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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Forced migration in education: challenges and opportunities




Worldwide, people are fleeing war, climate change, political and economic crises, and persecution. Almost half of those seeking refuge, however, have no access to education. While refugees are often included in research on immigrants in education, they hold a unique position that warrants specific attention. The educational policies and practices for refugees vary, reflecting differing approaches to integration, diversity, and inclusiveness. What is clear, however, is that education plays a crucial role in meeting the needs and rights of those seeking asylum and refuge.

This Research Topic is intended to explore and understand educational responses to refugee education. Within educational research on immigration and inclusion, refugees' perspectives are often included, but challenges exist that are different from those of other migrants. Therefore, this Research Topic aims to contribute new knowledge about refugee education from a variety of contexts and from different perspectives in order to provide nuanced understandings for the field. In particular, the Research Topic aims to highlight the transformational opportunities that including refugees can offer that are often missed (or silenced) due to existing educational systems based on contemporary national structures. By gaining increased knowledge about the challenges of refugee education and the opportunities, we hope to collectively challenge the field of education to better accommodate and facilitate educational experiences from both global and local perspectives.


Refugee education as a concept

In their article, Storen investigates the conceptual shift from “refugees as victim” to “refugees as right-bearers” and discusses the broad adoption of a human-rights-based approach to refugee education. The human-rights-based approach has not only accentuated the link between education provision and the realization of human rights; it has re-framed refugees as right-bearers. They suggest a Kantian perspective to help expand our understanding of duties and duty-bearers in global refugee education. Kantian duty-based ethics is particularly applicable in contexts of protracted emergencies and forced displacement, as it appeals to our rationality rather than our kindness or sense of charity.



The content of refugee education

Mother tongue education in Norway is provided by the Norwegian Education Act (1998) if considered necessary. Brossard Børhaug and Manral argue that the vague “if necessary” is confusing and that the quality of education for these minority pupils is impacted by the lack of the theme of sustainable development. Climate change and loss in biodiversity are two of the top 10 existential threats to human survival caused by human activities, and sustainable development is not included in the mother tongue curriculum. Their contribution to the Research Topic reflects theoretically on how to combine “convivalist” education and multilingual education and infers that promoting multilingual education in schools can help mitigate climate change, promote biocultural diversity and build a more “convivalist” society.



Adult refugees in education

The Research Topic contains four articles about adult refugees in education. Abamosa raises awareness about the exclusion of refugees from knowledge production in a Western destination country. Refugees settled in Western destination countries face several challenges in successfully accessing and participating in higher education and becoming knowledge producers. This is in sharp contrast to uncritical assumptions that refugees settled in these countries are better off in terms of pursuing higher education. The refugee education pipeline is broken and stuffed with various restrictive factors that weaken the refugees' agency to make informed decisions. Faye and Ravneberg present a case study of how digital learning activities as a service to refugees, immigrants, senior citizens, and young adults, neither in education, employment, nor training, are delivered by the formal educational system by two libraries and one civic organization in Norway, Denmark, and Belgium. A considerable number of refugees do not have sufficient digital competency to describe their everyday life as digital. The article indicates some key points in how public and civic institutions can make the services more available and valuable for vulnerable populations, such as refugees.

Both Lyngstad and Ravneberg present research on using the World Café method in adult education for refugees. Lyngstad discusses how the use of drama and storytelling in a Norwegian Adult Education Center opens people up to other ways of communication and creation that crosses participants' cultural backgrounds, which gives the participants more joy and ways to express themselves through nonverbal communication. Ravneberg analyses teachers' efforts to prevent negative social control among newly arrived refugees at a Norwegian Adult Education Center. As the teachers realized that micro-aggressive behavior hindered learning, they aimed to improve the learning environment. The World Café method was implemented to change the learning environment positively.



The rights of children seeking asylum

From two different perspectives, Solbue and Kalisha focus on refugee children's rights. Kalisha's article explores the historical concept of asylum law from its inception in antiquity and the Roman era and its entanglements with the education of children. It also examines asylum's relevance to current conflicts over the educational rights of asylum-seeking children and how international conventions have neglected these rights. Solbue's research aims to understand more about the consequences for asylum seekers of living without a residence permit in Norway. The article contends with some thoughts about the waiting period for an asylum seeker and asks whether Norway respects and ensures human rights for long-term asylum seekers and contends that the conditions of the waiting period in different reception centers is a form of national abuse of power.



Better conditions for refugees in education

For countries with little prior experience in integration, Vrdoljak et al. assess the immediate and delayed effects of imagined contact on attitudes toward refugees in elementary school. Imagined contact is a prejudice-reduction intervention that can be particularly useful in this context. To ensure a good start for refugees and children with minority backgrounds, Lund claims that it is essential for parents and Early Childhood Education professionals to work together to ensure a good start for these children. The article explores the experiences of the interactions and encounters between refugee parents and ECE professionals in a Norwegian ECE setting. By mapping the educational landscape for forced migrants in Norway, Ireland and Japan from a human right perspective, Solbue et al. raise questions regarding the power and role of human rights in the different countries. The review gives a picture of the current gap in how countries can successfully integrate forced migrants into education.



Conclusion

Refugees have often been seen as powerless, victims or, even worse, as a nameless, faceless mass of “refugees.” As Storen in their article argues, however, a human-rights-based approach to refugee education underpins the conceptual shift from “refugees as victims” to “refugees as rights-bearers.” The other articles in this Research Topic also adopt a rights-based perspective, shedding light on the agency of refugees as rights-bearers. Refugees often need to acquire a new language and other new knowledge about the host society to fully exercise their rights; therefore, education plays an essential role. The conceptual shift to rights-bearers also suggests the agency of refugees, which is often overlooked in the “refugees as victims” model.

The articles in this volume explore various approaches to providing educational opportunities that aim to reclaim and enhance agency as equal citizens, with full rights and opportunities to participate in society. These articles emphasize the importance of rights-based initiatives at various levels, including among legal and institutional systems, public spaces such as schools and libraries, and among individuals, including teachers, NPO staff, and researchers.

As this editorial is being written, armed conflicts and the consequences of climate collapse are still ongoing in many parts of the world. While huge numbers of people today are forced to leave their home countries as refugees, the rise of right-wing populism—which exploits fears of demographic and social change due to the influx of migrants, including forced migrants—has been witnessed not only in Europe but also in other regions such as Asia and the United States. In this context, rights-based education will be key not only for the integration of migrants, but also for all members of the host society, including those newly-arrived, to learn to live together.
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Introduction: This article analyzes teachers’ efforts in preventing negative social control among newly arrived refugees at a Norwegian Adult Education Center (AEC). As the teachers realized that micro aggressive behavior hindered learning, they aimed for improving the learning environment. The World Café method (WCM) was implemented to change the learning environment in a positive way.
Methods: Data was collected by passive observation with participatory elements. This was followed up with individual and focus-group interviews on what happened during three World Café dialogues.
Results: This article uses management theories to analyse whether and how the implementation of the World Café was successful. The findings emphasize professional discretion combined with co-creation and co-production as organizational prerequisites for a positive change within the learning environment. The leaders at the AEC conducted professional discretion by employing bilingual immigrants as assistants at the AEC.
Discussion: The bilingual assistants used their multilingual resources and experiences with secondary language teaching in the planning and implementation of the World Café sessions for the newly arrived refugees. They contributed by co-creation and co-producing the WCM together with Norwegian born teachers. Their participation was an innovation at the AEC and led to a positive change in the learning environment.

Keywords
 co-creating; co-producing; World Café; microaggression; learning environment; immigrants; diversity; adult education


Introduction

The AECs in Norway are open for refugees and immigrants that “have the right and are obliged to participate in an introduction program offered by the municipalities” (Røhnebæk and Bjerck, 2021: 744). The program is full time, consisting of 600 h of language training and civic studies, free of charge after settlement in the municipality. The AEC, situated in a small town in Norway, have approximately 40 refugee immigrants as participants (learners). They come from all continents and speak many different languages. At the time when this study was conducted, most of them spoke Arabic, Tigrinya, Swahili, Farsi, and Dari.

Microaggression is defined as “brief and often subtle everyday events that denigrate individuals because they are members of particular groups” (Pierce et al., 1978; Sue, 2010). The teachers experienced micro-aggressive behavior among some learners. They experienced quarrels, learners not wanting to work together, and they observed men (husbands) controlling their wives. They observed a traumatized woman experiencing ostracism from others. This resulted in uneasiness, avoidance, and passive participation among learners.

Possible micro-aggressive behavior from teachers to newly arrived refugees (Kenny, 2022a) has not been researched in this project. The leaders of the AEC wanted to involve as many of the teachers as possible in the decision-making process so that they felt ownership to the WCM. It was important to clarify early that the aim of the research was to gain more knowledge on how to improve teacher training, in general, in Norway regarding intercultural education and not to evaluate the teachers at the AEC.

On this background, the teachers decided to use the WCM to break up the negative pattern among learners as it hindered learning. Their first attempt to organize a World Café a couple of years before had been unsuccessful. The second attempt is the one analyzed in this article using organization and management theories, asking whether and how the implementation of the WCM changed the learning environment in a positive direction.

Before the World Café pilot-project started in 2020, bilingual immigrants had been employed temporarily on a part-time basis as assistants (called “language pilots”). Their employment developed as a 2-year project in 2017–2019 at some AECs in Norway (Eek, 2021). The State Directorate of Integration and Diversity (IMDI) supported the employment financially as IMDI had raised development funds to promote municipal integration efforts the year before. This WCM pilot-project was the AEC’s leader’s (the head, administration, and research and development leaders) answer to the aim of IMDI, to develop new knowledge and methods about integration of national interest (Tkachenko et al., 2021). In the beginning, the bilingual immigrants were employed to assist the AEC in using multilingualism as a resource. However, 1 year later, they were also involved in organizing a World Café.

The leaders at the AEC invited three external researchers to follow up the process and collect data throughout the organization process in the planning/preparation and implementation phases. The author of this article was the leader of the research project while a steering committee at the AEC was the leader of the WCM pilot-project. Vestland Regional Research Fund funded the research. The aim of the research was to provide researchers and practitioners in similar educational settings with practical advice and recommendations in using a WCM to improve learning environments.


Theoretical background and conceptual framework

As a starting point, Putnam’s theory on social capital building, in particular, the bridging type, was considered as relevant for studying the development of the World Café. Bridging capital strengthens networks of trust across people with heterogenous social, economic, and/or demographic differences. Such a network might have capacity to produce a feeling of identity and/or mutuality despite differences and contribute to strengthen individual quality of life (Putnam, 2000).

Newly arrived refugee immigrants have one thing in common, and that is being newly arrived immigrants living in vulnerable circumstances in a new country. Apart from that, they might have little in common (Røhnebæk and Bjerck, 2021). They fit the description of Brown and Isaacs in being a diverse group of learners for which the WCM might be doable (Brown and Isaacs, 1995). In Putnam’s perspective, staff at AECs play an important societal role by working as a “junction” by the way of bridging gaps between people with diverse backgrounds. They are often called “natural helpers” when they try to bridge gaps, such as between newly arrived refugees at the AEC and people in the local community (Guribye and Hidle, 2013).

As Putnam’s theory on building social capital with an emphasis on bridging gaps was a theoretical starting point for this research project, theories on co-creation and co-production on the organizational level became equally important, as these theories helped to shed new and more detailed lights on what happened during the decision-making process (Osborne and Strokosch, 2013). As the concept of social capital has been challenged lately for its vagueness (Claridge, 2021), this article draws on public management theories explaining more in detail the organization process of the World Café, observing social capital as a possible outcome and side-effect of a positive learning environment.



Co-creation and co-producing

The public management literature on what co-creation and co-production mean, how these concepts are understood, defined, and what distinguishes the terms is vast and voluminous. Clarifications on how the concepts are used in this article are therefore needed.

Co-production was the first to be presented in the research literature, originally explained by Ostrom (1996) as: “the process through which inputs used to produce a good or service are contributed by individuals who are not “in” the same organization” (Ostrom, 1996: 1073). Her focus was on the service level on how to break the “great divide” between public and civil sectors. Of interest, the topic of this article is also her other focus on the ability of street-level bureaucrats to exercise discretion to co-produce public services (Ostrom, 1996; Røhnebæk and Bjerck, 2021: 742). By drawing on the study of Lipsky (1973), her research team recognized that discretion was an important feature in how public employees spend their time. Producing a service is difficult without active participation of those supposedly receiving the service, they realized: If students are not actively engaged in their own education, what teachers do may make little difference in the skills students acquire (Ostrom, 1996: 1079). Ostrom’s research team thus developed the term “coproduction” to describe the potential relationship between teachers (“street-level bureaucrats”) and their pupils (the “clients”).

Co-production and co-creating are similar concepts. They have also been depicted as “joint efforts of citizens and public sector professionals in initiating, planning, designing and implementing public services” (Brandsen et al., 2018: 3). However, the two concepts point at distinct phases in the decision-making process which is of highly relevance here. One way of distinguishing between them is that co-creation is input from citizens in the planning and preparation phase while co-production is related to input from citizens in the design and implementation phase (Brandson and Honingh, 2018: 10–16).

This article distinguishes between the two concepts in the same way when analyzing the inputs from the bilingual assistants. Co-creation refers to inputs in the planning and preparation phase and co-production in the implementation phase. Both concepts are however understood as “the voluntary or involuntary involvement of citizens in public services in any of the design, management, delivery and/or evaluation of public services” (Osborne et al., 2016: 640; Eriksson, 2019; Lember et al., 2019).



The World Café method

The World Café as a participatory method has proven beneficial in organizational change processes. On the one hand, it facilitates dialogues and mutual learning. On the other hand, it has proven successful also for collecting data (Löhr et al., 2020). According to the founders (Brown and Isaacs, 1995), the method is relevant when there is a need for symmetry and closeness in relationships, need for the sharing of stories, discussions, explorations, and the development of mutual understanding in areas where participants have diverse backgrounds and conditions for participation.

Brown and Isaacs discovered that diversity was an important principle in WCM dialogues, compared with traditional dialogue circles. They stated that the WCM showed to be a fun and challenging way of learning through socializing with others. The participants or “coffee guests” sit down at “coffee tables” and discuss specific themes or questions made in beforehand. A “café host” leads each table. After a while, participants move to a new table and continue to discuss with other guests. The cafe hosts stay put at the same table, lead the sittings, and sum up the discussions at his or her table (Brown and Isaacs, 1995).

The article focuses on four out of seven design/organization principles primarily outlined by Brown and Isaacs in the 1990s. These are: (1) set the context, (2) create a hospitable space, (3) explore questions that matters, and (4) encourage everyone’s contributions. Context and space are in this article considered important principles and will be addressed in the planning and preparation phase, while exploring questions and encouraging contributions are relevant in the implementation phase. A limitation is that the last three principles of Brown and Isaacs are not discussed in this article as these were more sporadic in the dialogues. These are: cross-pollinate and connect diverse perspectives, listen together for patterns and harvest, and share collective discoveries (Brown and Isaacs, 1995, p. 40). The features of the organization process (planning and implementation) are emphasized more than the content of the dialogues.




Methodology—qualitative data with participatory elements


Organization

The researchers participated at all the three World Café dialogues lasting one school day each examining one theme per day. There were approximately 25–40 participants divided into small groups circulating between different tables (6–8) three times per day. The themes were divided into three sub questions to be discussed at the three seatings during the day. Each dialogue lasted for 45 min with 10-min break between them (with lunch in the middle). Newly arrived learners speaking the same mother tongue were together in a few groups while learners at higher language levels were divided into several mixed language groups. All groups moved as a group and not individually to secure safety and help newcomers. This organization ensured that most of the tables had learners from different cultural backgrounds and that they discussed all three sub questions each day.



Follow-up research and mixed methods

Data were collected by passive participation (observation), followed up with individual and focus-group interviews on what happened at the AEC on the same days when the World Cafes were organized. Data were collected during the years of 2020–2021. It consisted of field work based on (mainly) qualitative data with participatory elements. The interviewees consisted of four Norwegian born teachers (café hosts), one immigrant teacher (café host), three R&D leaders, and four bilingual immigrant assistants. The researchers followed the organization process of the WCM (planning/preparation and implementation) in “same time,” collecting interview and field data (observation).



Interviews and observation with participatory elements

The researchers conducted two focus group interviews (before and after implementation) with ten teachers, three leaders, and four bilingual immigrant assistants. Four teachers were interviewed for a second time at the end of the WCM pilot-project. Notes taken by the café hosts during dialogues were also part of the data. The researchers combined the interview data with observation data. The observation consisted of mainly passive but also some active participation during the implementation of the three dialogue sessions during 2020–2021. One researcher took observation notes of what happened. The participatory elements consisted of one researcher partaking by organizing a welcoming station song as a start-up (head, shoulder, knee, and toe) and in arranging two drama workshops together with one drama teacher at the AEC. In addition, all three researchers circulated and sat down at the coffee tables, listening to the dialogues, and spoke with learners who talked to them directly at tables or in the breaks.

The researchers decided to write different articles using different theoretical approaches. The data analysis work for this article is done independently by the author of this article using thematic analysis (Braun and Clark, 2022). Ethical approval was obtained from the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research, ensuring compliance with ethical guidelines. Informed consent was obtained from all participants. Their anonymity and confidentiality have been maintained.




Results


Planning phase: co-create the context

The first World Café design principle that Brown and Isaacs point at is set the context. This is about “creating the purpose and parameters in which the collaborative learning would unfold and help shaping the content and the process in preparation and during WCM sessions” (Brown and Isaacs, 1995). This first World Café principle speaks very well with public administration theory regarding organization processes. Eriksson (2019), inspired by public administration theory, states that inequities and disparities often are part of the context (Eriksson, 2019). This resonates with what happened at this AEC.

The AEC teachers and leaders were very much aware of the context as they had failed the first time. The World Café that failed a couple of years before had not been well enough organized and the questions they had prepared did not resonate well enough with the learners. Now their aim was to redesign the World Café based on earlier experiences. First, four to six bilingual immigrant assistants were invited to the planning and preparation phase. They were asked to give inputs to topics, questions, and how to organize the sessions.

Furthermore, the teachers considered it important that each table this time had a café host (a Norwegian born or immigrant teacher) that should be active during the dialogues. Each table should also have a bilingual immigrant who could assist and interpret, especially regarding newcomers. To speak with public administration theory, the bilingual immigrants achieved a role as both representative co-creators and co-producers of the WCM (Eriksson, 2019).

The staff allocated much more time and attention in this first phase of the process, something that Brown and Isaacs point at is important. In fact, the teachers stated that this was a prerequisite for a successful WCM (focus group 1). They also discussed other critical issues and questions. These were the foundation of the project, clarifications of goals and values, how to organize tables and groups, how to share roles (between café hosts and bilingual immigrant assistants) and clarifications of expectations from all stakeholders (focus group 1). Clarification of a common set of values showed to be important. In meetings, the staff anchored this in “how to see others and to show closeness.” The most important values connected to this became safety, security, trust, empathy, respect, and openness (focus group 1).

The importance of informing all classes beforehand about tasks and topics to be discussed at the World Café was another critical factor that had failed the first time. Now the bilingual immigrant assistants played a key role. They volunteered in proposing and adjusting topics and questions for the dialogues. The immigrant learners were given the opportunity to communicate with the assistants before the World Café started. The learners also got information from their respective teachers in their classrooms. This resulted in adult immigrant learners being well informed in beforehand about what topics they were to discuss at the coffee tables.



Preparation phase: tailor space to the goal of the project and target group

The second principle of Brown and Isaacs is to create a “welcoming hospitable space that provides personal comfort and psychological safety.” It was decided upon that the World Café should take place on the premises of the AEC in the mingling area that was already well known for the adult learners. Tables with coffee and cookies were set up. However, who should sit at which table? This question showed to be more important than anticipated because it was connected to elements of social control in the learning environment that they wanted to change. An important question addressed by teachers was whether the learners should be organized into homogenous or heterogenous groups regarding language and land background. The teachers hoped that building networks across was more feasible to change the learning environment. As such Putnam’s bridging concept came to the fore. The pupils were organized into heterogenous groups at the tables, having different land backgrounds and speaking different languages. This again, raised new questions. One of them was that bridging in this way could make the learners feel uncomfortable or insecure.

To avoid people feeling uncomfortable, the staff decided that the learners should move together, not individually to the next table. They should stick with the same group together with their bilingual immigrant assistant the entire day. In this way, they tailor-made the second principle of Brown and Isaacs. The reason was 2-fold, first to avoid language homogenous groups sitting together with people from their own country where one or two could exercise social control. Second, moving individually from table to table could make newcomers even more uncomfortable, unsafe, and could complicate interpretation. Now, each table was compounded of learners with different land backgrounds and languages who developed a common group feeling because they stick together and moved collectively to a new table (interviews and field notes).



Explore questions that matters—share experiences—avoid conflicts

The staff spent many hours discussing relevant topics and questions for the tables, according to the third principle of Brown and Isaacs: “explore questions that matters.” The teachers asked: what topics would excite the pupils? The themes should not be too big, nor too difficult, they said. They decided that the dialogues needed to show some kind of progression in degree of difficulty (focus group 1).

Socialization became a central principle in the WCM to create security and increase tolerance. Thus, the sharing of experiences for cultural understanding became important to obtain socialization in the dialogues. One teacher put it like this: Socializing is important to get to know others that do not attend the same class. Understanding the concept of democracy was also part of the discussion. Another said that socializing was important: for better understanding, for democracy, for discussion, and for dialogue (focus group 1). The teachers wanted focus on experiences, avoiding issues that could create conflicts or racism, such as religion and/or cultural differences (focus group 1). The challenges were to encourage pupils to utter own opinions (not face answers), motivate them, and make them feel safe (focus group 1).

The challenges explain partly why the Norwegian born teachers involved the “language pilots” (the immigrant assistants) as mediators between themselves and the learners. In the role as co-creators in the planning phase, the teachers invited the bilingual immigrants to suggest and comment upon topics, themes, and questions for the WCM and inform the learners. The bilingual immigrants on their side emphasized making simple questions and allocate enough time for each topic at the World Café. They suggested a lot of topics such as positive childhood memories or a place you liked to play as a child. As co-producers in the implementation phase, they translated at the tables and assisted the café hosts. At one or two tables, they also took the role as café host.



