullinen works with the teacher in the 
classroom. If anyone finds it difficult to stay 
during a lesson she is there as a resource.

“We sit together in the room for up to an hour. 
In the classroom I gain a greater understand-
ing of the school situation of the young person 

and can provide a clear picture of the pupil’s 
daily life to the responsible social worker.”

For teacher Lenka Harju, having continuous 
access to a social worker means that she can 
focus on teaching. Good relations between 
pupil, teacher and social worker create a good 
study environment, she believes:

“If I see that a pupil isn’t doing well, I make 
direct contact with the social workers. This 
means that I can then focus my attention on 
the rest of the pupils in the class. Short courses 
only create anxiety for the pupils that experi-
ence difficulties. Sitting on a chair in the same 
classroom in a communal setting together 
with a teacher fosters a sense of security and 
trust.”



Vinje welcomes 
refugees  
“Vinje needs refugees. We need people to keep the schools and local 
community running. We want to be part of the world.”

Text and photo: Oddrun Midtbø

16-year-olds Guled Mohammed and Anne Våle have grown up together. They both have summer 
jobs, Anne in the canteen at the civic centre, and Guled in the Spar shop close by. They are now 
on the verge of leaving Åmot. 
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Anne Våle is going to study nature use at Ulefoss high school. Her aim is to return to the farm where she 
grew up.

Anders Sandvik came as the school head to Vinje because he wanted “to live in a place where every 
individual is important and I don’t spend my life queueing.”



43

The man behind these words is the deputy 
mayor, Anders Sandvik. He came to Vinje 12 
years ago as the school head, precisely because 
he wanted “to live in a place where every indi-
vidual is important and I don’t spend my life 
queueing.” Vinje is a municipality in Telemark in 
East Norway with just over 3 700 inhabitants.. 

Vinje has room for everyone
30 years after the first Somalis arrived in Vinje, 
the refugees have become an integral part of 
the local community. First came the Soma-
lis, then the Bosnians, who run shops and the 
abattoir among other things, then refugees 
arrived from Liberia, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sudan, 
Palestine, Syria and Iran. Many have taken 
jobs in the health and care sector. The far-
flung municipality also has room for economic 
migrants from various European countries. 

However, it was in regard to its encounter with 
Somali refugees in particular that the munici-
pality was elevated as a role model for others. 
In 2007 it received an award from Amnesty for 
its efforts. The town council includes a repre-
sentative with a Somali background, and only 
one out of 25 elected representatives voted 
against taking in more refugees. Not surpris-
ingly, this was a member of the Progress Party, 
which is critical of immigration policy.

“The aim is for immigrants to buy a house and 
settle down, but access to housing is challeng-
ing, as in many other district municipalities,” 
says Anders. The local authority is building 15 
new homes for rent to meet the need for hous-
ing.

Abdi is the key player and role model
“We direct resources mostly at the refugees. 
All of them must complete an introductory 

course – we don’t budge an inch on this. We 
make demands on and have high expecta-
tions of the refugees that come here. We don’t 
spend much time on those coming here as eco-
nomic migrants.

Early on in the conversation he mentions Abdi 
– “the key man when it comes to integration 
work in the municipality”. Everyone in Vinje 
knows Abdi. He was one of two people the 
municipality chose to send to Oslo when King 
Harald and Queen Sonja hosted a garden party 
and all municipalities in the country chose per-
sons deserving of the honour.

He calls and Abdi Ali quickly appears. He is 
dressed like a lumberjack from the depths of 
the forests, sporting a singlet under the red 
checked shirt. He harks back to when he first 
arrived in Norway as a refugee in 1990.

“It was very difficult at the start. Just a cou-
ple of hours of Norwegian tuition a day, no 
language practice, no activity. We Somali men 
experienced isolation, we felt that we weren’t 
doing anything beneficial for us. Although I 
came from a rural community in Somalia, I 
didn’t feel I had anything in common with Vinje. 
I had to learn everything afresh,” he says.

This experience comes in useful when he meets 
those who are new to the countryside. He 
understands the shock and all the questions 
that arise when encountering Norwegian cul-
ture. He now works both in the school and 
in the care centre. He has bought a house, 
brought his wife and mother to Vinje and has 
become “the father to an entire football team”, 
as Anders sees it.
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The two men laugh readily together. They are 
at ease with one another; they have many 
shared experiences.

“We dare to discuss subjects like where Islam 
meets Norwegian culture; young people and 
how they dress, Ramadan and work. It is 
important to have people like Abdi around 
when debating such subjects. As an ethnic 
Norwegian my views don’t carry the same 
weight, even though  I was received into the 
Isaaq clan after I visited the country,” says 
Anders. He explains that local Somalis and the 
Vinje municipality played a part in building 19 
schools in Somaliland, and have a good repu-
tation in the international Somali community. 
“Everyone has heard about our work and asso-
ciates Vinje with something really positive.”