Implementation phase—the three World Café dialogues

The dialogues became a co-product, developed together by café hosts and immigrant assistants. They divided the tasks between them: the café hosts asked questions and took notes. The “language pilots” interpreted for newcomers who could not yet speak any Norwegian.

The learners were encouraged to participate by the teachers and bilingual immigrants before and during the dialogues. The first theme at the first World Café was happiness. The hosts asked: what makes you happy and what do you do to make other feel happy? A related question was friendship. The hosts asked for thoughts about friendship and what is a good friend? They asked the participants to tell about a nice memory together with a friend. The hosts used pictures to explain the themes. A third question was time and associations about time in combination with different images (field notes).

The second dialogue had a critical glance on Norway. The aim was to gain trust from the learners. One of the teachers reasoned: It is important that we discuss the Norwegians, and what is negative in our society. Like this we can gain trust from the participants, it can make us more trustworthy if we also promote what is negative with the Norwegian society. Focus should not only be on those who comes to Norway! (focus group interview). The hosts asked: What is it to be Norwegian, what is typically Norwegian? What is strange with Norway and the Norwegian culture? What is fine with Norway and the Norwegian culture? Additional questions at the end of the day: What is care? What makes you proud?

At the third dialogue, the theme was travel. The café hosts asked: Travel in time. What time will you travel to, present time or the future? If you could choose, what time would you prefer to live in? You are to travel from the past to the present, what do you want to bring with you back to the present time?




Discussion


Counterbalancing social control and safety

Evaluating the WCM, the teachers agreed that all the three dialogues had gone beyond all expectations (focus group 2). As café hosts, the teachers had made interesting observations of the social relations between learners (second interviews with teachers). Learners helped each other in the groups. Most of them became highly active during the conversations, included those whom the hosts did not expect would say anything.

Most importantly, they experienced reduced social control during the dialogues. The learners sat together with learners from other networks and countries whom they did not know very well. Thus, they could not control in the same way as compared with sitting with learners with similar backgrounds (interviews with teachers and immigrant assistants). As one teacher formulated it: We experienced less wandering, and less chaos compared to earlier times (focus group 2).

Organizing pupils/learners into groups across land backgrounds and languages inspired by Putnam’s concept of bridging worked but was also a challenge regarding the feeling of safety. The staff had been afraid that sitting together with people with other land backgrounds could make people feel unsafe. However, it turned out that this way of organization tables felt safe. Moving collectively (not individually) to new tables together with language pilots and having a regular café host sitting at each table counter-balanced the fear of feeling insecure and unsafe. They created a welcoming hospitable space. This resonates well with research on the use of music to create and facilitate such welcoming spaces (Kenny, 2022b; Rinde, 2023). This provided personal comfort and safety. Two to three girls in the beginning had been quite silent and invisible and started gradually to take part in the dialogues and speak (field notes). Very few dominated the discussions. The immigrant assistants (language pilots) showed to be important bridge builders as mediators and interpreters.

One teacher put it like this: In the first break, pupils went back to the pupils they used to be with, but in the other break, several of them started to talk to the others around their table. Another teacher wondered: One man was glad and happy. He said he had no pain in the back. Could it have to do something with yesterday? Just sitting there talking and smiling. A pupil in nature study had thrived and smiled a lot today. Had been so clever and active yesterday, using mother tongue, felt useful (interview with café host).

The teachers concluded that it felt safe for the pupils to stay in the same group during all dialogues. They were surprised that the pupils were so positive and forthcoming. The focus had been on the community. Coffee and cakes made it all informal.



Improving language skills, understanding democracy?

Talking together during café dialogues about the collective showed to be more important than first anticipated. The learners liked that the dialogues did not concern school issues. To them, it was good to speak Norwegian together. Several learners managed to speak Norwegian without interpretation. The hosts were surprised how well they managed (focus group 2). Teachers who initially worried about chaos stopped worrying. The conversations had been good, flowing and shifts between tables went well. All the learners participated in the discussions in all three dialogues (interviews and focus group 2).

Many of the participants shared personal stories at the tables, mostly in Norwegian, but also using their own language. The others listened. The bilingual immigrant assistants re-narrated what learners said if some used own language. It was a lot of positivity and good mood during the dialogues. The theme “Norwegian” created smiles. Themes such as “friendship,” “care,” and “time” led to deep and good reflections (field notes). The pupils found the themes relevant and applicable (observation notes). They experienced an increase in the degree of difficulty in the dialogues. However, “time” turned out to be the most abstract and difficult theme and was a bit more challenging (interviews with café hosts).

Teachers stated that the WCM could not only improve language skills but also give ways of understanding democracy. Some staff looked upon the method in the World Café as being more important than the themes, claiming that through the participation, newcomers got an introduction about the meaning of living in a democratic society. One café host said that the sessions were good “for those who can reflect and speak, a bit worse for the other.” Another café host meant that the pupils had understood a lot and that the café had “lifted thoughts and the language a bit.” The learners on their side did experience the dialogues as meaningful, and this was reported on from both teachers and immigrant assistants. The immigrant assistants emphasized that such dialogues are important because refugees lack discussion forums (interview with assistants). Research has however proven that online forums for refugees have given marginalized community members a platform to share their concern, thoughts, and questions (Anderson et al., 2021).



Conditions for a successful WCM to improve learning environment for refugee immigrants

Organizing a World Café by using the design principles as described by Brown and Isaacs (1995) implied important prerequisites in this case study: the use of discretion at the AEC in employing bilingual immigrant assistants in the first place and, second, inviting them to mediate through both co-creating and co-producing the WCM together with staff.

The leaders exercised discretion when seeking state financial support to employ immigrant assistants on a part-time basis. Thus, professional discretion was one important condition that contributed to make the WCM successful and innovative by using creative and productive inputs from different participants. The results were innovative ideas on how to organize a WCM with the help of bilingual immigrant assistants. The bilingual immigrant assistants had not only lived longer in the country but also many of them shared the same background as the newcomers, and all of them had been learners at the same AEC. They became mediators of supporting second language teaching and used their own multilingual, resources, and experiences. They assisted in designing and implementing the WCM and took part and gave input in all the organization phases. As such, co-creation and co-production became key participatory features throughout the WCM organization process.

Discerning between co-creation and co-producing, in this article, shows that the bilingual immigrant assistants obtained a combined co-creative and co-productive role on behalf of the newly arrived immigrants. The immigrant assistants became mediators between and among the refugee immigrant pupils, on the one side, and the Norwegian born teachers, on the other side, during all phases of the process (Eriksson, 2019). The role of the bilingual assistants can be described as “enhanced co-production” as their contribution resulted in new forms of public services (Strokosch and Osborne, 2016, p. 674).




Conclusion

The way this World Café was organized, represents an innovation in adult education, as the organization of the World Café not only built bridges between learners at the AEC but also bridged staff, bilingual immigrants, and learners. Using professional discretion to hire bilingual immigrants to help with the organization and contents of the WCM showed to be an important condition for a successful World Café. In this way, the head and leaders succeeded to improve the learning environments for their immigrant learners. As a conclusion, employing representatives from the target group’s social context (the bilingual immigrant assistants) showed to be a successful public administrative strategy bridging cultural gaps.
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Introduction: Children in Europe and Norway grow up in an increasingly culturally diverse society. As of 2022, 20% of children in Norwegian Early Childhood Education (ECE) institutions have a minority background. It is essential for parents and ECE professionals to work together to ensure a good start for these children. The partnership between the ECE institutions and parents is a statutory right and duty, and parents should, on equal terms, participate and influence what happens in the ECE institutions. However, research has shown a wide variation in how ECE professionals create partnerships with minority and refugee parents, and many find working with this group of parents challenging. This article explores the experiences of the interactions and encounters between refugee parents and ECE professionals in a Norwegian ECE setting. The aim is to analyze the tensions in this partnership and provide insights into these encounters, negotiation processes and their experiences.
Methodology: The study is based on semi-structured interviews with twelve refugee parents, interviews with six pedagogical leaders, and one kindergarten manager. Additionally, fieldwork was conducted in one ECE institution to provide contextual depth.
Results: The data is analyzed thematically using an inductive research design. Through this analysis, three prominent themes emerged: 1) Barriers, 2) “Norwegianness”, and 3) Trust. The findings highlight the importance of trust in children’s care and the ECE institution’s safety. At the same time, refugee parents emphasize education as a key to a promising future in Norway and value the education aspect of ECE institutions as high. Communication and language barriers pose an extra burden or stress for both ECE professionals and refugee parents. “Norwegianness” as a cultural norm within ECE institutions is linked to the values, norms, and cultural capital valid within the ECE institution.
Discussion: The findings are discussed within the theoretical frameworks of cultural capital and power relations and critical pedagogy. The interactions and encounters between refugee parents and ECE professionals show tensions arising from differences in cultural norms and understandings. In summary, this article explores the challenges posed by cultural diversity in ECE institutions and argues for using cultural sensitivity to foster more flexibility in these encounters to enhance inclusion and belonging in ECE institutions.
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Introduction

Children in Norway are being raised in a culturally diverse environment. According to Statistics of Norway, in 2022, 20% of children enrolled in Norwegian Early Childhood Education (ECE)1 have a minority background. In addition, 93.4% of all children in Norway attend ECE (Statistics Norway, 2022), which implies that children with minority backgrounds are exposed to the Norwegian language and culture when they attend ECE institutions. A solid and dialogic partnership between parents and ECE professionals and professionals2 is essential for a good start in ECE institutions, and it is both a statutory right parents have and the duty of the ECE institution to establish (Ministry of Education and Research, 2005, 2017). The partnership between parents and ECE institutions is even more crucial in a culturally diverse society (Tobin et al., 2013; Tobin, 2020). The research agrees on the importance of a strong partnership between migrant and refugee families and ECE institutions and professionals to foster belonging and processes of inclusion (Vandenbroeck, 2009; Janssen and Vandenbroeck, 2018; Solberg, 2018; Garvis et al., 2021; Sadownik and Višnjić Jevtić, 2023). According to the Framework Plan for Kindergarten in Norway and the Children’s Act (Ministry of Education and Research, 2005, 2017), parents have the statutory right to parental involvement and to impact what happens in the ECE.

Further, the ECE institution is legally obligated to establish a dialogic partnership with all parents according to the framework plan for kindergarten (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017). Scandinavian research on parental cooperation with minority parents in kindergarten has long focused on language and how shortages in Norwegian language competence make parental cooperation difficult (Becher, 2006; Gjervan et al., 2012; Glaser, 2018). Fewer scholars have investigated how parents with a refugee background experience the encounter with Norwegian ECE institutions. Of these studies, several points to language barriers, challenges linked to culture, and that nursery practice is still dominated by the major for care and parenting (see Solberg, 2018, 2019; Sønsthagen, 2018; Kalkman and Kibsgaard, 2019). Refugee and migrant parents may find parental involvement different from what they know from their own country, and expressing their perspectives may be difficult when facing professionals in the ECE setting (Van Laere et al., 2018). Lastikka and Lipponen (2016) found that migrant parents also highlight the social support the ECE institutions give them. According to Lund (2022c), refugee parents consider the ECE institution a social and learning arena for themselves and their children.

The ECE institution is an essential social arena for migrant and refugee families in a new country, learning cultural codes and a new language (Vandenbroeck et al., 2009). In attempting to recognize cultural diversity and respect families’ values, ECE professionals sometimes encounter conflicts between their notions of best practices and cultural responsiveness (Tobin et al., 2013). Several studies on minorities and migrants, including refugee families, have highlighted language barriers, challenges related to cultural differences, and ECE practices that are shaped by institutional norms of care and parenting (Palludan, 2007; Vandenbroeck, 2009; Vandenbroeck et al., 2010; Geens and Vandenbroeck, 2013; Kalkman and Kibsgaard, 2019; Lund, 2022c). In this article, I investigate how refugee parents and ECE professionals perceive their partnership, their interactions within the ECE institutions in Norway, their barriers and tensions, and how the ECE institutions and professionals can promote inclusion and exclusion through their institutional practices.

The study involved conducting 12 interviews with parents with refugee backgrounds who have lived in Norway for 1–3 years. They all have non-western backgrounds and limited or no experience with ECE institutions in Norway and their countries of origin. The study includes fieldwork and participatory observation, data from interactions between the refugee parents and the ECE professionals, the daily life in the ECE institution, and interviews with the ECE professionals in the ECE institution where their children are enrolled. Using Bourdieu’s (1977, 1996) and Bourdieu et al. (2006) theory of cultural capital and critical theory (Nicola, 2005; May and Sleeter, 2010; Rhedding-Jones, 2010; Rhedding-Jones and Otterstad, 2011; Kalonaityté, 2014; Røthing, 2019), the study analyses how refugee parents and ECE professionals experience the ECE partnership and how the ECE professionals practices and structural societal conditions shape and reproduce power relations between minorities and majorities. The research questions being raised and discussed are:

	1. How do refugee parents and ECE professionals experience partnership with each other in ECE institutions in Norway, and how do elements of this partnership impact refugee families’ sense of belonging and inclusion?

This article examines how institutional practices in ECE institutions may impact refugee parents’ sense of belonging and inclusion in the ECE. Moreover, societal discrimination and prejudice can make the refugee parents feel estranged and excluded from the ECE institution. The barriers and challenges arising from the encounters between ECE institutions and the refugee parents will be discussed and explored. Addressing these challenges may promote understanding and create a more equitable ECE institution for all families. The following section outlines the interdisciplinary research on parental partnerships with minorities and refugee families.


The context of ECE

Early Childhood Education institutions in the Nordic countries share several common traits, for example, the child–centered and holistic approach, where care and parenthood are both private and public matters, essential to making children future citizens (Jensen, 2009), which may contrast with non-Western cultures where care and parenthood are mainly personal, a less holistic and child-centered view (Jávo, 2010). Therefore, studies from ECE contexts with this holistic approach are considered most relevant to the study. The backdrop for the institutional organization of childcare in Western societies reflects a social change emphasizing individual belonging and undermining collective relationships (Studsrød and Tuastad, 2017). Two distinguishing features are prominent: (1) the public presence and (2) a high degree of trust both between citizens and in social institutions (Hernes and Hippe, 2007; Wollebæk and Segaard, 2011). Hence, the values of the children’s best interests, equality between the sexes, and self-determination can vary across cultures (Aadnesen, 2015). Implicit and tacit expectations, different norms and behaviors, and pedagogical practices with little room for other models and understandings of parenthood, childhood, and views on children may affect the relationship between refugee parents and ECE professionals (e.g., Bundgaard and Gulløv, 2008; Sønsthagen, 2018; Lund, 2022b).

Studies on refugees in general (in Norway) can broadly be divided into three categories: studies of (1) refugees’ trauma, (2) cultural differences, and (3) parenthood. The studies of Bergset (2019), Erstad (2015), Friberg and Bjørnset (2019), Smette and Rosten (2019), and Nadim (2015) are examples of the two latter categories. They are considered most relevant for this study as they demonstrate how diverse cultural parenting models are experienced in different welfare and educational institutions, like the ECE institutions in Norway. This article includes research on minorities with refugee backgrounds, while ethnic, religious, and national minorities are excluded. Research on minority parents’ encounters with health services shows that many express concerns for their children and a cross-pressure between their and majority cultures (Aarset and Sandbæk, 2009; Aarset and Bredal, 2018). As a group, minority parents, including refugees, may experience conflicting aspirations on behalf of their children (Smette and Rosten, 2019). Studies of refugees in Europe show that refugees’ encounters with public institutions are essential for developing a sense of belonging and empowerment in the new society (Vandenbroeck et al., 2009; Van Laere and Vandenbroeck, 2017). Researchers also underscore that ECE professionals’ communication with minorities (including refugees), both children and parents, appears to be characterized by information rather than dialoge (De Gioia, 2003; Palludan, 2007; Kultti and Samuelsson, 2016). Barriers are also found to create challenges between refugee and minority parents and ECE professionals (De Gioia, 2003; Palludan, 2007; Kultti and Samuelsson, 2016; Solberg, 2018; Lund, 2022b). Studies from Norway and Iceland on ECE partnership have also shown that minority parents are often assigned a marginalized position compared to majority parents (Bergsland, 2018; Solberg, 2018; Sønsthagen, 2018; Einarsdottir and Jónsdóttir, 2019). Recent studies from ECE institutions show that the inclusion and processes of belonging of refugee children and parents in ECE settings involve tensions in negotiating language and cultural norms (Lund, 2022c; Kimathi, 2023). In this article, I discuss the challenges and tensions refugee parents experience in their interactions with ECE institutions and the experiences of ECE professionals in this parental partnership. The following sections outline the theoretical framework, methodology, results, and discussion.



Critical and power critical theory

Critical theory and power critical theories do not aim to criticize but to analyze processes that create and maintain power relations and privileges in different contexts, often associated with norm-critical perspectives and pedagogy in the education research field (Nicola, 2005; May and Sleeter, 2010; Rhedding-Jones, 2010; Rhedding-Jones and Otterstad, 2011; Kalonaityté, 2014; Røthing and Bjørnestad, 2015; Røthing, 2019). According to Kalonaityté (2014), p. 8, a norm-critical pedagogy aims to create an enduring awareness of societal power relations outside the educational settings of school and the ECE institution and argues that this needs an epistemological understanding and attitude. Such educational philosophy demands commitment and theoretical competence from practitioners (Kalonaityté, 2014, p. 9). Røthing (2019), p. 19 argues that ‘diversity competence’ requires relevant knowledge, power-critical theoretical perspectives, and recognition. Critical culturalism incorporates elements from multiculturalist and anti-racist pedagogy (Nicola, 2005; May and Sleeter, 2010; Rhedding-Jones and Otterstad, 2011). Within multiculturalism, children and adults are placed in cultural categories and assigned characteristics and rights based on their cultural identity. May and Sleeter (2010) criticize liberal multiculturalism in emphasizing cultural differences, arguing that the multiculturalism approach fails to see power differences between minorities and majorities. Within a critical multiculturalist process, children’s and parents’ culture is verified and acknowledged, but without over-focusing or simplifying the importance of cultural differences (May and Sleeter, 2010; Westrheim, 2014). According to May and Sleeter (2010) and Westrheim (2014), the critical multicultural approach does not categorize people and groups with common cultural characteristics or identities but acknowledges people without oversimplifying or over-focusing their cultural differences. Bourdieu et al. (2006) have a similar approach and argue that culture is dynamic and relational depending on people’s cultural capital and the power relations between groups and people within a society or specific context such as the ECE institution.

In this article, I explore how cultural, social, and symbolic factors affect adapting to a new country and culture, where educational institutions such as the ECE institutions play vital roles (Bourdieu, 1996; Bourdieu et al., 2006). Specifically, it examines the experiences and perceptions of refugee parents through the lens of Bourdieu’s (1996, 2006) critical theory of symbolic power, habitus, and social and cultural capital, and the ECE professional practices as institutionalized and their exercising of power. According to Bourdieu’s theoretical perspective, society comprises social structures, groups, classes, and symbolic systems like language and ideas. Further, these social spaces, or fields, have symbolic power and function as classification systems (Bourdieu and Prieur, 1996; Esmark, 2006). The ECE institution, for example, is a social space where people with different forms of capital (economic, cultural, social, and symbolic) interact. Specific capital forms may be valuable and necessary within a given social space and are not available for all. The refugee parents in the study come from diverse cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, including education, work experience, socioeconomic status, and nationality. However, their shared status as refugees in Norway is the focus of the analysis and the discussion of findings. The same relates to the ECE professionals; they have diverse backgrounds but have shared education as ECE teachers and positions as pedagogical leaders. The social positions of refugee parents and ECE professionals in social space (here: the ECE institution) as minority and majority with different habitus impact their perceptions, understandings, and ways of thinking and acting, as their access to cultural capital, and thus also the interaction between them (Bourdieu and Prieur, 1996; Bourdieu et al., 2006). In this context, habitus is “the sum of lived life” or the “totality of a person’s experiences.” Researchers have found that the majority’s cultural capital and doxa are normative for what happens in ECE and ECE’s encounters with minority and refugee parents (Solberg, 2018; Sønsthagen, 2018; Lund, 2021, 2022c). According to Bourdieu (1996), doxa operates at a subconscious level and is deeply ingrained in our habitus, which is a set of dispositions, attitudes, and behaviors that we acquire through our socialization and experiences, which implies that the refugee parents and the ECE professionals in the study have different habitues and base their knowledge ion different doxas. In the discussion, I argue that the refugee parents have limited access to what is considered valid capital in ECE, and how this access or lack of access to valid capital has an impact on the relationship and interaction between ECE professionals and refugee parents and what consequences this may have for the partnership, and ultimately on inclusion and belonging of the refugees.



Methodology and research design

The study presented in this article has an inductive and interpretive research design. It stems from qualitative, semi-structured interviews with 12 refugee parents, both women and men, observational material from “deliver and collect” situations in the ECE institution in the study, and interviews with six pedagogical leaders and one kindergarten manager. The informants were recruited through an Introduction Center for Refugees in a Western Norwegian rural municipality and the ECE institution where refugee parents’ children attended. All the parents have a non-western background (see Table 1), a refugee status, and a brief period of residence in Norway (1–3 years). They are participants in the compulsory qualification program and introduction program for refugees.3 Having their children in the ECE institutions is thus not an individual choice but a necessity as they do not have the option to stay home; they must attend the introductory program to have the right to economic introductory support. The data are analyzed thematic, sorted, and categorized in shared themes regarding the ECE institution and their partnership. Themes include upbringing, parenthood, barriers to partnership between parents and the ECE institution, and how to best integrate into society. The sample are shown in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Sample overview.
[image: Table summarizes refugee parent demographics including nationality, fictive names, gender, and numbers, alongside ECE professional and institution details such as names, work experience, education, unit count, ownership, and rural location.]


Ethical considerations

The researcher’s point of view will influence what the researcher sees or does not see; there will be blind spots. Ethical core discussions are therefore essential in all research work. Recruitment of parents with a minority background, with potential language and cultural barriers, distrust, and uncertainty, may present researchers with ethical issues and challenges. I have obtained ethical aspects by written informed consent (participation, use of audio recordings, and use of the material in research). The storage of notes and audio recordings safeguards the duty following confidentiality. All data is anonymized, and the audio files will be deleted after the results are published. Applications to the Norwegian Center for Research Data (SIKT) have been approved and prepared according to the research ethics guidelines.

However, when vulnerable groups participate in research, whether they feel the opportunity to decline participation is an ethical issue. Whether or not the voluntary sector is genuine depends on who asks for participation and the information. The refugee consultant at the Introduction Center was used as a gatekeeper and interpreter to ensure crucial information about involvement in the current research. The refugee consultant had a Syrian background and spoke Arabic, as did all the informants in the study. Because he spoke the same language and came from the same country as most of the refugee parents (Syria) in the study, he could provide clarifications and ensure that information about participation was adequately understood. The preparatory work related to informed consent and information about the research proved valuable and necessary to obtain contact with the research field, the informants, and the negotiations on access (Riese, 2019). During the analysis, I have strived for reflexivity and to present the informants’ voices in an ethically justifiable manner (Klykken, 2022, p. 13). In addition to the preparatory work for the interviews, I met the refugee parents in the “deliver and collect” situations in the ECE institution. I conducted all the parent interviews at the Introduction Center, assessing this as a more neutral, safe, and well-suited space in the ECE institution. I used an interpreter in half of the interviews; the other half was in my native language, Norwegian. The interpretation was conducted to reduce and minimize the influence and asymmetry in the relationship between me as a researcher, the interpreter, and the interviewee. The interpreter was hired through a professional interpretation service (Noricom).

As an outside researcher, a white Norwegian woman with a majority background may have influenced the refugee parents’ narratives. Also, my ethnic majority status and the interview situation may have similarities with the asylum process they previously experienced. Their prior experience from the asylum process may potentially have led the refugee parents to act more formally and correctly, withholding information and their own opinions, telling me what they assumed I wanted to know (Lidén, 2017; Kalkman and Kibsgaard, 2019). My research position and presence in ECEs in “deliver and collect” situations may also have contributed to the refugee parents holding back disagreements, fearing that what they said in the interviews might be passed on to the ECE professionals in fear of potential distrust. According to Bourdieu (1996) and Bourdieu et al. (2006), social structures are created by the fact that individuals as actors, through their actions and practical knowledge embedded in an embodied habitus, are constructed precisely by these objectives and hidden social structures.

Further, these social structures are reproduced by the actors interacting. In this perspective, social reality is constituted by hidden social structures, in which the actors’ consciousness and social experience are crucial to Bourdieu’s understanding of the world. Awareness of my preconceptions and influence in the social environment being studied has been essential in both the data collection process and the analysis, and reflexivity in the positioning as a researcher: […] relational pedagogics, which is aware of all the social differences and which is directed toward reducing them” (Bourdieu, 2003, s. 24).

According to Qureshi (2009), there are several reports on how professionals discriminate against minorities based on prejudice on ethnic grounds, lack of understanding, and distrust in their encounters with people from other countries and cultures. At the same time, my previous presence at the ECE institution may also have relaxed my parents because they had met before. According to Serrant-Green (2011), the experiences of minorities, such as the refugee parents in this study, may be in the blind spots of the majority. Raising awareness of how my positioning as a white ethnic majority has influenced my choices and interpretations is an essential methodological reflection. In the interview situation, the informants were allowed to speak as freely as possible. I avoided leading questions and emphasized dialoge in the conversation. As a researcher, I took a less active role to minimize the potential asymmetry in the interview situations. However, asymmetry in the relationship between the informants and me as a researcher became a communication challenge. In the interviews with the refugee parents, I chose to ask more follow-up questions than planned and had to take on a more active researcher role (Tjora, 2012).

Structural mechanisms may interact and position the informants in the ECE institution and social context. Therefore, research must evade legitimizing social models and the reproduction of existing (and symbolic) inequalities between social groups, as symbolic hegemony, between minorities and majorities in ECE institutions and society in general. However, researchers are also responsible for uncovering and identifying social differences resulting from cultural and symbolic capital (Skrobanek and Jobst, 2022). As Røthing (2019) argues, diversity competence requires relevant knowledge and power-critical perspectives to understand the power relations and structures of recognition. Reflexivity on these mechanisms and my positioning have been a focus throughout the research process (Lund, 2022a).




Analysis

The interview data was transcribed and read several times, color-coded, systematized, and analyzed using the NVivo program and marker pens in Word. The conversations and interview transcripts from encounters between parents and ECE professionals and their experiences as expressed in the interviews are analyzed, first with each category separately and then together. When data from refugee parents and ECE professionals was compared, shared themes became evident. In addition, I have chosen descriptions of situations and quotes from the interviews where ECE professionals and parents negotiate on values and understanding of the content and activities in ECE institution and their obligations as parents. The conversations could thus be interpreted as joint constructions between the ECE professional and the parents, however not necessarily on equal terms (Kvale, 2009). I used a professional interpreter for all the interviews with the refugee parents, but two. In the interviews without an interpreter, the presentation of the informants’ statements has occasionally changed grammatically to make the text more readable and understandable, but without altering the meaning with a focus on the importance of the informants’ stories and commonalities across the material. The fieldwork, participant observation in the ECE institution and interviews with ECE professionals were conducted in February 2019; contact and recruiting of refugee parents and interviews with the refugee parents were conducted later, in April 2019.

The analysis of both datasets was initially done separately. After that, the dataset from both parents and the ECE professionals was analyzed together, looking for common themes. I have used a reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) method, in line with a social constructivist epistemological (and ontological) perspective (Braun et al., 2022). The RTA method is a powerful tool that researchers can use to gain new insights by engaging in six crucial steps throughout the analysis process: (1) reading the transcripts, (2) coding, (3) analyzing based on produced codes, (4) critically reviewing the codes, (5) re-reading the transcripts, (6) writing. By following these steps, researchers can thoroughly analyze and interpret the data, leading to valuable insights and discoveries (Braun et al., 2022).

The themes found across the data from (both the parents and the ECE professionals) in steps two, three, four and five can be linked to values and perceptions of parenthood and childhood, experiences with the collaboration and partnership with ECE institution, and encounters of different cultural perspectives: (1) challenges such as language barriers, (2) parents’ experiences with ECE institution and the ECE professionals experiences in their encounter with the refugee parents, (3) shared focus on integration the Norwegian culture. The parents and the ECE professionals were asked the same questions: (1) What do you think is a decent quality of ECE? (2) What do you value as a good childhood, and (3) What do you consider as good parents? The data reveals individual variations connected to the refugee parents’ backgrounds, migration experiences, and the ECE professionals’ differences in age, knowledge, and work experience. Theoretically, they can be said to have different habitus(es) and epistemological understandings and access to the doxa applicable in ECE institutions (Power, 1999; Bourdieu et al., 2002). However, the focus of the analysis has been the shared themes among the parents and the ECE professionals. In coding and sorting all data, I grouped the main statements, topics, and meanings from parents and the ECE professionals and then developed the following analytical categories: (1) Barriers, (2) Norwegianness, and (3) Trust. However, the meanings of the categories differed. The themes shed light on the complexities of these encounters: The first theme, “barriers,” underscores language skills as a critical role in communication and engagement within ECE institutions and the challenges faced by individuals with limited language skills and emphasizes the need for inclusive strategies to bridge these linguistic divides. The second theme, “Norwegianness,” reals the significance of cultural norms and perceptions within the ECE institution context and the importance of recognizing and embracing cultural diversity while addressing normative expectations placed upon refugee parents and children. Finally, the third theme, “trust,” highlights the fundamental role of trust-building in fostering positive collaborations between refugee parents, ECE professionals, and the broader ECE institution. It emphasizes the need for open and transparent communication and the consequences of trust deficits in achieving positive outcomes for children. The table below shows an excerpt of the coding and sorting in the analytical process:

[image: Table compares analytical themes of barriers, Norwegian practices, and trust between refugee parents and early childhood education professionals, with synthesized themes highlighting cultural differences, adaptation to Norwegian norms, and evolving trust in early childhood care partnerships.]




Findings

Due to their participation in the obligatory introductory program for refugees, sending their children to an institution is essential for refugee parents, not just a personal choice. Some refugee parents have yet to learn or experience the ECE as an institution and what to expect, and they may sometimes find the ECE institution to be unfamiliar. However, the study reveals that ECE professionals are experienced as friendly and respectful despite language barriers and cultural differences. Further, the analysis shows tensions between ECE professionals and refugee parents. The findings highlight the importance of trust in children’s care and the ECE institution’s safety. At the same time, refugee parents emphasize education as a key to a promising future in Norway and value the education aspect of ECE institutions as high. Communication and language barriers pose an extra burden or stress for both ECE professionals and refugee parents. In the following sections, I will elaborate on the empirical findings using the abovementioned analytical categories.


Barriers

Effective communication and interaction between refugee parents and ECE professionals in the ECE setting and language barriers may impede or create tensions in this relationship. Minorities such as refugee parents may face difficulties in Norway stemming from their unfamiliarity with the Norwegian language, cultural norms, and the rules and requirements of Norwegian ECE institutions. The analysis shows challenges encountered by parents with limited Norwegian vocabulary, the ECE professionals experiencing workplace pressures due to language barriers, and the refugee parents’ experiences of lacking knowledge of the Norwegian language and cultural codes. Mohamad, a Syrian father, shares his perspective as follows:

 “We have access to interpreters, but it occurs only 3-4 times a year. During those occasions, we can address complex issues and engage in meaningful conversations with the ECE professionals. However, there are often matters that cannot wait”.



Despite facing challenges, most parents say they are satisfied with the ECE institution and describe a positive relationship with the professionals. Zahra, a mother from Syria, commented on how pleased she is with the care her child receives in the ECE:


“We have effective communication with the ECE professionals. The ECE professionals keep us updated on our children’s experiences and the activities at the ECE institution. We have productive meetings at the beginning and end of each year. If my child becomes ill or experiences any issues, they promptly contact us through telephone messages or calls. We are pleased with their services”.
 

The descriptions provided by refugee parents regarding their partnership with ECE institutions encompass both favorable experiences and challenges, challenges that contain linguistic barriers, a limited understanding of parental expectations, and the desire to discuss topics beyond practical concerns that hold personal significance to them and the perceptions about children and parenting. Despite the goal of promoting inclusion by assisting and informing refugee parents about Norwegian ECEs, the majority (Norwegian) definition of “good parenting” still holds sway in the ECE institution and the relationship between refugee parents and ECE professionals, as Marie, a pedagogical leader in Parken tells me in the interview:


“Before they arrived, the children’s parents needed to learn more about ECE institutions. We had to educate them on the fundamentals. I distinctly recall that when one of the children from a minority group began with us, they were accustomed to being breastfed exclusively. As a result, the child could not eat anything besides breast milk when they started. It was not milk formula but breast milk! Before starting in the ECE institution, the child had not yet learned to consume anything else. We assumed that everyone would understand our expectations after speaking with an interpreter. However, we should have taken more initiative to ensure they were fully informed. Also, it was challenging to communicate effectively with them as their Norwegian was limited. As a result, there were some minor issues and misunderstandings”.
 

Communicating with people who speak a different language can be difficult and lead to misunderstandings, such as the refugee parents and ECE professionals. To address this problem, learning new languages, using translation services, or utilizing simplified language when possible are essential actions that can prevent confusion and frustration for all parties involved. However, parents and ECE professionals need to articulate more support with the difficulties regarding access and frequency of translation services.



“Norwegianness”

“Norwegianness” as a cultural norm within ECE institutions is linked to the values, norms, and cultural capital valid within the ECE institution. It demonstrates how refugee parents and ECE professionals perceive, define, and navigate this norm. Additionally, it sheds light on how adherence to this norm affects the integration of diverse cultural backgrounds. How the welfare society meets minorities in ECEs (and schools) institutions can be decisive for identity development and belonging. Questions related to the future, integrating into the new culture, and learning “to become Norwegian” are essential in assessing what can provide a promising future. Adnan, a Syrian father, expresses the end for him and his family in Norway: “We have to do things like Norwegian, go hiking and stuff, integrate ourselves so that we can have a good life in Norway.” For many, arriving in a new and peaceful country after perhaps years on the run can be perceived as the dream itself. However, many find learning a new language, customs, norms, and culture challenging, as the quote from a Kurdish father, Aram, illustrates:


“I think we need time to get used to that life here in Norway, with that weather and society. The children must be in the ECE institution and the school. Moreover, there are so many rules we cannot follow, like what clothes they must wear to the ECE institution. Norwegians spend much time outdoors and love their woolen clothes”.
 

In their new life situation in Norway, refugee parents must balance different values between the new culture (Norwegian) and their own, which may be perceived as tensions and contradictions for many. The refugee parents are concerned that their children learn Norwegian culture and language that will ensure them a promising future in Norway, but also emphasize that the children must know their own culture, as Kandan, a Syrian father, emphasizes:


“[…] And we are committed to teaching our kids the rules in this country [Norway]. What is suitable for our culture? Furthermore, what is essential in this country is how it is with our religion and how they should respect other religions and other persons. We try to give the children a good life”.
 

When asked what they value as “good parents,” differences between their own and Norwegian parenthood are often highlighted as contrasts. Several of the refugee parents find that Norwegian parents spend a lot of time and money on their children, are permissive, and perceive Norwegian children as spoiled. Zilan, a Syrian mother, puts it this way: “We discuss parenting, but I do not always agree. I think we need to be strict with the children. I think the Norwegian parents say yes to their children too often.” A Syrian father, Bashar, also highlights this: “We have more discipline and are strict. Norwegian parents, I find somewhat soft and permissive. I think Norwegian children are spoiled.” Mustafa, another father, says, “We are perhaps more concerned with discipline while the Norwegian parents are more focused on “serving” the children. The Norwegian children also have fewer boundaries”.

Different parenting styles and values related to views on children and upbringing are actualized in the encounters with ECE institutions. Although the refugee parents come from different countries, a common denominator is their perception of Norwegian upbringing as more relaxed with less or no focus on discipline. At the same time, the refugee parents emphasize the importance of “Norwegianness” as crucial for integration and a promising future in Norway. In communicating with the refugee parents, the ECE professionals want to give them knowledge and “teach” them to understand what the ECE institution expects and ensure they become “good parents.” Their experiences of “good parenting” are here assessed based on the norm for “Norwegian parenthood” as addressed by Lise, a pedagogical leader in Parken:


“These parents often need a little extra follow-up, especially in the wardrobe situation; they need to be informed that they are the ones who need to undress them and accompany them into the department, and what clothes the children need in ECE institution. They do not know this with wool and “layer upon layer” and often come dressed in cotton clothes. And this with frameworks and routines at home. We have talked a little bit about the children being out late into the evening, which we [Norwegians] should have had a rule to put children to bed between seven and eight. They [the refugee children] come to ECE institutions and are very tired because they are awake late at night. We [Norwegians] are concerned that the children should go to bed no later than eight”.
 

The ECE professionals are most concerned with their differences and notions of the Norwegian norm of “good childhood” and “good parenting”. The following excerpt from a field observation may illustrate this:


“The pedagogical leader observes two siblings from ethnic minority backgrounds (ages 4 and 5) playing and tells me, “As you can see, they are very uneasy in their bodies. We believe the girls in this family watch TV and use many iPads at home. I live in the same neighborhood, and I rarely see them out on the playground, out for walks in the afternoons, or on weekends. I have tried to bring this up with parents, but they do not seem to think it is a problem” (fieldnote, from ECE institution, named Parken)”.
 

ECE professionals show the refugee children and parents respect but express concern about their lack of skills in the Norwegian language, everyday cultural (Norwegian) experiences, outdoor activities, and adherence to Norwegian norms for nutrition and sleep. Their approach focuses on parenting practices that differ from Norwegian parenting practices and the challenges this creates for them in their daily work. As the quote above shows, communication difficulties arise due to language barriers and different expectations and values related to upbringing and care. As demonstrated, language barriers and different expectations and values regarding upbringing and care can result in communication difficulties and potentially impact the partnership between ECE professionals and refugee parents.



Trust

The refugee parents underscore the need for trust in the ECE professionals when caring for their children. The answer to how their experiences of their (first) encounter in the (Norwegian) ECE, Isir, a Somalian mother, says this: “I like that my child thrives, but sometimes, I am scared. But that was before when I did not know how the ECE worked. I am not afraid anymore. My daughter is happy when I come to collect her in the afternoon.” The insecurity experienced by many of the refugee parents can be linked to their experiences with the ECE institution, as illustrated by Isir’s quote, and dissimilar perceptions related to childhood, parenthood, and the ECE institution’s expectations of the parents. Isir talks about how she was at first afraid but now feels safe, showing the socialization (or integration) process the refugee parents go through, where starting an ECE institution is described as challenging. However, they find it more accessible as time passes as they learn more about Norwegian culture and norms in the ECE institution and the Norwegian language.

Fear and distrust are recurring themes in the refugee parents’ stories of their encounters in the ECE institution. It may reflect cultural backgrounds from more closed and controlled societies and different perceptions and relationships to the state’s role in caring for children, parenthood, and education. Refugee parents’ migration histories of war and crisis, as they talk of in the interviews, may also create tensions and insecurities. Further, it is essential to consider how the ECE professionals encounter them. Are they satisfied with the ECE institutions understanding? Are they interested in their backgrounds and supportive? Or do they feel like they are always doing things the wrong way? Many of the refugee parents in the study seem to struggle to navigate new cultural codes and build trust with the ECE professionals. After escaping from war and conflicts, they must re-establish themselves and learn a new language and culture, which can be daunting. However, all the e refugee parents in the study expressed satisfaction with their contact with the ECE institution. Nevertheless, some also expressed skepticism about the safety of the ECE institution, as the quote from the interview with Marwa, a Syrian mother, illustrates:


“After hearing about these accidents in an ECE institution in the neighboring municipality, the abuse of underage children and this strangled child has made me uneasy. I want it to be surveillance to ensure children’s safety. The best, I think, is to change things regarding safety and security. As a mother, I feel it is better when there is surveillance. Have you mentioned this to the ECE professionals, I ask? Do you not feel safe or heard? Will you tell the ECE professionals that they should set up surveillance cameras? No, I will never do that. Because then it will be a matter of trust. I then express that I lack confidence in or trust them. It will never happen that I tell them about my wishes”.
 

The fear and uncertainty that Marwa describes above may also be linked to expectations of ECE as an institution, trust or distrust in public welfare institutions, perceptions of play and risk, and what children can and cannot manage. The insecurity reported by many of the refugee parents must also be seen considering an accident in an ECE institution reported in the media, where a routine failure by an ECE professional led to a child’s death.

As a result of several factors, such as differing views on children, parenthood, and different experiences in institutions such as ECE institutions and schools, ECE institutions’ safety can be questioned and lead to a weakening of trust. A high degree of confidence from society members that the institutions and professionals (in ECE institutions) considered in the best interest of the children can thus contrast ECE institutions and schools in their home country, as Haya, a Syrian mother, puts it:


“I am not used to others looking after my children. At first, I was very insecure and scared. I did not know what they expected and was afraid my child would be hurt, but now I am more confident that the ECE institution takes diligent care of my children”.
 

As expressed in the interviews, the relationships between refugee parents and ECE professionals appear to be two-sided: a beneficial relationship and tensions. They express confidence in the ECE professionals, that they are satisfied and experience respect from them, as both Haya and Isis articulate. At the same time, findings show that refugee parents express skepticism and concern, that they may withhold information in fear of loss of trust, as Marwa’s story exemplifies, or that they have been afraid and uncertain due to a lack of insight into expectations because they have no experience with ECE institution, as Isir story tells. In a field conversation in the ECE institution, ECE professionals discussed how they had experienced a rapidly increasing culturally diverse group of children and encounters with issues of trust and safety and different views on risk:


“In the beginning, the parents were both skeptical and somewhat afraid. They did not want their children to sleep outside in the stroller. Also, many refugee parents feared what could happen to their children when they played out. They found it different and scary that the children played freely, running and climbing in threes. We worked for some time to get them to trust us. Luckily, they got used to it and trust us more now”.
 

Both the ECE professionals and refugee parents highlight trust as an issue in their partnership. The refugee parents connect trust to their uncertainty and notions of what children can do and what they can manage independently, contrasting the ECE professionals’ notions of children’s play, independence, and risk outside.




Discussion

In this article, I have explored how refugee parents and ECE professionals experience the encounters in ECE institutions. Moreover, how does the nature of the ECE partnership contribute to inclusion and belonging? Findings show that refugee parents experience recognition and respect from ECE professionals. At the same time, the analysis reveals how the refugee parents experience tensions between their cultural backgrounds, belonging to the new culture and “do as the Norwegians,” and negotiations about parenthood in their encounters with (the Norwegian) ECE institution. Shared themes of both the refugee parents and ECE professionals are the perception of barriers, the importance of the notion of “Norwegianness,” and the establishment of trust in their partnership. In the following sections, I will discuss how the refugee parents’ and the ECE professionals’ experiences, as expressed through interviews and observations from the ECE institution, are influenced by institutionalized ECE practices, notions of parenthood and the potential consequences this may have for identity development, belonging and inclusion in the ECE institution.


“Cultivating parents”

Refugee parents’ values and diverse cultural models of upbringing may conflict with the institutionalized forms of care and upbringing prevalent in ECEs institutions (and society), potentially undermining trust in state institutions, a mutual issue, according to Ayon and Aisenberg (2010) and Jávo (2010). Care and upbringing in non-Western cultures are often viewed as solely private matters, unlike Western countries where public welfare institutions like ECE institution take care of children and take part in the children’s upbringing (Glaser, 2018), which may be an unfamiliar practice for many refugee parents. Cultural norms and values express society’s dominant and valid culture as a form of “collective” history or doxa (Bourdieu et al., 2006). The refugee parents’ reflections on the encounters with (Norwegian) ECE institutions and what they emphasize as necessary for a good life in Norway institution, must be interpreted considering the values and practices that give social validity within the ECE—assessing the perspectives and actions of others using their own culture (here: Norwegian) for what is the ‘right’ and shared value, the so-called ethnocentric view, may inhibit processes of inclusion and a sense of belonging, as previous research also have found (see, e.g., Palludan, 2007; Solberg, 2018; Lund, 2022b). The refugee parents in the study portray, through their narratives, the values and expectations of parenthood that seem to exist within the ECE institution, such as putting the children to bed at the “right” time, the “right” packed lunch, outdoor playing and hiking trips, the right clothes (Palludan, 2007; Solberg, 2018; Lund, 2022b). The (Norwegian) majority norm for care and parenthood, understood as Norwegian notions of parenthood, as expressed in the parents’ stories, appears as a hegemonic care discourse in ECE institutions, which is an execution of symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1996). As demonstrated, the ECE professionals’ practices and constructions of cultural diversity are mostly seen as challenges. However, a few of the pedagogical leaders in the study also find cultural diversity more positive, emphasizing that cultural diversity is a positive element in the ECE.