Abdi finds that Somalis call him for advice and 
help with moving to Vinje and getting jobs and 
housing. They want their children to grow up in 
the safe environment of Vinje.

Young people planning for the future
It is precisely this aspect that the 16-year-
olds highlight as a strength of Vinje: “It is nice 
and safe living here,” say Guled Mohammed 
and Anne Våle. They have known one another 
since they went to day nursery. After ten years 
in school they are now on the point of going 
out into the world. Both are moving from their 
home town after the summer holidays, to 
move to a small apartment and go to boarding 
school.

A talented footballer, Guled is going to spe-
cialise in elite-level sports at Bø Second-
ary School. His aim is to become a profes-

sional footballer at national level. He now 
plays in the first team for Åmot in Division 
5, a meeting place he shares with other 
young boys and men up to the age of forty.                                                                                                                                           
    
Anne is going to spend two years studying land 
management at Ulefoss Secondary School 
prior to a two-year apprenticeship.

“My aim is to return to the farm I grew up 
on, work in forestry and live close to my par-
ents, sisters and grandparents,” she says. She 
doesn’t want to live in the big city and is mak-
ing a secure choice for the future.

Åmot is no place for a football pro. Maybe 
Guled will become a lawyer like his friend’s 
brother, although his parents would prefer 
him to become a doctor. Guled is looking three 
years ahead to begin with.

What is it like to be an immigrant in Vinje?
“When I was little, I thought that I was like 
everyone else. All the kids played with each 
other, we didn’t perceive any differences in one 
another. Children are not racist. It wasn’t until 
school that other parents and teachers made 
me aware that I wasn’t like the Norwegian 
kids. But now there are lots of Somali families 
here, so it is no longer so special. I also feel that 
it is a little divided, that there are different 
social sets,” he says, and refers to the Somali 
community as “my people”.    

Why do you say that?
“I was ten years old when I first visited Soma-
lia. Even though they have much less than in 
Norway, they took care of one another. It also 
made me think how fortunate I am that Mum 
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Football talent Guled Mohammed will begin his studies at leading sport line at Bø high school. 
He wants to be a football player at national level.
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Good advice from Vinje:
•	 Work experience. The local authority 

takes responsibility for establishing posts 
where refugees gain the necessary work 
experience to advance in the employment 
market.

•	 An “inclusion car” has been purchased by 
the local authority so that refugees can 
get driving practice when they are going 
to take the driving test. They also receive 
financial support. Having a driving licence 
is necessary in a place like Vinje.

•	 Free school meals for everyone, every day. 
Social equality and halal food are a natu-
ral element of this.

•	 Inclusive religious holidays like Christmas 
celebrations are organised as a candle-
light service with a minister.

•	 Integration committee with represent-
atives from the local authority, school, 
day nursery, culture, health, technical sec-
tor and Norwegian Labour and Welfare 
Administration.

•	 Consumer Advice is a formal and informal 
platform for the municipality and the ref-
ugees.

•	 Cross-community gatherings at which 
it is possible to discuss everything from 
whether it is haram to get a bank loan to 
how to live and dress when the mercury 
creeps down to minus 20. It also leads to 

people from different cultures being able 
to work towards a solution that suits 
them.

•	 A women’s council that has been a mul-
ticultural meeting place for women only 
for over 20 years. Experience has shown 
that women have the greatest need for 
this type of initiative; men meet in various 
environments.

•	 Living book. The library is an important 
forum. Refugees talk openly about the 
life they had before they came to Norway. 
Simple meetings announced in advance 
with coffee and cake and good conversa-
tions between locals and immigrants.

•	 Humour is an important part of life; it 
works best when people feel comfortable 
in each other’s company.

•	 The success factor is to look for common 
denominators. People are more alike than 
we think initially.

•	 Deliberate use of words: the title of refu-
gee coordinator was changed to integra-
tion coordinator because the intention is 
to include all categories of immigrants.

•	 Very clear requirements and expectations 
and no misunderstood kindness. Unau-
thorised absence from the introductory 
programme results in wage deductions 
from the first hour.

and Dad came here to Vinje, where we all have 
a good, secure life. All the same, I gradually feel 
more Somali than Norwegian; all my family is 
in Somaliland. Now I think that it is great hav-
ing two cultures. I identify with many thoughts 
and emotions in the Carpe Diem singing group. 

They are second-generation immigrants with 
good, meaningful lyrics,” he says.

The two young people know that the time 
when they had a lot in common has gone. New 
challenges now beckon, as has always been the 
case for 16-year-olds leaving home.
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