Nevertheless, the ECE professionals’ importance stress on challenges may be translated considering limited competence and knowledge in intercultural pedagogy and experience with this parent group. As Røthing (2019) has argued, to develop ‘diversity competence,’ you need relevant knowledge, power-critical theoretical perspectives, and an ability to recognize diversity as a resource. The ECE professionals in the sample have no or limited additional education, either in general or in multicultural pedagogy, and little experience with this parent group, which may explain why their constructions of cultural diversity are challenged and how they meet refugee parents. Lack of knowledge and competence may lead to over-focusing or simplifying the importance of cultural differences. Further, limited knowledge of how to work with parents from different cultures causes challenges that the ECE professionals strategies to handle; they stress “Norwegianness” as the “right way” (Nicola, 2005; May and Sleeter, 2010; Westrheim, 2014). The refugee parents, conversely, do not have the cultural capital valued in the ECE institution unless they “do as the Norwegians” parents.

As described by both the refugee parents and the ECE professional, communication and cooperation in their partnership have the purpose of informing and educating the refuge parents rather than dialogical, which may indicate a low degree of flexibility, understanding, and support, factors in the ECE professionals communication with minority parents (and children) seem to be characterized by primarily informative or education-oriented rather than dialogical (see, for example, De Gioia, 2003; Sønsthagen, 2018; Lund, 2021, 2022c). As shown, the ECE professionals in the study highlight the need to “teach” the refugee parents to act as Norwegian parents in line with Norwegian norms and culture. This approach contributes to under-communicating the importance of diverse cultural perceptions and emphasizing the dominant (majority) perspective of care and parenting as a discourse as “the right way.” As shown in the findings section, the ECE institutions’ norms of what they express as “proper upbringing and parenting” may also be interpreted as well-meant advice to the refugee parents. However, such approaches do not foster inclusion but become effective exclusion mechanisms, executing symbolic violence (Bourdieu and Prieur, 1996; Palludan, 2007; Solberg, 2018; Lund, 2021). The refugee parents’ statements, such as “we must do like Norwegians, go hiking and stuff, and integrate,” may be understood as a sign of this strategy to gain access to participation in the ECE institution. Nevertheless, the ECE professionals do not acknowledge their cultural capital (Bourdieu et al., 2006). Also, belonging and recognition by searching for “to become Norwegian” aligns with what, e.g., Lauritsen and Berg (2019) found that refugee and minority parents in their study did everything possible to blend in with the community and appear as similar as possible to the majority and strived to “integrate by do as the Norwegians.”

Although the refugee parents in this study emphasize Norwegian values related to care and upbringing, they also disagree with the ECE institutions’ norms and values. Nonetheless, they have explicitly confronted the ECE institution about their disagreements. Marwa’s criticism of the ECE institutors practices express to me in the interview, but not directly to the ECE professionals, because too much is at stake. As Marwa tells med in the interview, she wants to avoid a “matter of trust,” and also fear the consequences if critics the ECE professionals. As mentioned earlier, as refugees, the parents in this study are participants in the compulsory introductory program; they must participate in it to have the right to introductory economic benefits. Therefore, sending their children to ECE is not a personal choice but a necessity. The refugee parents’ dependence on the ECE institutions creates an asymmetrical relationship that may not be beneficial to building a genuine partnership, as noted by several scholars (see, e.g., Palludan, 2007; Dannesboe et al., 2012; Bergsland, 2018; Glaser, 2018; Lund, 2022b).



Beyond barriers – inclusion and belonging

The ECE institution is an arena where individuals from diverse cultural and social backgrounds meet and may serve as a socialization arena where both children and migrant parents get to know the new culture (Vandenbroeck et al., 2009; Van Laere and Vandenbroeck, 2017). However, the dominant culture in Norway seems to be prevalent in the ECE institution, with its resources and codes (Bourdieu et al., 2006; Lund, 2021). The ECE institutions can create a more inclusive environment by improving their sense of belonging and recognition. Examining how institutionalized ECE institutions practices and societal conditions affect refugee (minority) parents’ experiences is also essential. By understanding these factors, we can work toward developing a more equitable education system for all families and creating an egalitarian society recognizing different cultural identities, distributing economic and cultural resources, and redistributing cultural capital and resources (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990; Bourdieu and Prieur, 1996; Fraser, 2004, 2008). The ECE institutions may play a role in this respect, but by distributing “Norwegianness” as the cultural capital, it fails to include diverse cultural capitals. These challenges may lead to misunderstandings and disagreements between ECE professionals and the refugee parents, straining their relationship, cooperation, and partnership. Building trust is essential for positive collaboration in ECE institutions, which involves developing confidence among refugee parents, ECE professionals, and the ECE institution. Understanding the factors contributing to building trust and the negative impact of a lack of trust on children’s outcomes is therefore essential. The tensions between insecurity, trust, and respect can be understood considering the refugee parents’ processes of adapting to a new culture and creating a new life in a different country through which refugees find themselves. Additionally, refugee parents strongly desire to engage with ECE professionals on topics beyond the practical aspects of childcare. However, more access to interpreters and adequate capability in the Norwegian language is needed, as Mohammad articulates.

The findings show that an essential factor that contributes to inclusion and belonging is flexible professionals who are open to different cultural models regarding upbringing and parenthood to create a true partnership with mutual interest and understanding (Qureshi, 2009; Zachrisen, 2020; Skrobanek and Jobst, 2022; Lund, 2022b). In this way, partnership will foster integration and inclusion simultaneously. It is essential to address the challenges faced by minority parents with refugee backgrounds in cooperating with ECE professionals, enhancing the feeling of belonging and recognition for refugee parents. ECE professionals can create a more inclusive and supportive environment and how institutionalized ECE institutions’ practices and societal conditions affect the experiences of refugee and minority parents. By understanding these factors, ECE professionals and ECE institutions can work toward creating a more equitable and welcoming education system for families with a refugee background in Norway. Some examples of institutionalized ECE institutions practices that seem to affect the refugee parents’ access to inclusion demonstrated in this study are language barriers, limited access to information, cultural differences in communication and the understanding of parent- and childhood, and access to the valid cultural capitals of the ECE institutions in Norway. In addition, societal conditions such as discrimination and prejudice can create isolation and exclusion for these parents (Bourdieu and Prieur, 1996; Bourdieu et al., 2006; Lund, 2022c). Therefore, the ECE institutions must address challenges and promote inclusion for a supportive and equitable education system. Researchers have found that communication between ECE institutions and minority groups, including refugees and their children, tends to be one-sided and lacks dialoge and that language barriers make it challenging for parents to cooperate with ECE professionals (De Gioia, 2003; Palludan, 2007; Kultti and Samuelsson, 2016).

While Norwegian ECE professionals have satisfactory general knowledge of childhood and pedagogy, their specific knowledge regarding the needs of minority language children is more limited. Studies on ECE parental cooperation and partnership in Scandinavia have shown that ECE professionals may struggle to establish good relationships with minority parents, particularly newly arrived refugee families (Bouakaz and Persson, 2007; Kramvig, 2007; Bouakaz, 2009; Dannesboe et al., 2012; Lunneblad, 2013, 2017).



Toward more flexible ECE practices?

The refugee parents in the study presented in this article can indirectly exert influence and power by questioning established ECE institutions’ practices and prevailing norms within the ECE institution. The refugee parents’ questioning may compel the ECE professionals to reflect and reevaluate their professional practices, attitudes, and values. The refugee parents questioning may potentially lead to positive changes in their approach toward a more culturally sensitive pedagogical practice and cultural responsiveness (Lund, 2022b,c), contribute to professional development and serve as a source of inspiration for developing professional learning among the ECE professionals (Zachrisen, 2020; Sadownik and Ndijuye, 2023).

The refugee parents’ values, norms, and perceptions about parenthood may differ from those they encounter in Norway. The refugee parents may also need to change their perspectives and adapt to a new culture (Jávo, 2010). In addition to learning a new language, the refugee parents in my study need to become familiar with ECE as a social institution with its logic and expectations. The ECE institution is also valued as an arena where negotiations about parenthood occur and an arena for inclusion and an understanding of the cultural codes and the Norwegian language (Lund, 2022c). Norwegian ECE institutions can be perceived as unfamiliar with their logic and partly hidden rules. As several of the refugee parents in the study say, there are both practical (correct clothes, packed lunches, etc.) and implicit expectations about parenthood that may be difficult to know and understand, such as that wool warms better than cotton, what right bedtimes, clothes, and packed lunches.

Many of the refugee parents in the study share a common desire for their children to attend a safe and supportive ECE institution where they can thrive and learn Norwegian. ECE institutions are also crucial for promoting integration and socialization for parents and children. However, Norwegian studies have highlighted ECE professionals’ challenges in recognizing and responding to cultural diversity, feeling unsure and lacking the skills to effectively engage with this group of parents (e.g., Sønsthagen, 2018; Bergset, 2020; Lund, 2021; Rønning Tvinnereim and Bergset, 2023). Additionally, there is a tendency to prioritize the (Norwegian) majority norms of parenting and upbringing rather than engaging in critical discussions about handling intercultural encounters, issues of power dynamics and trust in line with several scholars in the field (Palludan, 2007; Lunneblad, 2017; Solberg, 2018; Sønsthagen, 2018; Mikander et al., 2018; Lund, 2021).

When integrating minorities in modern societies, a liquid approach to integration may be more effective for promoting inclusion and acceptance (Skrobanek and Jobst, 2019, 2022). Instead of focusing on integration as static and rigid processes, liquid integration acknowledges the complex and ever-changing interactions between society’s personal, social, and structural factors today (Bauman, 2013) and in migration (Engbersen, 2012; Skrobanek and Jobst, 2019, 2022; Jobst and Skrobanek, 2020).



Conclusion and implications

In this article, I have investigated how refugee parents and ECE professionals experience encounters and their partnership and examine the factors that may influence the refugee parents’ sense of belonging within ECE institution. Findings have revealed refugee parents’ experiences of challenges and tensions in the encounter with ECE institutions and the ECE professionals’ understanding of their task as “cultivating” or socializing refugee parents into the existing ECE institution’s logic and notions of parenthood. The findings of this research may lead to an understanding of ECE institutions as an arena for inclusion and a more inclusive and equitable education system, increased support for minority parents with refugee backgrounds, and better outcomes for their children. The findings of this study are based on a rural area, which has less cultural diversity than the larger cities in Norway. Therefore, these findings may not be directly applicable to those contexts. However, the ECE institution in the sample represents a typical Norwegian ECE institution with 10–15% cultural diversity, consistent with most ECEs outside of major cities in Norway. The Norwegian ECE institution system can benefit from creating a more welcoming and supportive environment for all families by addressing language and cultural barriers and promoting understanding and inclusion through more flexible ECE institution practices (e.g., Lunneblad, 2017; Lund, 2021; Rønning Tvinnereim and Bergset, 2023). Ultimately, this could lead to more social integration and improved opportunities for minority families living in Norway. I argue that recognizing and including refugee families in ECE institutions and addressing cultural diversity will benefit professional development and reflection (Sadownik and Ndijuye, 2023) toward a more culturally sensitive approach and flexible professional practices to enhance inclusivity. It involves acknowledging how one’s sociocultural experiences and cultural backgrounds impact professional practice and valuing the differences and similarities between children and parents. A more culturally sensitive perspective and flexible practices may foster a desire to learn more about all children’s and parents’ experiences and backgrounds, ultimately promoting a more inclusive environment (Zachrisen, 2020; Lund, 2021).

In a rapidly globalizing world where cultural diversity is a defining characteristic of our societies, the findings of this research are particularly relevant to developing cultural sensitivity. By embracing and valuing diversity, ECE institutions can create enriched learning environments that benefit not only refugee children but all children participating in ECE institutions and may contribute to a broader dialog on the importance of culturally inclusive education. There is a need for more empirical studies to explore the extent and variety of cooperation between ECE institutions and refugee parents to shed light on an essential issue to create more inclusivity in ECE institutions and to provide deeper insights into how refugees experience encountering the Norwegian ECE for the first time, and how ECE professionals experience these encounters. The perspectives of refugee parents are valuable in developing institutional practices in the ECE institutions that promote inclusion and a sense of belonging. These practices should not only be limited to those with refugee backgrounds but also to all migrants new to a culture and country and parents from diverse backgrounds and cultures since the norms of ECE institutions are highly institutional and may be unfamiliar to all parents initially.
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Footnotes

1   In this paper, the term Early Childhood Education and the acronym ECE will refer to ECE settings, centers and institutions. The term ECE institution is throughout the text. In Norway, ECE is intended for social and pedagogical purposes and is the responsibility of municipalities. Both private and public providers offer ECEC services, which cater to children between the ages of one and five. While ECEC is financially subsidized, parents are still required to pay a fee.

2   The description - ECE professionals are used throughout the text as ECE staff with a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education. Staff is used in more general terms, including all staff in ECE.

3   The Introduction Program Act covers newly arrived foreigners between 18 and 55 who need basic qualifications. The Act covers those who have been granted asylum, arrived as a resettlement refugee, or have been granted a residencepermit because of a need for protection. The introduction program aims to provide basic skills in Norwegian, fundamental insight into Norwegian society, and preparation for participation in working life. It is full-time and contains Norwegian language training, social studies, and measures that lead to further training or work activity. The program usually lasts 2 years and is based on a cooperation agreement between the municipality and social services The Act of Introductory Program for Refugees, (Ministry of Labour and Inclusion, 2004).
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Introduction: Preparing host-society children for contact with refugees coming into their classes poses a new and important challenge for countries with little prior experience in integration. Imagined contact is a prejudice-reduction intervention that can be particularly useful in this context. However, its long-term effects and potential age-related variations in its efficacy among primary school children remain understudied.
Methods: This study investigated the short-term and long-term effects of an imagined contact school intervention on the change in attitudes and contact intentions of 1,544 children aged 7–15. Of these, 827 participated in a four-session-long intervention delivered by their teachers within their regular classes, while 717 served as a comparison group. Short-term effects were assessed approximately one week after the last intervention session, with long-term effects evaluated around two and a half months later.
Results: Our findings indicate that the imagined contact intervention instigates positive changes in intergroup attitudes and contact intentions in both the short term and long term, but only for the children in the lower grades of primary school.
Discussion: While the durability of these effects among younger participants holds promise for future use of imagined contact in schools, we also scrutinize potential developmental and methodological explanations of the absence of expected intervention effects among older children.
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1 Introduction

Prejudice toward refugees not only poses serious challenges to the well-being and integration of refugees but also hinders the social fabric of host communities. As the global refugee crisis continues to escalate, it becomes crucial to address this pressing concern through evidence-based interventions. Schools are the best place to implement interventions aimed at reducing prejudice toward refugees because they provide a nurturing and inclusive environment where students can learn, interact, and gain a deeper understanding of diverse cultures and experiences.

This study aims to shed light on the importance of researching the effectiveness of prejudice-reduction interventions in Croatia, a small European country with no prior experience in refugee integration. Due to this inexperience, Croatian schools lack the means and developed procedures to address the challenges connected to refugee integration. At the time we conducted this study, the number of refugees in the country was still relatively small, and most of the refugee children came from Middle Eastern countries. The arriving children were situated in only several schools in four different cities, meaning that most Croatian children have never had the opportunity to meet a refugee child. However, the geopolitical situation worldwide, as well as international agreements pertaining to the relocation of refugees on the basis of European solidarity and Dublin III regulation, suggested that the issue of refugee integration could become more pressing in the coming years. Qualitative studies conducted in Croatian schools attended by refugees have shown that, while instances of negative contact and discrimination against refugee children are rare, positive contact between refugee children and their peers is also not common (Perić and Merkaš, 2020; Vrdoljak et al., 2024). Furthermore, children are usually not prepared for the arrival of a refugee peer in their classes, which sometimes leads to reluctance to accept and socializing with a refugee child (Vrdoljak et al., 2024). With the rising number of refugees in Europe, especially after the outbreak of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the need to prepare children for positive initial interactions with refugee peers becomes even more evident.

Furthermore, from a developmental standpoint, school age is the most appropriate period for the implementation of interventions aimed at prejudice reduction. According to the social-cognitive approach to prejudice development, after approximately the age of seven, children enter the stage of concrete operations and develop the cognitive capacities necessary to participate in prejudice-reduction interventions (Aboud and Steele, 2017). The theory of social identity development considers this period to be crucial for the emergence of negative attitudes but also for the possibility of acting on children’s prejudices (Nesdale, 2004). After the age of seven, children who strongly identify with their group, whose group endorses norms of negativity toward the outgroup, who perceive the outgroup as a threat to the ingroup, or assume that the ingroup will profit from the expression of a negative attitude, may enter a phase of negativity toward the outgroup. This can lead to different patterns of prejudice development for different children during and after middle childhood, and it also suggests that children’s attitudes during school age can change under the influence of parents, teachers, and peers, as well as specific interventions (Nesdale, 2004). Typically, school interventions aimed at promoting intergroup contact rely on well-confirmed Allport’s contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954), which assumes direct positive intergroup contact as necessary to improve intergroup attitudes and consequent behaviors. Nevertheless, more contemporary developments in the contact hypothesis have proved that using indirect contact (e.g., Vezzali et al., 2015d) or even imagining positive intergroup contact can aid in achieving the same goal. Imagined contact refers to “a mental simulation of interaction with a member or members of an outgroup” (Crisp and Turner, 2009, p. 234). The use of this method does not require the real presence of an outgroup member, and it can be used even when there have been no instances of prior direct contact with an outgroup (Crisp and Turner, 2012). The intervention is often regarded as a pre-contact tool, and when the characteristics of the outgroups were explained before the imagination task, it was effectively applied with children without direct contact experiences (Vezzali et al., 2020; Ginevra et al., 2021). Therefore, imagined contact can be used before the inclusion of refugee child(ren) in the class as a preparatory and preventative activity which could foster a positive initial attitude toward refugee classmates and prepare host-society children for direct intergroup contact.

In an imagined contact intervention, participants are first presented with a scenario in which a situation of contact with an unknown outgroup member is described and then asked to continue imagining that meeting by themselves for several minutes. The period of imagining can be followed by some form of “reinforcement” of the effect of imagining, such as writing, drawing, discussing, or retelling the imagined content (Crisp and Turner, 2009; Miles and Crisp, 2014). The main goal of imagined contact studies is usually focused on the change in intergroup attitudes, and most evaluations of imagined contact include at least one measure of attitudes. The effect of imagined contact on attitudes has been well established in a meta-analysis, which yielded an effect size of d = 0.36 for measures of explicit attitudes (Miles and Crisp, 2014), and it is also often found in studies conducted with children (e.g., Cameron et al., 2011; Birtel et al., 2019; Vezzali et al., 2020; Ginevra et al., 2021).

Furthermore, in the context of preparing host-society children for future interactions with refugees, their intention for contact is a particularly important outcome. Contact intention refers to children’s readiness to engage in interaction with a refugee child, their openness to intergroup friendships, and their preparedness to welcome a refugee child into their class. Previous research has shown that both children and adults who imagined intergroup contact reported more positive intentions for contact with an outgroup member (e.g., Husnu and Crisp, 2010; Cameron et al., 2011; Birtel et al., 2019). Meta-analysis of imagined contact effects has confirmed these effects, yielding an effect size of d = 0.46 for the measures of behavioral intentions (Miles and Crisp, 2014).

Studies of imagined contact conducted with children have produced promising results and highlighted the potential for school intervention development (Crisp and Turner, 2012), showing stronger effects than those conducted with adults (Miles and Crisp, 2014). However, the meta-analysis included a small number of studies conducted with children and adolescents, and some more recent studies were not able to replicate the effects of imagined contact on the measures of attitudes and contact intentions (e.g., Fleva, 2014; Mazure, 2016; West and Greenland, 2016; Kinghan, 2019; Constantin and Cuadrado, 2021), Study 1; see also studies by Smith and Minescu (2022a) and Vezzali et al. (2015c), which found significant effects only for some varieties of imagined contact.

In two separate studies, Smith and Minescu (2022a, 2022b) demonstrated the efficacy of an enhanced, norm-framed imagined contact intervention executed within a typical school classroom. Their studies highlighted the intervention’s potential to enhance attitudes and intentions for contact with refugees among primary school children in Ireland. The first study found the immediate effects of norm-framed imagined contact on intergroup warmth and stereotyping bias. However, this was not established for a standard imagined contact procedure, which did not differ from a control group (Smith and Minescu, 2022a). The subsequent study revealed that the impact of norm-framed imagined contact on contact intentions persisted for a two-week period following the intervention, although this effect was not observed for the measures of intergroup warmth and stereotyping bias (Smith and Minescu, 2022b). The latter study also lacked a control group, focusing on the comparison between an enhanced norm-framed scenario and the standard imagined contact scenario instead.

The present study aims to expand upon the findings of previous research by investigating the effectiveness of an imagined contact intervention conducted within a real school environment. Our approach involved teachers facilitating the intervention, encompassing the entire class simultaneously and incorporating a mix of collective class-level activities and individual tasks. We believe that employing intervention in such a way is necessary for establishing the external validity of imagined contact and transitioning from tightly controlled laboratory settings to more practical, real-world scenarios. The intervention proposed in this study is designed for easy integration into daily school routines and can be seamlessly incorporated into curriculums with minimal adjustments. This study also included a larger sample, spanning various age groups across the entire primary school spectrum and situated within a country with limited experience in refugee integration, where preparatory interventions like the one examined are particularly important. Moreover, we have extended the follow-up period significantly beyond the time frame observed in prior studies.

Examining the duration of imagined contact effects is one of the most frequently mentioned challenges in the field. If the results reflected only short-term changes, despite all the advantages, this intervention would be less significant as a part of prejudice-reduction programs (Brown and Paterson, 2016). A couple of longitudinal studies conducted with students and adults suggest that the effects might persist for some time after the intervention—from 1 month (Falvo et al., 2014) up to 7 months (Vezzali et al., 2015a). However, most imagined contact studies include much shorter post-test periods.

In studies conducted with children, researchers typically examine the effects of imagined contact either immediately after the intervention (e.g., Smith and Minescu, 2022a) or 1 week later (e.g., Vezzali et al., 2012a, 2012b, 2015b, 2020; Stathi et al., 2014). However, some studies have found effects persisting up to 2 weeks after the intervention (Vezzali et al., 2015c; Ginevra et al., 2021; Smith and Minescu, 2022b). While the persistence of effects for two weeks suggests that they are more than just immediate reactions to imagined scenarios, it is difficult to consider them genuinely long-term effects. Few studies that examined longer time lags (three to seven months) were unable to detect imagined contact effects (Mazure, 2016; Kinghan, 2019). However, it is important to note that neither of these studies succeeded in eliciting effects even during immediate post-tests. To provide more information on the issue, this study included two post-test observations—one examining short-term (approximately 1 week after the last intervention session) and one long-term effects of imagined contact (approximately two and a half months after the last session).

The goal of this study is to provide schools with an effective, widely applicable and easily adaptable imagined contact intervention. However, results of a recent systematic review suggest that imagined contact interventions conducted with younger children might be more effective than those conducted with children older than 11 (Vrdoljak et al., 2023). These differences in intervention effectiveness could stem from differences in developmental stages, or they could point to differences in methods used. Namely, interventions conducted with children over 11 are often more similar to those conducted with adults; they usually include fewer sessions of imagining contact and less creative scenarios and reinforcement techniques. Therefore, we examine the effects on younger and older children separately. We tried to provide different age groups with engaging and age-appropriate intervention activities, which would include only minimal adaptations for different age groups, expecting that this approach would prove appropriate for both older and younger children.

The division of children into younger and older age groups follows the education system worldwide, and here we briefly describe the system in the current research context, i.e., the schools in Croatia. Primary education in Croatia is organized into eight grades, divided into two stages. The first stage consists of grades one to four (children aged from 6 to 10). They are commonly referred to as the lower grades, and each class is taught by a single teacher who covers various subjects. In contrast, the upper grades include grades five to eight (children aged from 11 to 15). In these grades, specialized teachers are assigned to each subject. These teachers instruct different classes in the same subject, with their expertise primarily focused on the subject matter rather than on child development and education practices.

To summarize, in this study, we focus on both short-term and long-term effects of imagined contact intervention on two dependent variables—attitudes toward refugees and intention of intergroup contact. To assess the effectiveness of imagined contact interventions, it is important to explore outcomes that align closely with the goals of these interventions and are likely to be influenced by them. As the intervention is focused on envisioning contact and positive interaction with the refugee child, we focused on the two most obvious criteria—attitudes and contact intention toward the refugee children. We also examine these effects separately for children in lower and upper grades of elementary school. Thus, the main research question is to assess the short-term and long-term effectiveness of the imagined contact intervention conducted in lower and upper grades of elementary schools in Croatia on the change in children’s attitudes and contact intentions toward refugee children.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Description of an imagined contact intervention

The imagined contact intervention applied in this study consisted of four sessions. Each session was conceptualized as a four-step process (based on Vezzali et al., 2020) and lasted approximately one school hour (45 min).

In the first step, the concept of refugees was discussed and clarified using a slideshow with age-appropriate definitions and photographs of children from different ethnic backgrounds. Since our participants did not have prior experience with refugees, this step was particularly important in the first session. In the following sessions, intervention facilitators made sure that children remembered the definition.

In the second step, participants were presented with a scenario describing how contact with a refuge child began and continued to imagine the contact on their own. They were encouraged to imagine a pleasant interaction (i.e., a conversation or socializing) with a refugee child. Imagined scenarios used in the intervention incorporate different ways of strengthening the effects of imagined contact in each of the four sessions—including norm-framed imagined contact scenarios (Smith and Minescu, 2022a, 2022b), scenarios with an elaborated description of the setting in which the contact takes place (e.g., Husnu and Crisp, 2010), those that include working together with an imagined child on a common goal (Kuchenbrandt et al., 2013) and scenarios in which the participant imagines to be a part of the same group as the imagined refugee child (Vezzali et al., 2015c). The scenarios were designed based on previous research and in cooperation with teachers who assessed their suitability for children of different ages. Accordingly, they were slightly different for children in the lower (second to fourth) and upper (fifth to eighth) grades of primary school, but they were designed based on the same principles. Thus, although the scenarios were not identical at the manifest level, they should have led to comparable psychological processes in children of different ages (see Table 1 for scenarios used in lower and upper grades).



TABLE 1 Content of imagined contact scenarios for children in the lower and upper grades.
[image: Comparison chart with two columns labeled “Scenario for lower grades” and “Scenario for upper grades,” each containing four brief scenarios describing interactions with a refugee child or student in different everyday situations, such as classroom, park, playground, and neighborhood, with a focus on inclusion, overcoming language barriers, and teamwork. A note about additional workshop information and a URL appears at the bottom.]

In the third step, children were asked to draw what they had imagined or describe the imagined scenario in their own words as a form of individual reinforcement of the effect of imagined contact. Methods of reinforcement also differed for children in lower and upper grades. In lower grades, children have drawn the encounter in all four sessions, followed by a short written description of the drawing. Children in upper grades have written short essays describing the contact with a refugee child during the first, second and fourth sessions, and they have drawn a comic in the third session. During this step, participants responded to four additional questions about their experience with imagining contact in each session. Questions are described in the Measures subsection.

The last step was a class discussion aimed at reinforcing the effect of imagined contact. In this step, students could volunteer to retell to the class what they had imagined or could show their drawing and explain what it depicted (for more details such as materials used and precise guidelines for the intervention implementation, see Jelić et al., 2023).

Finally, in developing the intervention, we have tried to ensure it is easy to apply in the school context. Therefore, the intervention was led by school staff instead of researchers. This was a necessary condition for the intervention to be as widely applicable as possible because some studies show that the effects of various school interventions on intergroup attitudes are significant only when conducted by researchers and not by teachers (Ülger et al., 2018), while others suggest that imagined contact interventions can be successfully applied by teachers (Vezzali et al., 2015c). Similarly, it was conducted in a group setting, i.e., all students in the class participated in the intervention simultaneously. A recent meta-analysis (Ülger et al., 2018) found greater effects when prejudice-reduction interventions were done individually than at a group level. However, the classroom is a group context by definition and interventions performed at a group level are much easier to implement in these conditions.

To sum up, the key features of this intervention, which all together represent a unique contribution to imagined contact literature, are as follows:

	a. It was conducted by school staff instead of researchers,
	b. It was conducted on a group level,
	c. It consisted of multiple sessions,
	d. It incorporated elaborated scenarios,
	e. It included reinforcement methods,
	f. It was adapted to the children’s age group.



2.2 Participants

A total of 1,544 children from seven Croatian primary schools that were not attended by refugee children at the time participated in the study. They were divided into an intervention group (Ni = 827 children from 48 school classes) and a comparison group (Nc = 717 children from 50 classes). Children from the lower (second to fourth; NL = 645) and upper grades (fifth to eighth; NU = 899) took part in the study. A total of 767 participants identified themselves as girls, 759 as boys and 18 did not state their gender. The average age of participants was M = 10.73 (SD = 2.039). Intervention and comparison groups did not differ in terms of age (t(1489.7) = 1.03, p = 0.303) or gender distribution (χ2(1) = 0.66, p = 0.417).



2.3 Procedure

The study was approved by the IRB of the Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Zagreb, and the data collection procedures were conducted from September 2021 until February 2022. All measures used in the study were piloted on a sample of 231 children from the second, third, fourth, sixth, and eighth grades from a school that was not included in the main study. We also wanted to ensure that all children understood the items in the questionnaire, so all measures were refined based on the quantitative data and qualitative feedback from two focus groups of children from the second and third grades.

Before the intervention started in the treatment group, participants from both the intervention and comparison groups filled out a paper-and-pencil questionnaire with the measures described in the Instruments chapter. The testing was carried out in a group setting within the existing classes. Before filling out the questionnaire, the researchers made sure that the children knew who the refugee children were and gave them a uniform, age-appropriate explanation. On top of that, psychology students accompanied the researchers to help with the distribution of questionnaires and to offer additional individual explanations when necessary.

Following the pre-test, four intervention sessions were carried out in existing classes by trained members of the school staff. Intervention facilitators have received handbooks with a description of the theoretical basis of the intervention and detailed preparation for each of the sessions, as well as guidelines for reacting in potentially challenging situations (if the child refuses to imagine, imagines a negative contact with a refugee child, if no one wants to share what they imagined with the class, etc.). These guidelines were prepared in consultation with teachers of the schools involved in the development of the intervention. Furthermore, each class that is part of the intervention group had its own set of worksheets, in which the intervention facilitator wrote down notes about children’s reactions and important events during the implementation.

In line with the results of the recent meta-analysis (Miles and Crisp, 2014), which show that the effect of the imagined contact does not depend on whether the control group has an alternative task or not, the comparison group did not engage in any specific task.

After the intervention, a post-test and a follow-up assessment were conducted in both intervention and comparison groups. The dates of each measurement occasion were recorded since we expected some variation in time lags between classes due to the COVID-19 pandemic and school scheduling conflicts. The first post-test was administered, on average, 6 days after the last session (range from 0 to 38 days), while the follow-up assessment took place on average 82 days after the last session (range from 63 to 118 days). To ensure consistency, post-tests in the comparison classes were coordinated with those in the intervention classes.



2.4 Measures

Since the analyses were performed on latent factors to account for the measurement error, the following measures were used as indicators of two factors or outcomes of interest: intergroup attitudes and contact intentions.

Intergroup attitudes. The latent factor of intergroup attitudes was based on three indicators:

Positive stereotypes about refugee children. A measure of positive stereotypes consists of three positive adjectives (polite, tidy, and friendly; adapted based on Cameron et al., 2006). Participants rated how much they agreed that each of the described characteristics applies to refugee children on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely), and a total score was calculated as an average of the three items.

Negative stereotypes about refugee children. A measure of negative stereotypes consists of three negative adjectives (lazy, unkind, and mean; adapted based on Cameron et al., 2006). Participants rated how much they agree that each of the described characteristics applies to refugee children on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely). A total score was calculated as an average of the three items.

General evaluation of refugee children. Attitude was further assessed using a single item asking participants for their general opinion of refugee children on a scale of 0 (very bad) to 10 (very good).

Intentions for contact with refugee children. To measure the latent contact intentions factor, we used a translation and adaptation of three items previously used in similar studies (Cameron et al., 2006; Vezzali et al., 2012b), which served as indicators. The children answered how they would act if they met a refugee child they did not know—would they approach him/her and get to know him/her, would they hang out, and would they go for ice cream together? The participants expressed their agreement on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (completely). For each of the items, a higher score indicates a greater intention to contact refugee children in future.

In addition, participants provided information on sociodemographic data and their experiences during the imagined contact tasks. In each of the four sessions, children from the intervention group provided ratings of the ease of imagining the encounter (I found it easy to imagine meeting a refugee child), the positivity (I have imagined hanging out nicely with a refugee child) and level of detail (I have imagined hanging out with a refugee child in detail) in their imagined scenarios, and how much they enjoyed the task (I liked this task), on a scale from 1 to 5. Averages across all sessions were calculated for each participant and each of the four characteristics of the imagined experience.



2.5 Statistical analysis method

Six participants were excluded from further analysis, either because they did not participate in any of the imagined contact sessions or because they had issues understanding the questionnaire. One additional participant was excluded from the analyses concerning contact intentions since they did not answer any item related to that construct. Therefore, the final sample for analyses conducted from this point onward consisted of 1,538 participants, with the outcome being intergroup attitudes and 1,537 for contact intentions. Descriptive statistics for children in the lower and upper grades are shown in Table 2. All analyses were conducted in R (version 4.1.1; R Core Team, 2021).



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics on manifest variables in the intervention and comparison group through three measurement points for children in lower and upper grades separately (total N = 1,538).
[image: Data table comparing attitudes, contact intentions, and children’s experience between lower and upper grade groups in comparison and intervention conditions, displaying sample sizes, mean scores, and standard deviations across time points T1, T2, and T3, with additional children’s experience measures for the intervention group only.]

Multigroup latent change score analyses (McArdle and Prindle, 2008; McArdle, 2009) were used to compare the change in intergroup attitudes and contact intentions between the intervention and comparison groups separately for children in lower and upper grades. Latent change variables have their own mean (i.e., intercept) and variance, providing information about the average change in the sample and whether these changes occur equally for all participants (McArdle, 2009). Latent change scores used in this study were derived from latent factors, ensuring that they capture differences without the accumulation of measurement error (McArdle, 2009; Cáncer et al., 2021; Matusik et al., 2021). Analyses were conducted using package lavaan (Rosseel, 2012).

For each of the outcome variables in this study, two latent variables describing change were used—first, a variable describing change between the pre-test and post-test (ΔT1T2), which represents a more immediate effect of an intervention, and second, a variable describing change between the pre-test and a delayed follow-up (ΔT1T3), representing a more long-term effect. Furthermore, we controlled for the effects of the baseline level on the latent changes by including proportional change parameters (McArdle and Prindle, 2008; McArdle, 2009). The same model was estimated in the intervention and comparison group. Differences in the model parameters were examined by constraining them to be equal across groups and comparing the fit of the unconstrained and constrained models with a Satorra–Bentler scaled chi-square difference test. Effect sizes were computed for each of the eight combinations of the variables (attitudes vs. contact intentions, younger vs. older children, short-term vs. delayed change). If the variances of change scores in intervention and comparison groups did not differ significantly, Cohen’s d was calculated based on the latent change scores. However, if the variances of the two groups differed significantly, Glass’ delta was calculated.




3 Results


3.1 Preliminary analyses

We compared participant’s experience during the intervention between the lower and upper grades. The results showed that children from the lower grades reported it was easier for them to imagine contact with a refugee child (t(797.10) = 8.17, p < 0.001), their imagined interactions were perceived as more positive (t(807.54) = 8.12, p < 0.001) and detailed (t(766.78) = 9.62, p < 0.001), and they enjoyed the activity more (t(813.52) = 12.90, p < 0.001) than children from the upper grades (see Table 2 for average results).

Robust maximum likelihood and full-information maximum likelihood were used in the main analysis to account for the absence of multivariate normality and handle missing data. In addition, we calculated intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) using the lme4 (Bates et al., 2015) and misty (Yanagida, 2023) packages. While the majority of the ICC values were small, several indicators exhibited ICCs greater than 0.10. These indicators were few, but they were found in both the younger and older subsample, in all three time-points and in both the intervention and comparison groups. The highest ICC value was 0.18, which suggests that 18% of the variance in the said indicator can be attributed to classroom membership. While this indicates that children who share a classroom have somewhat more similar attitudes than children from other classes, ICC values did not reach excessively high levels (>0.30; McNeish et al., 2017). Since we focused primarily on the effectiveness of an intervention on an individual level in this study, we decided to use clustered standard errors to accommodate the nested data structure (McNeish et al., 2017).

Finally, to scale the latent factors, the mean and variance of the baseline in the comparison group were set to zero and one, respectively. Scalar invariance across the two groups (intervention and comparison) and the three time-points was established both for attitudes and contact intentions and separately for different age groups. Model fit evaluations were based on χ2, CFI, RMSEA and its 90% confidence interval, and SRMR, while model comparisons employed criteria for large samples with equal sample sizes, as proposed by Chen (2007).



3.2 Main analysis

In the text below, we focus on the differences in intercepts of latent change factors, which indicate the short- and long-term effectiveness of an intervention.


3.2.1 Intergroup attitudes

In the lower grades, the multigroup model allowing the groups to differ in change scores fits the data well (χ2(50) = 51.97, p = 0.397, CFI = 1.000, RMSEA = 0.000 [0.000–0.042], SRMR = 0.039). The unconstrained multigroup model is shown in Figures 1A,B, and all parameters which differed significantly across the two groups in a series of constrained model comparisons are shown in bold.

[image: Four path diagrams display relationships between attitude measures over three time points for lower and upper grades, split by comparison and intervention groups. Each panel (A–D) shows direct and indirect effects, with circles for attitudes and attitude change, arrows representing relations, and standardized coefficients provided beside arrows.]

FIGURE 1
 Multigroup LCS model illustrating change in intergroup attitudes between the comparison and intervention group for lower and upper grades separately. Unstandardized parameters are presented, with dashed arrows representing paths that do not differ from zero. Standard errors are indicated within brackets, and parameters that significantly differ between groups are shown in bold.


The results indicate that the intercept of short-term change in attitudes was positive and significantly different from zero in the intervention group (ML estimate = 0.206, std. error = 0.073, p = 0.005). In the comparison group, the intercept of short-term change is negative (ML estimate = −0.090, std. error = 0.111, p = 0.417) but not significantly different from zero. Constraining the change scores describing the short-term change to be equal across intervention and comparison groups suggested that they differ significantly (Δχ2(1) = 10.52, p = 0.001). The short-term change in intergroup attitudes was more positive in the intervention than in the comparison group. Cohen’s d calculated on the latent change scores was d = 0.36.

Focusing on the delayed effect of the intervention, the intercept of the long-term change in attitudes in the intervention group was positive but not significantly different from zero (ML estimate = 0.131, std. error = 0.096, p = 0.171), while an intercept of the same change in the comparison group was negative and also not significantly different from zero (ML estimate = −0.128, std. error = 0.120, p = 0.288). However, constraining the two intercepts to be equal across groups yielded a significant chi-square difference test (Δχ2(1) = 5.61, p = 0.018), suggesting that intervention had significant long-term effects on the attitudes of the children in the lower grades of primary school. Cohen’s d calculated on the latent change scores was d = 0.26. Significant differences in other parameters are depicted in Figure 1.

In the upper grades, the unconstrained model also had a good fit to the data (χ2(50) = 78.04, p = 0.007, CFI = 0.992, RMSEA = 0.039 [0.019–0.056], SRMR = 0.037), and the parameters of the model are shown in Figures 1C,D.

The results indicate that none of the latent changes have an intercept, which significantly differs from zero for either of the groups. Furthermore, multigroup comparisons suggest there are no significant differences between the intervention and comparison groups, both in short- (Δχ2(1) = 0.51, p = 0.474) and long-term (Δχ2(1) = 0.10, p = 0.752). Glass’ deltas were Δ = 0.12 and Δ = 0.05 for the short- and long-term change, respectively. However, variances of latent changes are significantly larger in the intervention group (Δχ2(1) = 9.09, p = 0.003 for short-term and Δχ2(1) = 8.09, p = 0.004 for long-term change). This suggests that different children who participated in the intervention experienced different amounts of change.

Overall, the analyses suggest that an imagined contact intervention leads to a positive short-term and long-term change in intergroup attitudes, but only for children in the lower grades of primary school.



3.2.2 Contact intentions

In the lower grades, an unconstrained multigroup model had a good fit to the data (χ2(50) = 70.66, p = 0.029, CFI = 0.994, RMSEA = 0.037 [0.000–0.059], SRMR = 0.037). The unconstrained multigroup model for contact intentions is shown in Figures 2A,B. As with the intergroup attitudes, an intercept of short-term change in contact intentions was positive and significantly different from zero in the intervention group (ML estimate = 0.187, std. error = 0.092, p = 0.042) and negative but not significantly different from zero in the comparison group (ML estimate = −0.129, std. error = 0.068, p = 0.058). Constraining the two change scores to be equal across groups indicated that short-term change in contact intention was more positive in the intervention group (Δχ2(1) = 10.59, p = 0.001). Cohen’s d calculated on the latent change scores was d = 0.42.
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FIGURE 2
 Multigroup LCS model illustrating change in contact intentions between the comparison and intervention group for lower and upper grades separately. Unstandardized parameters are presented, with dashed arrows representing paths that do not differ from zero. Standard errors are indicated within brackets, and parameters that significantly differ between groups are shown in bold.


The intercept of the long-term change in contact intentions was positive but not significantly different from zero in the intervention (ML estimate = 0.118, std. error = 0.068, p = 0.086) and negative but not significantly different from zero in the comparison group (ML estimate = −0.063, std. error = 0.069, p = 0.365). However, constraining the intercepts of long-term change to be equal across groups suggested that intervention had significant long-term effects on the contact intentions of the children in the lower grades of primary school (Δχ2(1) = 4.63, p = 0.031). Cohen’s d calculated on the latent change scores was d = 0.24.

In the upper grades, the unconstrained model fits the data well (χ2(50) = 80.49, p = 0.004, CFI = 0.995, RMSEA = 0.040 [0.021–0.057], SRMR = 0.025), and it is shown in Figures 2C,D. The results indicate that intercepts of all latent changes in both intervention and comparison groups were negative, indicating a reduction in contact intentions. However, only an intercept of long-term change in the intervention group was significantly different from zero (ML estimate = −0.179, std. error = 0.066, p = 0.007). Nevertheless, multigroup comparisons suggest there are no significant differences between the intervention and comparison groups, either in the short-term change (Δχ2(1) = 0.16, p = 0.690) or in the long-term change (Δχ2(1) = 3.15, p = 0.076). Glass’ deltas were Δ = −0.04 and Δ = −0.18 for the short- and long-term change, respectively. As was the case with intergroup attitudes, variances of latent changes are significantly larger in the intervention group (Δχ2(1) = 8.06, p = 0.005 for short-term and Δχ2(1) = 6.32, p = 0.012 for long-term change). In line with the results on the measures of intergroup attitudes, imagined contact intervention also leads to positive short-term and long-term changes in contact intentions. However, once again, this effect is present only in children in the lower grades.



3.2.3 Additional analyses

In addition to the main findings, the analyses offer information on each of the LCS model parameters, which can be interpreted using Figures 1, 2. For example, incorporating regressions of change scores on the baseline in all analyses allowed us to control for the initial differences in levels of attitudes and contact intentions shown in T1. Figures 1, 2 also show that these effects of the baseline were predominantly negative (i.e., children with more positive initial attitudes have exhibited less increase), and the regression coefficients did not differ between the groups (i.e., the baseline predicted change equally in intervention and comparison group, suggesting there was no interaction).





4 Discussion

Previous research showed that preparatory interventions that could help facilitate the integration and adaptation of refugee children to their new schools are needed, especially in countries with no prior experience with refugee integration (Vrdoljak et al., 2024). Our aim of this study was to assess the short-term and long-term effectiveness of the imagined contact intervention conducted in lower and upper grades of elementary school on the change in children’s attitudes and contact intentions toward refugee children. We designed an imagined contact intervention in a way that tried to respond to previously established obstacles (Husnu and Crisp, 2010; Miles and Crisp, 2014; Vezzali et al., 2015c; Ülger et al., 2018; Smith and Minescu, 2022a, 2022b; Vrdoljak et al., 2023) that could be the reason why the intervention is sometimes effective in changing attitudes toward outgroup members, and sometimes not. Specifically, we tried to amplify the vividness of the imagined interaction in intervention by developing modified scenarios, using multiple sessions, and incorporating reinforcement techniques after imagining positive interaction with the refugee child.

Results of this study show that the intervention had a significant positive short-term and long-term impact on intergroup attitudes and contact intentions for children in the lower grades, meaning that it effectively improved their attitudes toward refugees. This suggests that engaging younger pupils (up to the age of 11) in imagining positive encounters with refugee children can immediately impact their attitudes and contact intentions in a positive way. Furthermore, we also confirmed the potential of this intervention to foster long-term attitude change and thus cultivate a more inclusive and accepting school environment. This is particularly important since the follow-up period used in this study was much longer than previous successful imagined contact interventions (e.g., Stathi et al., 2014; Vezzali et al., 2015c, 2020; Ginevra et al., 2021; Smith and Minescu, 2022b). Since imagined contact is fairly easy to implement in the school context, especially in contexts which have only a small community of outgroup members, intervention effects lasting up to two and a half months are particularly encouraging for future use in prejudice-reduction programs. However, the intervention did not have a significant effect on changing the attitudes and contact intentions of the upper-grade students.

While the influence of imagined contact on children’s intergroup attitudes and contact intentions has been observed quite consistently in prior experimental research (e.g., Stathi et al., 2014; Vezzali et al., 2015b, 2020; Ginevra et al., 2021), some studies have not found the expected effects, especially with the age groups which correspond to upper grades in our study (11 years or older; e.g., Fleva, 2014; Mazure, 2016; Kinghan, 2019). Therefore, these findings are not entirely surprising, and they imply that the effectiveness of the intervention may be influenced by the age or developmental stage of the children. In addition, for both outcome measures, older children who participated in the intervention showed more variability in the changes than those who did not. This suggests that different children possibly responded to the intervention in different ways, and potential moderators of the intervention effectiveness could shed additional light on these results. These could include, for example, prevention goals (participants who focus on covering their prejudice during imagined contact could respond negatively to the task; West and Greenland, 2016), previous intergroup contact (Hoffarth and Hodson, 2016) or perceived difficulty of imagined contact task (West and Bruckmüller, 2013).

In addition, the experiences of children in the lower and upper grades differed. Younger children found it easier to imagine intergroup interaction; they perceived the interaction as more positive and detailed and enjoyed the task more. All of these characteristics of the imagined experience could potentially lead to larger effects (Husnu and Crisp, 2010; West et al., 2011; West and Bruckmüller, 2013). Differences in the participant’s reactions to the imagined contact task could stem from factors related to the child’s development, or the differences in the tasks themselves.

Overall, our findings highlight the importance of considering both methodological and developmental factors underlying age differences in the effectiveness of the intervention. Considering age differences in the effectiveness of the intervention, one possibility is that younger children exhibit a greater openness to various interventions within the school context. Developmentally, they are not yet in the rebellious years and tend to show less resistance toward authority figures. In other words, younger pupils possess a higher level of respect for the authority of their teachers, and they are more inclined to follow instructions and participate in various activities with enthusiasm. This is also evident from the greater enjoyment they reported during the intervention. Moreover, their malleable attitudes may stem from their limited understanding of complex concepts, such as refugees. As their comprehension of these subjects is still developing, it becomes easier to shape and change their attitudes through education and guidance. Overall, the general receptiveness and willingness of younger children make them more receptive to interventions in schools than adolescents.

Another possibility is that younger children are more susceptible to the authority of the teacher who carried out the intervention because, in their case, it was the teachers who are central figures in their schooling, who normally teach them most of the school subjects, who know them well, and who in this sense can more easily establish authority in the class. Adolescents are already in subject classes, and the intervention in the upper grades was led by the teachers of one of the subjects, whom they see only a few times a week and do not necessarily develop strong ties with, as is the case with younger children and their class teacher. Teachers who conduct an intervention communicate their own positive attitude toward refugee children and shape a positive teacher norm regarding contact with refugees. If younger children are closer to their teachers, their perception of the teacher’s positive stance on refugees could contribute to the effectiveness of the intervention (Jones and Rutland, 2018). Conversely, if children in the upper grades do not feel as close to the teacher, they could dismiss the intervention more easily.

On the other hand, as stated earlier, younger and older children did not receive completely identical interventions, so these differences in the procedure might also be the reason why the intervention was more effective for younger children. For instance, we aimed to ensure psychological similarity of imagined scenarios for children in lower and upper grades, rather than focusing on providing identical stories. The scenarios were quite similar, created based on the same theoretical criteria and inspected and approved by primary school teachers. Nonetheless, it is still possible that the scenarios used with children in lower grades were more effective in establishing the intervention effects.

Furthermore, the reinforcement methods used were different depending on the age group, with younger children drawing their imagined interaction with the refugee child, whereas older children had three sessions in which they were writing a short essay and only one session in which they were drawing a cartoon. It is possible that drawing is a more engaging activity for all children, regardless of their age, because it is less like other activities for which they are usually evaluated in schools (such as writing). In fact, teachers’ qualitative feedback collected during the intervention suggests that the writing task used as a form of reinforcement in upper grades was met with more apprehension than the drawing task used in lower grades, which is corroborated by children’s quantitative feedback. This apprehension could be related to the lower levels of enjoyment reported by older children during the task and may have had a negative influence on the study results. Children who did not enjoy the intervention were likely less inclined to imagine a positive interaction and provide detailed scenarios, both of which have been found to impact the effectiveness of imagined contact (Miles and Crisp, 2014). So, if the choice of the reinforcement method plays an important role in the effectiveness of interventions, it is essential to engage children in activities that are well-suited to their developmental stage but are also interesting enough. Furthermore, it is possible that it is generally easier to draw the imagined experience than to describe it in words or that drawing increases the vividness of the representation of an imagined interaction in the memory more effectively, all of which could contribute to different perceptions of the activities by children in the lower and upper grades (Husnu and Crisp, 2010). In that sense, incorporating drawing instead of writing can make the activities more interactive, effective, and enjoyable for all children, thus increasing their participation and understanding. Further research is needed to explore potential factors contributing to the varying effects observed between different grade levels.

Overall, the findings of this study highlight the effectiveness of imagined contact intervention in shaping positive attitudes toward refugees among elementary school children, with both immediate and sustained impact. These conclusions support the continued implementation of such interventions in educational settings to promote inclusivity and the importance of introducing interventions targeting attitudes toward refugees in an age-appropriate manner to achieve maximum effectiveness.


4.1 Limitations and suggestions for future studies

Several limitations of this study need to be mentioned. First, in order to compare the results of younger and older children, we used Likert-type scales to assess their explicit attitudes and contact intentions. Our measures have been pre-tested to ensure they are age appropriate, but future studies could also benefit from including visual analog scales with children. Similarly, the field could benefit from more thorough exploration of imagined contact’s effects on children’s automatic (implicit) prejudice. Implicit attitudes are generally regarded as less susceptible to demand characteristics (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). They are only weakly correlated with explicit measures (Hofmann et al., 2005), have different developmental pathways (Baron and Banaji, 2006; Degner and Wentura, 2010), and differently predict behaviors (Rydell and McConnell, 2006). Only one study examined and detected the effects of imagined contact on implicit attitudes using an Implicit Association Test (Vezzali et al., 2012a). However, different patterns of automatic prejudice development are found using measures, which do not depend on forced categorization, such as affective priming tasks (Degner and Wentura, 2010), and studies focusing on imagined contact’s influence on these measures are particularly needed.

Furthermore, this study aimed to explore the effectiveness of imagined contact in realistic conditions, where the intervention was regarded as a part of the regular school activities. This increased the ecological validity of the findings, but it has also led to variability in the time elapsed between the intervention and post-intervention measurements.

Since this study employed somewhat different approaches in lower and upper grades, it is challenging to determine whether the characteristics of the children (developmental stage), the intervention (facilitator role, differences in scenarios, and reinforcement techniques), or their interaction are accountable for the age differences. For example, it is possible that older children quickly get bored by repetitive activities, while younger children need more repetitions in order to consolidate the imagined experience. Therefore, a more systematic examination of age differences, where intervention procedures are the same for younger and older children, is needed. Furthermore, these procedures could be varied in order to establish the optimal way in which imagined contact can be employed with different age groups.

Nevertheless, imagined contact proved to be a useful tool to reduce prejudice in children and thus pave the way for positive future interactions and successful integration in a context where the number of refugees is small, and opportunities for contact are scarce. However, the researchers and practitioners should bear in mind that the effectiveness of the imagined contact intervention depends on choosing the age-appropriate approach/method. Future studies should consider developing more efficient imagined contact interventions specifically tailored for adolescents. This age group may require different approaches to maintain engagement and motivation. One potential approach when the intervention consists of several sessions could be making the later sessions more impressionable according to their age and interests to avoid repetition and fatigue. Additionally, diversifying the sessions, such as incorporating drawing comics and role-playing activities, could further enhance the effectiveness of the interventions for adolescents. In summary, further analysis is required to better understand these differences and tailor interventions accordingly to suit the specific needs and cognitive development of children at different grade levels.

Finally, it is also possible that children in the upper grades could profit more from activities which include more substantial discussions on matters of prejudice and discrimination. Indeed, imagined contact could also be used as a part of more complex interventions that would be based on different approaches to reducing children’s prejudices. It is thus possible to integrate the imagined contact with multicultural curriculum or anti-prejudice programs. Instead of just passively learning about cultural differences, tolerance and prejudice, students could imagine that they learn information about the country that a refugee child comes from through interaction with a refugee child, or they could imagine talking about how it feels to be discriminated against based on refugee status (Crisp and Turner, 2012). These recommendations are along the lines of a recent study by Ginevra et al. (2021), who combined imagined contact with specific instructions on how to act during initial contact situations. This intervention provided children with specific and detailed information on what to expect and how to communicate with children with developmental disabilities before taking part in imagined contact, which led to improved attitudes and contact intentions among the majority of children compared to using imagined contact on its own. Future studies could further examine the potential for incorporating imagined contact in more complex intervention programs.




5 Conclusion

In conclusion, the study suggests that the intervention had positive and lasting effects on shaping intergroup attitudes and contact intentions in the lower grades but did not yield significant changes in these measures for students in the upper grades of elementary school. These findings highlight the importance of considering the age and developmental stage of students and the methods of reinforcement of the imagined contact effects when designing interventions to promote positive intergroup attitudes in educational settings. Further analysis is required to better understand these differences and tailor interventions accordingly to suit the specific needs and cognitive development of children at different grade levels.
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Introduction: This article addresses digital and social inclusion of adults with potential low digital skills. The article presents a case study of how digital learning activities (DLAs) as a service to refugees, immigrants, senior citizens, and young adults neither in education, employment, or training (NEETs), are delivered outside the formal educational system by two libraries and one civic organization in Norway, Denmark, and Belgium. Through the theoretical lenses of social capital building, co-creation and co-producing, the article analyzes how the DLA’s were organized and tailored for the participant’s needs, with an emphasis on cooperation efforts with local sub-partners and representatives from the target groups.
Methods: A multiple case-design was applied using a process tracing method combining qualitative and quantitative techniques. To measure the partner organizations’ experiences from the project, we conducted participant observation, personal and focus group interviews, in addition to self-reporting schemas about how they organized the DLA’s. Surveys were conducted to measure the participants’ experiences.
Results: By combining literature and theoretical approaches from several fields; digital inclusion, public and civil organization research—with a particular focus on libraries, and their role in educating refugees and other vulnerable groups, the article provides new insights on how public and non-public organizations in local communities can work together to tailor-make DLAs and contribute to the promotion of digital inclusion.
Discussion: Libraries and civic organizations have potential to reach out to vulnerable people in local communities, to provide innovative DLA’s and to connect both people and organizations. Vital for recruitment of participants and to find the right level of digital/technical ambition is to closely co-create and co-produce with representatives from other local organizations in both civil and public sector during the whole process. Co-creating activities with actors representing the target group in the planning phase as well as co-producing them in the implementation phase, are important prerequisites. The article discusses the challenges of trust-building, of finding the right level of digital ambition as well as developing long-term digital activities as important factors for the promotion of digital inclusion.
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1 Introduction

This article discusses the impact of providing digital learning activities (DLAs) by public and civic organizations to refugees, immigrants, senior citizens, and young adults neither in education, employment, nor training (NEETs). Many, although not everyone, in these groups meet obstacles in obtaining human capital through education or other formal channels, and refugees are particularly vulnerable (2022). Research has shown that inequalities in access to computers, internet and digital skills persist, even in well-connected countries where most of the population is online (van Deursen et al., 2017). Research has also indicated that there is a strong correlation between educational background and digital competence among refugees. Refugees coming from some African countries (Somalia, Uganda, Kongo or Eritrea) as well as some Arabic speaking countries are likely to have the lowest digital skills (Proba, 2022).

The article discusses findings based on a project conducted in 2021–2023, funded by the EU program Erasmus+. The aim of the project was to develop ways for public and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to work as connectors in local network building with the aim to promote digital and social inclusion for people with low digital skills. Social networks, both digital and physical, were seen as important for participation in society, and the aim was to make citizens “able to connect” and become more included in the local community. Two governmental institutions (libraries), each in a medium sized city in Denmark and Norway, and an NGO (a social entrepreneur) in a small city in Belgium, cooperated in planning and implementing learning activities in their respective cities to give adults with potential low digital skills opportunities to acquire new digital competences. The project aimed to develop digital learning opportunities for individuals by activating resources in the community, to explore how institutions such as libraries can work as connectors in local network building, and to explore how professionals can work closely together in planning activities by sharing ideas, knowledge, and experiences. The project was a pilot, and the aim was to learn from the activities, so that they were able to produce better services later.

Each partner implemented two learning activities each, in their respective cities. The activities did to some extent build upon earlier experiences, but all of them were new initiatives that had not been tried out before. The six DLAs were similar in the way that they introduced the participants to new digital tools. All workshops focused on creative use of various digital tools: digital printing on clothes and other items (Norway), digital self-portraits (Norway), podcast making (Denmark), digital textile printing (Denmark), digital photography (Belgium) and digital silk screen printing of photos (Belgium). The topics for the learning activities correspond with the professional background of the project partner representatives, who were mostly from information science, media studies, film production and similar occupations, and all of which were very creative and vital. Only one of the representatives from the two libraries was a librarian. The partners cooperated with local sub-partners which represented the target groups in recruiting participants and implementing the learning activities.

The learning activities were inspired by design thinking as a way of developing the activities; striving to explore important user needs, criticizing own assumptions, and creating new innovative ideas and solutions. Design thinking is “an analytic and creative process that engages a person in opportunities to experiment, create and prototype models, gather feedback, and redesign” (Razzouk and Shute, 2012, p. 330). Two researchers from Western Norway University of Applied Sciences were invited to research the project (the authors of this article). A process tracing method often used within case design was chosen (Bukve, 2019). We followed the development of the Erasmus+ project from the beginning to the end and analyzed the processes in light of theoretical models and explanations (Beach and Pedersen, 2019; Bukve, 2019). We followed the processes without being active in any of the interventions. The design thinking approach, with its possibilities to redesign along the way, created a good climate among project partners to learn from their mistakes and to constantly try to improve activities. This also provided very rich and detailed data on all parts of the process. This article reports on results from the project and pays particular attention to the activities that was redesigned, and the reasons behind the redesign, as this provide unique insights into the ways in which public institutions can work together with civil organizations to develop better educational services outside the official or formal educational system for people who face difficulties to be included in society because of low digital skills.

In total 98 adults participated in six learning activities. The selection criteria for participating in the learning activities were low digital skills. One third of the participants were refugees, the rest were other immigrants, senior citizens, and young adults neither in education, employment, or training (NEETs). Although these groups consist of heterogenous populations of people who may have nothing in common except for “not accumulating human capital through formal channels” (Mascherini et al., 2012, p. 3), some of these categories overlap. NEETs is a category of young people (15–29 years) that also can include refugees and immigrants, and vice versa. In this article we define refugees broadly as someone who is “unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion” (UNHCR, 2010, p. 3), and do not distinguish between refugees who were recently displaced and those who have lived for a long time in a new country.

The article discusses how the three partners shared information about the development of their respective DLAs and how each partner worked in joint efforts with local sub-partners in initiating, planning, designing, and implementing the learning activities in their respective local communities. We use the theoretical lenses of co-creation and co-producing from management theory and theories on social capital building as described by Putnam (2000). The two main questions to be discussed are: How did the three partners cooperate with local sub-partners in planning and implementing the learning activities, and how did they involve representatives from the target groups in co-creating and co-producing elements in the learning activities? The article will point to some experiences as well as barriers and challenges that the two libraries and the NGO met in their work and will point out some possibilities for further developments.



2 Conceptual departure and theoretical approach

This article presents empirical findings that will benefit several areas of research. By combining literature and theoretical approaches from several strands; digital inclusion, public organization, and management research—with a particular focus on libraries, and their role in educating refugees and other vulnerable groups, we provide new insights on how adults with potential low digital skills utilize digital technologies to achieve digital inclusion, and how public and non-public organizations can work toward assisting these groups.


2.1 Digital inclusion

While other researchers have emphasized the importance of addressing digital needs of marginalized communities, including efforts to understand the unique challenges faced by groups such as seniors, individuals with disabilities, and immigrants and ethnic minorities (Alam and Imram, 2015; Bertot, 2016; Chadwick and Wesson, 2016; De Vecchi et al., 2016; Gonzales, 2016; Hargittai and Dobransky, 2017; Gómez, 2020), there is little research on those providing such training for people with low digital skills, how they design it, and the content of this training. This article provides new perspectives on how public and civic organizations can provide training in digital competence to vulnerable groups, more specifically, training for adults with potential low digital skills.

Research on digital competence for vulnerable people belongs to a broad research field, under the umbrella of “digital inclusion.” Digital inclusion is a multifaceted research field that explores the access, adoption, and effective use of digital technologies (Chadwick and Wesson, 2016; Kumar et al., 2022; Proba, 2022), access to the internet (Norris, 2001), often with a focus on bridging the “digital divide” (van Dijk, 2005). The digital divide is characterized by disparities in access to digital technologies, with an emphasis on the urban–rural gap, socioeconomic disparities, and issues related to race, gender, age, and disability (Gonzales, 2016; Hargittai and Dobransky, 2017). However, digital inclusion extends beyond mere access, and includes both digital skills and literacy. While the digital divide pertains to the gap between those with and without access to internet and digital devices, “digital literacy” focuses on the skills and abilities needed once access is available (Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020). Digital literacy is essential for individuals to utilize digital technologies effectively once they have access.

As dependence on digital devices and reliable internet increases all over the world, being digitally excluded is often interpreted as social exclusion. However, digital inclusion does not directly translate into social inclusion, which is a much more comprehensive concept, which can involve exclusion from one or several important areas, such as: formal citizenship rights, from the labor market, from participation in civil society and from social arenas (Aasland and Fløtten, 2001). The project we analyze in this article aimed to build digital literacy, with the larger aim to promote social inclusion by attempting to find ways to bridge the digital divide. By building digital competence that could possibly open doors to education and the labor market, and through building social networks through participating in learning activities, the aim was to promote both digital and social inclusion.



2.2 Libraries and digital inclusion

Research on public libraries emphasizes their societal role as being pillars of information as well as of digital inclusion, topics that are well rooted in the concern over rising inequality in societies (Bertot, 2016; Beyene, 2018; Noh, 2019; Strover, 2019; Farney, 2021). Libraries are presented as some of the most inclusive public institutions in society and as important sites for internet access and digital inclusion efforts. However, as more materials migrate to the internet, and as changes occur on how to access information, libraries are challenged to incorporate new ways of information-seeking into their operations and philosophy (Strover, 2019, p. 189).

The role of libraries in expanding internet access, working with digital literacy, and the library’s emerging role in efforts in bridging the digital divide is addressed by several researchers (Bertot, 2016; Beyene, 2018; Noh, 2019; Strover, 2019). Many researchers pin-point libraries as some of the most important public institutions to achieve digital inclusion in society. There is an increasing literature emphasizing that these efforts cannot be done in a vacuum. Efforts, such as the creation and implementation of ICT centers for instance, targeting populations that are digitally excluded, are best done together with other institutions (Bertot, 2016). These collaborations might be between non-profit organizations, private-public partnerships, and the use of public or other types of libraries (Bertot, 2016).



2.3 Digital competence building for refugees

Findings from a research project about newly arrived refugees in Norway and their digital competency showed a strong correlation between educational background and digital competence (Proba, 2022, p. 2). A considerable number of refugees did not have sufficient digital competency to describe their everyday life as digital. Other factors, such as gender, age, family situation and residence time in Norway, also had an impact on their use of, preferences, and habits regarding digital services (Proba, 2022, p. 43).

Refugees and immigrants granted asylum have in many European countries, such as Norway, “the right and are obliged to participate in an introduction program offered by the municipalities” (Røhnebæk and Bjerck, 2021, p. 745). The purpose of the programs is to increase the opportunities for newly arrived refugees and other immigrants to participate in working and social life and to increase their financial independence. However, the results vary considerably across countries, counties, and municipalities. Research from Norway has shown that actors from the private and voluntary sector contribute significantly to the public introduction programs by helping newly settled refugees to obtain basic qualifications and achieve economic independence in the longer term (Røhnebæk and Bjerck, 2021, p. 745). Many adult education centers across Europe collaborate with public libraries on organizing for example tours of the library for refugees (Proba, 2022). For many refugees, this will be their first encounter with the local public library. The language café stands out in this respect as being a very appreciative service among refugees (Proba, 2022). However, research has also shown that collaboration between the public, private and voluntary sector requires strong coordination efforts, facilitator competency and meeting points between the involved actors (Espegren et al., 2019).



2.4 Collaborations between public and civil sector—co-production and co-creation

Research on public management focusing on the use of public services, as well as user and community co-production of services, started in the late 1970s. An important output of this research was the recognition that public services require input from both professionals and users to be fully effective (Ostrom, 1996). The concept of co-production has lately seen an upsurge theoretically and the concept of co-creation has been introduced to the research field acknowledging that public services need multiple stakeholders at all phases in the decision making processes to improve public services, with users, user representatives, communities and civil sector organizations playing key roles (Bovaird et al., 2016; Osborne et al., 2016; Torfing et al., 2016; Brandsen et al., 2018; Honingh et al., 2020; Könings et al., 2021).

The literature on what co-creation and co-production means, the understanding, definitions and what distinguishes the terms has become voluminous and will not be elaborated fully upon here. Shortly, they can both be defined as “joint efforts of citizens and public sector professionals in initiating, planning, designing and implementing public services” (Brandsen et al., 2018, p. 3). The two concepts point to distinct phases in the decision-making process, the planning phase and the implementation phase. Both can be understood as “the voluntary or involuntary involvement of citizens in public services in any of the design, management, delivery and/or evaluation of public services (Strokosch and Osborne, 2016, p. 640, Eriksson, 2019). The main difference between them is that co-creation refers mainly to the planning or preparation phase of the service, while co-production refers to the implementation phase (Brandsen et al., 2018, p. 3).

In sum, co-creation and co-producing efforts relate to collaborations between institutions within the public, non-governmental or private sectors to improve services to “the increasing number of people facing social and structural barriers to full participation” (Mulvale et al., 2021). In this article we distinguish between co-creation and co-production in the same way, by trying to develop knowledge about how public and non-public agents can work toward assisting people with low digital skills.



2.5 Social capital building

The DLA’s that we address in this article aimed at building participants’ capabilities through forming new relationships and networks that possibly could promote social inclusion by opening doors to education and the labor market. The digital activities did not aim at replacing human interactions, on the contrary, the aim was to give participants an opportunity to gain more knowledge about how to use digital tools in a social setting. The capabilities that were sought built in the project are partly analyzed using Robert Putnam’s theory on social capital building, in combination with Woolcock’s concept of linking institutions. We found that the concepts bridging, bonding, and linking social capital were useful (Woolcock, 1998; Putnam, 2000). Bridging capital strengthens networks across individuals with heterogenous characteristics, whilst bonding capital strengthens networks between individuals with homogenous characteristics. Both types of social capital indicate that context is important for individuals, as a social structure is created making them act in a certain way and develop mutual trust and common norms (Putnam et al., 1993, p. 167). Linking capital is a third type of network building across institutions at macro-level, like state institutions or public municipal institutions, securing the connection between important institutions, aiming at producing empowerment for the local community (Woolcock, 1998).

However, the concept of social capital is contested and has been criticized for being vague and tending to oversimplify complex processes (Claridge, 2021). Therefore, an explanation of how we understand this concept is needed. We understand social capital as capability building through networking, such as co-creation and co-production, that might lead to innovation or developing skills, confidence, or a capacity to resolve future problems (Osborne et al., 2016, p. 645). An important question here is whether the DLA’s made it possible for participants to reach out to each other, providing new experiences and developing new relationships. In this perspective, Putnam’s theory on building social capital through bridging and bonding showed relevance (Putnam, 2000). The linking type of building social capital (Woolcock, 1998) addresses mainly connections on the institutional level, was equally important as a theoretical lens to understand the value of what was gained.

Furthermore, as we went more in-depth into the analysis of linking, bridging, and bonding, public management theories on co-creation and co-producing helped to clarify important decisions and organizational steps that the partners took in the process. These theories have proven relevant for research on the design and redesign of public services (Strokosch and Osborne, 2016; Brandsen et al., 2018), and we found it equally relevant for our analysis. Robert Putnam’s research emphasizes that a successful co-creation and co-production between public and civil sector might encourage citizens to develop trust through horizontal relationships as well as social capital through for instance bonding and bridging (Ostrom, 1996; Putnam, 2000).

Digital learning has many benefits, but also uncertainties and risks. According to Lember, the debate today is pervaded by a techno-optimism that may or may not have negative social impacts (Lember et al., 2019). Libraries often present themselves as public institutions partaking in community networks to bridge the “digital divide.” Although not discussing the role of libraries, Lember claims that different digital technologies in general unintentionally might alienate potential users (Lember et al., 2019). Being aware of this, our theoretical lenses focus on whether and how the digital learning activities affected behavioral change and built social capital, relying on co-production and co-creation through the project.




3 Methodology

We chose a case design approach, using a process tracing method that often is used within case studies (Bukve, 2019). The case in this project is the design and provision of DLA’s to vulnerable groups outside the formal educational system by the three partners in the Erasmus+ project, in three countries. Process tracing means using in-depth analysis of one or a small number of cases, enabling causal inferences to be made about how the processes work (Beach and Pedersen, 2019). We followed the decision-making processes by the three partners from start to end—through the phases of planning, implementation and evaluation. The data collection process involved a mixed-methods approach, incorporating qualitative and quantitative techniques to provide a comprehensive understanding of the research questions. The data was collected throughout all phases of the project (planning, implementation, and evaluation), and consists of participant observation, qualitative interviews, and surveys.

Participating observation was conducted during fieldworks to each partner institution in 2021 and 2022, and included meetings and conversations with project representatives of the institutions, as well as observations of project activities. We also conducted participating observation in 12 bi-monthly digital meetings with partner representatives in 2021–2023. Observation data provided important information on the organization of the project and the DLAs, as well as the cooperation between the partners. Notes from the observations are used in the analysis to describe the activities and to analyze interactions between the partners throughout the project.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with representatives from each of the three partners in the project. The interview guide was designed to explore the project partners’ perceptions, experiences and strategies related to planning, implementing, and evaluating the learning activities. Interviews lasted approximately 1 h and were audio-recorded and transcribed for subsequent thematic analysis. We interviewed representatives from each of the three partners two times. In Norway, we interviewed all four representatives in the project in 2021 and 2022, conducting focus group interviews. In Denmark we interviewed the representative responsible for the first learning activity in 2021, and the coordinator of the learning activities in 2022. Belgium had two project representatives, and we conducted a focus group interview with them in 2021, and in 2022 we interviewed the person in charge of the activities. Citations from the interviews are used in the analysis.

All project partners filled out three self-reporting schemas for each learning activity, six schemas each, 18 schemas in total. The schemas describe the planning, implementation and evaluation phase of the learning activity. The schemas were designed as a survey for the institution representatives to fill in their own reflections. They provided valuable data on the progress and the process of each learning activity, as well as the obstacles in the implementation of the learning activity and choices and changes that had to be made along the way. The self-reporting schemas are cited in the analysis.

A simple survey with 15 questions was administered to all participants in four of the six learning activities to gather quantitative data on their perceptions of participating in the learning activities. N = 20, and the response rate was 31%. The survey was not administered in the first two activities (Norway and Denmark) because of time restraints. We used SurveyExact as a survey tool. We were particularly interested in aspects that could indicate network building or other indicators of bridging or bonding capital. As several participants had low digital skills as well as low skills in the native languages of Norway, Denmark, and Belgium, we took means to make it very easy to understand the questions and to handle the digital survey. We translated the survey into English, and we employed a 5-point Likert scale based on green, yellow, and red smileys, for it to be easy to understand the alternatives. The partner institutions helped us administer the survey to the participants after the learning activity, via email. Due to time restraints and concerns for anonymity, a digital survey was chosen. However, a paper survey that could have been filled out immediately after the learning activity would probably have generated more answers. Instead we chose a digital tool which provided anonymity, and the answers were only made available to the researchers, not the partner institutions. We do not know how many of the respondents were refugees as the survey did not ask about social background. Due to the weaknesses in the distribution and the low response rate, the findings can only represent weak indications. We still include results from the survey in the analysis, as it provides interesting trends relevant for the understanding of the project we analyze.

Interviews, self-reporting schemas and survey materials are analyzed using thematic analysis, a method designed to identify and analyze patterns (themes) in the data material (Braun and Clarke, 2006). We used manual coding and employed a combination of theory driven coding and data driven coding (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006). We first categorized information in line with Putnam’s (2000) theory on social capital building and theories about co-creation and co-producing processes, and then looked for new findings that could possibly elaborate or even challenge the first round of coding.

Since the authors of this article belong to Western Norway University of Applied Sciences (HVL), one of the partners in the project that is analyzed in this article, we include a discussion of the research positions of the authors. Process tracing method is a fruitful method when researching time limited projects. It is important to note that process tracing researchers are not actively involved in the activities. The process tracing method is, however, not neutral, as it was necessary to follow people and activities closely over time. The learning activities were solely developed by the three other partners, and the researchers were not involved in the planning or implementation. Our task was to research activities and to give research-based input along the way. In two meetings with the partners, one in the beginning of the project and one mid-way, we presented Putnam’s theory of social capital and the status of research in the field of community building with a focus on collaborations between public and civil sector. We also presented our preliminary research findings in another meeting with partners midway in the project.

Since both authors have been partners in the project from the beginning, our analysis may of course be affected. To be reflexive and conscious about how we interpret the data material, and not to “force” meaning to the data has been important to secure that we interpret the data in new ways and not “reinventing” what is already known to us (Sundet, 2014, p. 36). This included giving extra space for curiosity and new ways of interpretating the interviews, observations, and surveys, to prevent our preconceptions from blocking out meaningful interpretations. An advantage of being closely involved in processes we research is that this opens for further developments of what is the object of the research (Sundet, 2014), in this case DLA’s for adults with low digital skills. The article therefore suggests a few developments and lessons learned from this project toward the end.

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research, ensuring compliance with ethical guidelines for research involving vulnerable groups. Informed consent was obtained from all participants, and their anonymity and confidentiality were rigorously maintained throughout the study.



4 Findings and discussion

We divide the findings in this article into two main sections following the organization process of the project we analyze: (1) the planning and preparation phase, and (2) the implementation phase. These faces will be analyzed using the lenses of organization and management theories as well as theories on social capital as outlined earlier.


4.1 Networking and co-creation in the planning phase

The three partners in the project had bi-monthly digital meetings throughout the whole project period. In the planning phase these meetings were used to share plans and ideas for their learning activities with each other and give feedback to each other’s planned activities. This type of cooperation was inspired by design thinking, which gave opportunities to be creative and flexible in designing and redesigning activities, and to learn from each other’s experience (Razzouk and Shute, 2012). The partner representatives expressed several times throughout the project period that they found this cooperation very inspiring and helpful when designing their respective activities (notes from digital meetings). They also planned to launch an international network of library professionals where they would share information about the project and the ways they worked with digital and social inclusion through the project (notes from digital meetings). Drawing on Woolcock (1998), this way of building network across institutions (linking social capital), was a central element of the project.

The project also aimed to develop digital learning opportunities for individuals by activating resources in the local community, by the way of co-creation, understood as joint planning efforts between representatives of both civil and public sector. Co-creation and co-producing (in the implementation phase) are inter-locked but belong to different phases in an organizational process. What they have in common is that citizens and public sector professionals work together during an organization process toward designing and delivering a new service, that is they work together in all the phases of the process: through initiating, planning, designing, and implementing the public services (Brandsen et al., 2018, p. 3).

The partners planned to collaborate with several sub-partners in their local communities as these would know the target group very well and have in-depth knowledge of their needs. All partners worked with one or several local sub-partners in the planning phase to recruit participants, such as other public libraries (Denmark), companies (Ltd’s) owned by a municipality (Belgium), public schools (Denmark, Norway, and Belgium), social entrepreneurs (Norway and Belgium), voluntary organizations (Denmark, Norway and Belgium), and other NGO’s (Norway and Belgium). In this way several informal networks started to develop through co-creation efforts to recruit participants. The project partners inspired each other on this issue, and shared experiences about their chosen partners in the planning phase (notes from digital meetings).

While the partners were successful in co-creating with the other project partners in developing the learning activities, as seen above, they found it more challenging to actively involve local institutions (sub-partners) who represented the target groups in co-creation processes when planning and developing the activities. Local partners mostly contributed to recruiting participants, as we will elaborate in the next section, and were less involved in the planning of activities, thus not involved in co-creating. Local sub-partners were to a little degree invited to meetings or asked for advice on behalf of the user groups that they represented when planning the content of the activities (interviews, Norway, Denmark and Belgium). Some activities were for instance dismissed already at the beginning of the planning process because they did not find local partners that were interested in the idea. For example, in Norway, they planned a workshop using a VR story telling tool. They tried both to contact a local secondary school, and an NGO who worked with minority women, but none of them were interested enough to carry out the partnership. The planned workshops also had to be canceled several times because of corona restrictions, and this eventually made the partners give up the effort of cooperation with them. The planned workshop was eventually not implemented because of this, and they decided to carry on with other learning activities instead (focus group interview, Norway 2021).

Even if most of the activities were not co-created with the target group and local sub-partners, the partners were highly aware of the problem. During conversations along the way in the project, also in the early phase of the planning process, it was a current topic for discussion about what local organizations would be the best partners, and why (notes from digital meetings). It was equally important for the partners to have the right mindset and preconceptions, not objectifying target groups: “We should not define the target groups as being challenged, seeing them without agency, defining their limitations or putting them a priori in a specific frame of understanding. This is something we must work with” (interview, Denmark 2021).

Co-creative activities and having the right mindset as discussed here, have long proven to be a challenge for many public organizations. Eriksson (2019) and Osborne et al. (2016) are among many researchers who argue that the logic of widespread New Public Management reforms have proved unfit for the public sector. As Eriksson puts it: “Standardized, ‘one-size-fits-all’ solutions have failed to address the diverse needs and prerequisites of some social groups” (Eriksson, 2019, p. 308). Eriksson (2019) furthermore states that “to target disadvantaged groups in society, it is necessary to integrate social context into this logic more than is the case today” (Eriksson, 2019, p. 308). Recognizing exactly this challenge, all the project partners planned for learning activities which would develop social skills for groups of people by seeking partnerships with representatives for these groups, but perhaps did not appreciate enough the need for involving them also in the earliest phase of the planning process.


4.1.1 Producing digital and social inclusion through networking

The aim of the project was to develop new ways for public and non-public organizations to work as connectors in local network building with the aim to promote digital and social inclusion for people with low digital skills. In Norway, for example, the first learning activity was a one-day workshop carried out in 2022. They introduced two soft-wares; “Procreate,” where the aim was that participants would learn how to “make a unique self-portrait from a scan, print and frame it,” and “My Heritage Deep Nostalgia,” where the participants would “bring an old photo and they will learn how to make the old photo “alive” with the help of My Heritage” (self-reporting schema, Norway). In Denmark a mobile podcast studio (a special built car) was set up in the street in front of a new library, where people in the street were invited to come in and learn about how to use the instruments, tell a story using the microphone, as well as invited to visit the library (interview, Denmark 2021).

The planning of the technical activities in all six learning activities in the project was closely linked to the aim of producing digital inclusion. The mentioned learning activity in Norway for example, aimed to develop “Basic digital skills, scanning photos, uploading to cloud services, using software, sharing content/ downloading video files. Also enhanced social skills, meeting others” (self-reporting schema, Norway). Combining developing basic digital skills with social skills was an aim in all the learning activities. The mobile podcast studio in Denmark had a resource focus, inviting people to share stories with other people on the street about their neighborhood. It was designed as a spontaneously and voluntarily invitation (interview, Denmark 2021).

The plans in all DLAs circled around various ideas in how to best promote digital competence to people who have, not only low digital skills, but often also low interest and low motivation in learning digital competence. One partner representative in Norway explains how they were thinking about this topic:

 “We are planning let them get to know computers in a creative way, as a soft way to get familiar with a computer. We will introduce them to some very simple digital tools, that are easy to use, and by that show them that computers are not only useful for things like writing a job proposal.” (Focus group interview, Norway 2021).



In order to build social inclusion for the participants, they planned for a series of workshops for them to get to know each other and potentially build networks that could help them later in getting for example jobs: “We want them to get to know each other. The digital tool invites to share personal stories about each other, and we hope that this makes them get to know each other better. This is the social part of the workshop, that they get to know each other and build networks” (Interview, Norway 2021). Drawing on Putnam (2000), at the individual level, strengthening contact between individuals who are not familiar with each other (bridging) is one way of building networks. Strengthening contact between individuals who already have something in common (bonding) is another way. They were thus planning for both bridging and bonding activities in the DLAs.

All partners also made a point of how the technology could lead to inclusive elements. Several of the learning activities included the aspects of using technology as an invitation to present personal stories and involving the participants personally. For example, the above-mentioned learning activity in Denmark inviting people on the street to tell their own story:


Podcasts are an excellent tool […] to make those voices heard that we rarely hear. We want to explore the democratic potential of the podcast platform and produce podcasts featuring people from [name of unprivileged area in the city]. […] We want the participants to experience that their version of reality is valuable and that the podcast can provide an actual platform for distributing that story. The digital literacy that we want the participants to build is one that is focused on enhancing the perception of their own digital voice – because they DO have one. (Focus group interview, Denmark).
 

The partner in Denmark hoped that the technology would both strengthen the relationship between participants and to be a social activity by inviting the participants to present personal stories for each other, as well as a tool for self-expression. Mechanisms of digital inclusion and exclusion are highly social, as they entail a diversity of formal and informal support-seeking patterns, which in turn have an important influence on the adoption and use of digital skills (Asmar et al., 2020).




4.2 Networking and co-producing activities in the implementation phase

In the project we analyze in this article, the partners aimed at working more closely with local sub-partners than they had before, by co-creating and, in particular, co-producing activities; to not only cooperate in recruiting participants but also to co-produce social capital together with local sub-partners by designing activities to match the participants’ needs and implement them accordingly. Some of these intentions proved more challenging than others. In this section we will have a closer look at how the learning activities were co-produced in the project and what social capital was produced, and some of the challenges that were faced in the implementation phase.


4.2.1 Building networks at individual level—bridging and bonding social capital through co-producing

The project wanted to explore the possible role of libraries and NGOs as co-producers, or as drivers for digital and social inclusion by both generating digital literacy and connecting individuals together to form their own social networks. A small survey sent to the participants after the end of each learning activity revealed that they were overall very satisfied with the learning activities. Almost all participants reported that they enjoyed participating, that they learned something new, and that they gained more confidence. Many, but not everyone, reported that the digital tool they learned was relevant for them, indicating that they had gained at least some basic digital skills during the learning activities.

Many also reported that they had gained new friends during the activities, and a few said they had gained a new social network, something which indicates that the building of social network by the way of bridging and bonding among the participants was at least on its way for several of the activities mentioned in the survey. Bonding capital is, as mentioned before, a type of network building that strengthens networks of trust across individuals within homogenous social, economic, and/or demographic characteristics. Bridging capital is a type of network that strengthens networks of trust across individuals with heterogenous social, economic, and/or demographic characteristics. Several of the partners said in interviews that they observed that some of the participants became friends, one example is during one of the learning activities in Belgium, which had three workshop days over 3 weeks. The partner representative from Belgium told us that they had participants from many continents and countries: Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. He said: Between them they could be talking twenty languages. But by the end of workshops they usually all are having coffee together, you will also see that they come an hour earlier, they have coffee and talk (Interview, Belgium 2022). He observed that the participants started to talk more and more, and even started to hang out together inside and outside the building before and after the workshops. Further, the Belgian representative reported that it is seldom that refugees become friends with Belgian people who have lived in the area for a long time. For these participants it is more bonding than bridging, especially for those living in a refugee camp nearby as they obviously are isolated from society, he reflected (Interview, Belgium 2022). Bridging is a particular challenge regarding asylum seekers, due to their status as non-citizens or as marginalized groups in society (Strokosch and Osborne, 2016).

As discussed in the previous section, the project had high ambitions for promoting social inclusion by co-producing social capital through bridging and bonding activities in the DLAs but found that this was not as easy as intended. Most realized throughout the project that building networks and the bridging type of social capital takes more time than what they had planned for. The mobile podcast studio in Denmark made people very interested in the podcast technology itself and some young people started bonding with each other, talking about how “cool it was” (interview, Denmark 2021). However, many did not want to share their personal stories, as had been expected by the public library. Instead, people stopped and were curious about the technology, talking about it. Elderly people talked together about their childhood memories, as opposite to the modern digital world; when they wrote postcards and listened to the radio (interview, Denmark 2021).

The Belgian partner explained in an interview that the bridging type of building social capital would be the next step in future projects. He emphasized that this would be hard work, for the municipality and for the involved NGO’s. The future aim, he emphasized, was to create a “safe space” downtown in the “shady” areas in the city and build a new community center where people with different backgrounds could mingle (Interview, Belgium 2022). Part of the aim was to develop a youth center combined with a little “plaza for workshops with artistic endeavors,” he described (Interview, Belgium 2022). The Belgian partner, as well as the other partners, thus recognized that the timeframe of the project was too short, and that activities co-producing social capital and inclusion require more investments in time. By investing in more permanent activities where participants can meet over time, there is even greater potential for building trust and both forms of social capital.

Research has shown that many integration or inclusion measures, services and projects focus mainly on the individual level, and less on the institutional level (Ødegård et al., 2014). An explanation might be that institutions often are infused with values that are difficult to change (Selznick, 1949). We observed that the partners had high ambitions in promoting digital and social inclusion for people with low digital skills, and to make citizens “able to connect” and become socially included in the local community though participation in the DLAs. The project thus aimed to reduce a problem—social exclusion of some citizens—by implementing efforts at the individual level—learning activities for individuals with low digital skills. This proved problematic, as the partners realized throughout the project that they were not able to co-produce and build social capital in the ways that they had planned. Social inclusion requires work on both meso and macro levels; to change institutions from within, to change values, mindsets, traditions, and habits, as well as working for changing the system on a political level (Ødegård et al., 2014).

The partner in Belgium used a strategy that was not used by the public libraries, called “Asset-based Community Development Strategy” (ABCD)—which can be seen as co-producing social capital in practice. ABCD is described as a strategy to (re)discover and mobilize resources in a community on both micro and macro levels; on individual level mobilize talents and skills, on group level get individuals with common interests to create networks and at the institutional level, support individuals and groups. This strategy asks for using local capacities, finding useful and valuable qualities and resources in individuals and networks. A main key in the ABCD strategy is the focus on skills, and the claim that sustainable solutions come from within the community itself (Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993). This strategy might explain why the NGO in Belgium seemed to be more successful than the public libraries in co-producing by the way of bridging and bonding activities, due to their long experience and status as a social entrepreneur in the civil sector.



4.2.2 Libraries and NGOs as connectors in local network building—linking social capital

Through cooperation with civil society actors all three partners aimed to recruit participants and to develop relevant learning activities for local citizens (Osborne, 2018). Securing the connection between important institutions in the local community is as mentioned above regarding the ABCD-strategy, vital for producing empowerment for the local community and for linking people across organizations with those in positions of power or influence to make changes happen (Modood, 2012). Our analysis shows that libraries have the potential of taking up such a linking role, which is vital for social inclusion work to be beneficial for the community and the target groups. In the project all the partners functioned as a “spider-web,” connecting relevant institutions together in developing their learning activities. As one representative in Norway said it: As a library, all target groups are ours. We work to reach all people. But it is truly demanding to maintain all the communication channels with each target group so having partners that can reach out to them is vital (focus group interview, Norway 2021).

All three partners in the project cooperated with other local sub-partners such as schools, public welfare and social institutions, limited companies (Ltd’s), NGO’s and non-profit social entrepreneurs. The Belgian partner however, since being an NGO, had as mentioned above longer experience cooperating in the form of co-creating and co-producing with established partners and using the ABCD-method in the community than Denmark and Norway. While the first round of learning activities in Norway and Denmark were less integrated in the local community, in terms of co-creation and co-production, their second learning activity was to a greater extent a result of co-production. Now they cooperated more with local companies, some of them owned by the municipality itself, or with public schools and different NGO’s, such as public adult education schools or centers for refugee immigrant and, local labor market companies (Ltd’s) working with preparing long time unemployed citizens for the labor market. Libraries are natural meeting places in local communities, and observational data showed us that the two libraries in the project made a big effort to inform participants about other activities in the library and to educate them in how to use this public service. In all their learning activities, they included information about the library services, and when applicable also a guided tour to the library (interviews, Norway and Denmark 2022).



4.2.3 Co-producing with local sub-partners

Acting as a connector toward local sub-partners was, by far, the most challenging part of this project. As seen in the previous section, several plans for learning activities had to be canceled because of efforts of co-producing that did not work. When having many partners, some unforeseen events occurred, and we will look closer at some examples.


4.2.3.1 Recruiting participants proved difficult

To reach out to immigrants and refugees, the partners aimed to co-create together with what they saw as successful NGOs to recruit potential participants to the DLAs. For Norway in the first round, it was challenging to invite young female immigrants to learn how to do digital photoshopping using VR glasses. The reasons were manifold, partly because of restrictions due to the corona pandemic at the time, partly because of a change in the leadership of the NGO and partly because a project leader in the NGO changed her mind about the relevance of the digital technology for their members. She decided that learning to use sewing machines were more relevant for the target group than computers (focus group interview, Norway 2022). As one disappointed Norwegian interviewee put it, when commenting this: I think they were a bit critical because they thought that this is not the right path for our members to get a job (focus group interview, Norway 2022). They experienced that the library’s approach about being playful and creative did not resonate well with minorities whom they experienced were very rational and goal-oriented: They want to learn exactly what gives them a job and our perspective is a wrong approach (focus group interview, Norway 2022). Thus, they realized that they had to think differently to be able to recruit. They, as well as Belgium, suggested that one needed to convince them a bit: Okay, maybe learning photoshop is not right now, but you are getting a skill, and skills can be transferred… knowledge is like a vault, you keep them like putting money in a bank, you invest your knowledge (interview, Belgium 2022).

In one of the workshops in Norway, their strategy to “convince the participants” was to mix a creative activity (printing on clothes and other items), with information about (1) the library services—especially about their newly opened technology lab with 3D printer, podcast studio, video studio etc., and (2) practical help with digital services in the municipality, such as help with applications for day care for their children, housing allowance, municipal housing, etc., as well as “other digital issues the participants may have” (self-reporting schema, Norway).

This example illustrates well something that was common for all the six DLAs; they were first and foremost successful as creative activities that used technology in new ways. As pointed out in the previous section, because activities were not co-created and developed as an answer to an articulated need from the target groups, and representatives from the target groups were only partly involved in the planning, the activities “missed on the target” in several cases. This does not mean that the participants did not enjoy participating (the survey also shows that most were satisfied), but we believe that it made recruitment difficult, as well as making the workshops less relevant for digital and social inclusion for the participants. The survey also shows that the participants reported that only a few said they had gained a new social network.

Another issue that influenced recruiting participants was that the three partners wanted to avoid giving participants a feeling of being stigmatized. The partners in Norway reflected over the problem in this way: “Gradually we found it difficult to craft direct marketing for the target group – like posters. Who will participate if we promote an activity for “those with low digital skills”? (Self-reporting schema, Norway). They also experienced that many participants showed interest, but never showed up. This was the same situation in Denmark and Belgium. When we asked the partners about how many participants they expected to recruit, the Norwegian partner answered: “Can not answer – we do not know anything about how many and who will attend the workshops. […] Based on previous experiences, we will take what we get” (Self reporting schema, Norway). Again, these are challenges that we believe could be better addressed if the partnerships with the local sub-partners had worked out better.

Another important reason for the problems with recruiting participants was that the project was launched in 2021, in the middle of the Covid 19 pandemic. This had a significant impact on the activities in the project, which needed to be completely readjusted: “The biggest problem was the outreach, during corona was a very difficult challenge and the strategy to do through the neighborhood activation did not work at all” (self-reporting schema, Belgium). The pandemic made participation difficult as all activities were planned for physical participation, and because the target groups were people with no or low digital skills, digital participation was not an option. Also, throughout the projects it became clear that the pandemic had changed people’s habits, making them less prone to participate in public activities than before, and they faced difficulties in recruiting also after corona measures were lifted.



4.2.3.2 The importance of trust

Another challenge in the project was that they realized that the target groups needed to build trust over time, as one interviewee said: The participants need to know that the place is open and ready for them, and we need a partner with a continuous success for the outreach (Interview, Belgium 2022). Having successful co-production with a local sub-partner was eventually seen as vital to reach out to the target groups.

In Denmark, this caused problems, especially in the first learning activity, as they relied too much on their own staff in the library and had not established co-creation with local partners in their learning activity. The mobile podcast studio was developed and placed in an unprivileged suburb to invite the local community into the studio and record people’s experience of their community. The citizens were as mentioned above, to some extent interested the technology behind the podcast and got many curious questions, but did not experience that they were able to teach anyone to make a podcast, or to use the technological equipment properly (Interview, Denmark 2021). We believe that the main obstacle was that they did not involve the community beforehand by the way of co-creating, and that they were not able to relate to what the locals felt were their actual needs. One reason for the partners to not include their local partners in co-creating activities was that they did not have enough knowledge about the coordination of such activities with other partners. This was a pilot, and the aim was to learn from the activities, so that they were able to produce better services later.

While Denmark did not involve local sub-partners in co-creating activities in their first learning activity, they learned from this experience and included several sub-partners in their second learning activity. The second learning activity (printing on textile) included co-production with a local school for adults under the age of 25 and who needed a comprehensive education offer to get ready for a vocational education. Twelve of the 18 participants were refugees (self-reporting schema, Denmark). They also met most of the participants in the workshops at the library, which provided an advantage in building trust (interview, Denmark 2022). Also in Belgium and Norway, the second round of learning activities were implemented with the co-production of several sub-partners. The Belgian representatives elaborates:


To do outreach and recruiting for this target group is more effective to partner up with institutions that already have a relationship with the group. Education institutions and welfare institutions have proven to be the best kind of partner since they already have a relationship of trust and can guide them to your activity (Self reporting schema, Belgium).
 

Building trust thus was imperative to providing learning activities which were able to build both digital literacy and promoting social inclusion, but not always easy to do within the short timeframe of the project.




4.2.4 Digital inclusion is more than a technological issue

All partners in the project planned DLA’s that made it possible for participants to reach out to each other, providing new experiences and developing new relationships, thus aiming for digital and social inclusion. They recognized that digital inclusion is not just a technological issue; rather it entails a variety of formal and informal sources which can both enhance or constrain access to, and use of, technologies (Asmar et al., 2020). The implementation of activities, however, showed that these goals were ambitious and harder to achieve than anticipated. In this section we discuss some of the reasons for this.


4.2.4.1 Finding the best level of digital ambition

All three partners learned that they had to lower their ambitions and focus more upon technical learning than digital inclusion because of the short time frame of the project (interviews Norway, Denmark, and Belgium). Understanding digital inclusion as the ability of individuals and groups to access and use information and communication technologies, they experienced that they had to reduce the technological level and change the content to focus on more basic skills. As the representative from Belgium explained talking about what happened during their first learning activity, teaching photography:


This was a new experience because it usually are people who are into photography, that already have a camera and are familiar with it, but these participants are people coming for other reasons, for instance being on welfare benefits. They are just coming because this is an offering. They might not be particular motivated at first. But then something really interesting started to happen. At first I give like this all technical things and it was their face they had, it was like a truck run over them because it was way too much information. Then I told them just work with your phones, and I focused more on the semiotics of photography, like how to treat photography as a language and give them a new language to express themselves (Interview, Belgium 2022).
 

From helping the participants, he changed to see their resources and take it further from there. He explained:


They want a set of instructions. You gonna do this you gonna do that. And I began differently… If you keep just giving instructions, they just learn that, to follow instructions. That’s not how you solve problems. I had a student for example at the beginning, she did not even talk. By the end she was talking more and more, and she was actually downloading TikTok, which I do not approve, but ha ha (Interview, Belgium 2022).
 

Individuals develop various ways of coping with learning in a society in constant change. Indeed, rapid technological evolutions are progressively transforming all realms of society, requiring individuals to learn and update their skills at a faster rate than before (Asmar et al., 2020). This includes of course, that the participants choose carefully what technology they want to participate in, corresponding to what their subjective needs are. This corresponds with research showing that people demonstrate their agency in choosing which moments are the most beneficial to make use of their support to acquire digital skills (Asmar et al., 2020, p. 148).

Another example is from Denmark, and the podcast studio. Even with good intentions they were not able to teach the technology sufficiently in such a short period. This means that after the learning activity the participants could not produce a podcast, but the Danish partners were convinced that at least some of the participants could translate knowledge about this platform to other digital platforms and devices. Through their presence in the community over 3 days they argued that the activity reached out to people in their own neighborhood making positive publicity about the activities of their brand-new library (Interview Denmark, 2021). In terms of bridging and bonding, the activity lasted too short to give measurable results on this but had potential for further building networks by creating a link between people and the local library. Research has documented that supporting people to extend their social networking is crucial, not only for social inclusion, but also for digital inclusion. Asmar et al. (2020) finds that despite difficulties, social and/or digital, many people with low digital skills show high interest and motivation to engage with digital technologies. The question is to find the best level in which to support them.



4.2.4.2 Social capital building takes time

Continuity and predictability are important values for institutions that are working for vulnerable groups such as refugees and NEET’s. Both public and private institutions report that it is important to have long-term predictability and express concern as they experience that it is easier to get funding for new and fancy projects, but more difficult to get funds when a project is about to be consolidated and be part of a continuous operation as having a predictable economy as an important condition to deliver long-term projects and services. The project we analyze in this article was funded by Erasmus+, an EU’s program to support education, training, youth, and sport in Europe.1 The project’s high ambitions in their goals and aim, as elaborated earlier, were not necessarily in sync with the granted amount, and led to some of the challenges we have elaborated. For example, building networks for social inclusion at the individual level proved challenging mostly because the learning activities were short term, with one or two sessions, the longest lasted for three sessions (Belgium). In order to build continuity and long-lasting networks which can promote social inclusion, more time is needed compared to what was possible in this project.

A major aim for the project was to build social capital among the participants, which would potentially help them become more integrated in society and to get access to jobs or education. This is an ambitious task that takes time (Ødegård et al., 2014). Furthermore, bonding social capital has shown to be easier to work with as it is easier to bond with people that have something in common. Bridging people who have little in common, is a long-term task that needs to involve stable institutions, such as NGOs and municipalities (Ødegård et al., 2014), and is therefore more challenging and time-consuming.






5 Conclusion

In this article we have indicated some key points in how public and civic institutions can make the services more available and useful for vulnerable populations, such as refugees. The article has used theories on social inclusion through capital building, by the way of co-creation and co-production as analytical lens to discuss how educational services outside the official or formal educational system can develop better facilities for people who face difficulties in inclusion in society because of low digital skills. Our findings indicate that it is demanding, but rewarding, to induce cooperation between various public and civic institutions, and that this increases the chances for providing high quality services that fit the actual needs of the users. We have pointed at pitfalls such as:

	• Bridging social capital is difficult to achieve in short-term projects.
	• Involving users or local sub-partners and NGO’s to co-create and co-produce in the planning and implementation phase is vital.
	• There need to be sufficient time and efforts to plan activities and to recruit participants.
	• Encourage participants to use the technology is important.
	• Avoid stigmatizing/objectifying is important.
	• Customize digital ambitions - finding the “right” level is important.
	• Develop trust is vital.
	• Social and digital inclusion takes time.

We have pointed to co-creation and co-producing activities between public institutions and NGOs as important organizational conditions for building digital and social capital among people with low digital skills. We have also argued that the social capital that was built as a result of the participation in the DLAs was first and foremost the bonding type—that is bonding people with similar backgrounds—and less bridging people with diverse backgrounds. This was partly because of structural reasons, beyond the control of the partners in the project. For example, integrating participants coming from the refugee camp in Belgium with other residents, by the way of bridging, was more or less impossible, due to the involuntarily isolated existence of the refugees. Bonding social capital may not lead to the type of networks necessary to enhance social inclusion in society but is useful for strengthening social bonds and potentially building social confidence.

Sufficient planning is vital to develop activities that are relevant to users, and to secure that activities are implemented and carried out in the best manner. The project partners tried to involve local partners in co-creating activities but failed to develop activities which actively involved representatives for the users in the planning process. Lack of user involvement in the planning phase led to problems in recruiting participants and to less relevant activities. Although the libraries functioned well as connectors between different actors, they do not necessarily have firsthand knowledge about the users and their needs. To recruit efficiently, they experienced that participants needed to be invited personally by someone they trust and know, otherwise they might not attend. Reaching out to groups of people is less efficient than individuals. This is something that requires time and knowledge about successful and trustworthy networks in the local community (Mulvale et al., 2021; Røhnebæk and Bjerck, 2021).

The project aimed at increasing social inclusion by raising digital skills, while at the same time building social networks. They learned that their digital ambitions needed to be customized better to the target group for the best result. In some of the learning activities they assumed that participants had higher digital skills than what they really had, making the skill difficult to learn and perhaps less useful. Maybe the partners were too techno-optimistic in the beginning, but they managed to alter the technical bit of their activities and make them more basic. They also changed their approach from giving instructions and mere help, to a mindset seeing the individual’s resources and encouraging them further to solve problems using their own creativity and capacity.

The project had high ambitions for building social capital among participants, at the same time as having only limited financial resources. This led to very short-term learning activities, most of them lasting only 1 day. This made bonding and bridging activities difficult. Although the participants may have developed digital skills through the learning activities, the activities did not live up to it’s potential in promoting digital and social inclusion.

The project was inspired by design thinking that gave opportunities to be creative and flexible in designing and redesigning activities. In sum, all the project partners gained knowledge about new ways of collaboration (such as co-creation and co-producing) between organizations in the public and civil sector and with the target group. In the future, this can potentially result in better cooperation between organizations, easier out-reaching and recruiting as well as better customized digital activities for their targets groups and the building of social capital among all participants.

As a conclusion, we argue that well established cooperation between instances in the public and civil sector is a vital condition for success for social inclusion, and that libraries and other public institutions can fill a role as connecting actors by the way of linking relevant actors together and reaching out to participants (Osborne, 2018). Co-creation and co-production are much discussed in public management literature today and are rather new theoretical approaches within both educational and social service provision research. This article has pointed to some ways in which co-creating, and co-producing may be implemented in practice and pointed to some success factors for the planning and implementation process. Short-term projects, like the ones presented in this article, are less likely to develop digital and social competence. Quality takes time and resources and must involve the users. This is demanding, but far from impossible.

We hope that this article will provide knowledge to make more public and civic agents successful in the implementation process in similar projects.
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The article aims at exploring the use of multilingual education to build a convivialist society. The article reflects theoretically on how to combine convivialist education and multilingual education. Today’s hyperdiversity in society faces a dual challenge in accelerating and unsettling climate change. The convivialist manifesto entails five key principles namely: common naturality where humans are interdependent with nature; common humanity which must be respected in each person beyond any identity differences; common sociality, based on long-lasting and rich relationships in various human communities; legitimate individuation where the singularity of the person contributes to the common good; and eventually, creative opposition where conflicts are dealt in a fertile, peaceful and deliberative manner. These key principles are additionally subordinated to the need to control human desire for hubris and never-ending possession which represents a political alternative to material growth ideology. The concept of intertwining convivialist education and multilingual education is illustrated through a case study [Master dissertation] in a Norwegian school context focusing on the significance of mother tongue education in the school curriculum for mitigating climate change. The data for the case study was gathered by conducting focus group discussions with three mother tongue teachers and two Norwegian language teachers working in a language school for newly arrived immigrant pupils in Norway. The findings identified the limitation of the Norwegian, section 2-8, lacunas in the bilingual learning curricula and it argued for the need to strengthen mother tongue education and the role of mother tongue teachers in promoting sustainable development in the school curriculum. Based on the study’s specific contextual findings and theoretical perspectives combining convivialist and multilingual education, the article infers that promoting multilingual education in schools can help mitigate climate change, and promote biocultural diversity and build a more convivialist society. The article thus aims to suggest some practical suggestions in a Norwegian plurilingual context and furthermore, it explores an expanded theoretical frame for convivialist multilingual education.
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Climate change prevention through multilingual education? Introducing our discussion

Language is power and power is influenced by politics. Therefore, language policies are the result of political trade-offs. Consequently, the use of power can bring socioeconomic and cultural dominance to certain groups and subjugation to others, which affects not only the factual learning conditions of pupils at school but also illustrates inequitable language policies and educational debates at large. In this article, we aim to focus on the multilingual education of minority pupils in Norway and discuss to what extent its inherent conditions may mitigate and prevent climate change. We argue that multilingual education may contribute to promoting climate justice, not only social justice, and discuss through some concrete examples its connections to climate change prevention.

The issue of social justice through multilingual education is not a new one (Cummins, 2000, 2009). Research from around the world has efficiently shown that the presence of unequal languages in society plays a significant role in the perpetuation of social injustice. It is often driven at school by subtractive multilingual pedagogies based on racialized deficit-thinking views and a governmental lack of prioritizing minority mother tongues (Hauge, 2014; Spernes, 2020). We believe that educators must contribute to reversing such views and become agents of justice, also in adverse political settings. To do so, they must be better equipped with critical intercultural reflection (here including multilingual) going beyond liberal educational views by embracing transformative purposes (Gorski and Dalton, 2020). In short, to commit to the objective of equity literacy and biliteracy in their pedagogy (e.g., Cummins, 2009; Gorski and Swalwell, 2015) and to illuminate connections between oppression and anti-oppression practices in school and outside.

In other words, it places a demanding responsibility on the shoulders of educators. For example, bilingual teachers are filling in the critical voids in the school system that otherwise go unnoticed. They are a bridge between home and school, an irreplaceable support to pupils in their identity construction, and transmitters of values and knowledge. It becomes significantly important to train mainstream teachers to acknowledge the bilingual teachers’ work and role at school (Dewilde, 2013; Brossard Børhaug and Helleve, 2021).

However, it is also crucial to recognize that educators for social justice in unequal multilingual societies face increasing challenges due to the escalating effects of climate change. As articulated by not only young activists, and scholars but also by international organizations, social justice cannot be dissociated from climate justice; climate justice is social justice (e.g., Holden and Linnerud, 2021; UNICEF, 2022; Green Peace Middle East and North Africa, 2023). This new call for justice therefore has a profound effect on what good education is, and the pursuit of social justice in intercultural education must align with the pursuit of climate justice (Brossard Børhaug, 2021, 2023). This assertion also calls for a transformative shift in the realm of multilingual education promoting more vigorously minority mother tongues along with majority languages, and for embracing alternative epistemological approaches (e.g., Escobar, 2016; Biswas, 2023). The notion of biocultural diversity captures well the twofold dimension of justice: resilient diversity is intrinsically dependent on strong biodiversity and cultural/linguistic diversity (Terralingua, 2014; Maffi, 2018). Languages and cultures have coevolved with nature, and the loss of nature is correlated with the loss of knowledge of local traditions mediated through local languages: they are destroyed by hegemonic socioeconomic cultures/languages (UNESCO, Terralingua, and World Wide Fund for Nature et al., 2003) In other words, maintaining high-quality multilingual education thus implies active engagement in climate change prevention, and further in this article, we will provide examples and suggestions mainly from a Norwegian point of view.

It also is worth noting that the connections between biodiversity and cultural diversity are stated at a global scale in SDGs,1 objective 4, particularly in 4.7.

By 2030 ensure all learners acquire knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including among others through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship, and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development [SDG Indicators — SDG Indicators (un.org), authors’ emphasis in bold].

While acknowledging the positive value of cultural diversity in this objective, we still may question how to measure the full extent of opportunities within education for sustainable development. In fact, as already mentioned, education does not always favor the interests of minority groups and might on the contrary reinforce the privileges held by those in power. Therefore, through critical intercultural education (Gorski and Dalton, 2020), indicators for measuring progress by UN recommendations [Metadata-04-07-01.pdf (un.org) must be carefully defined and expanded if needed].

Furthermore, the IPCC2 report published in February 2022 indicates clearly in the objective of D.2 the value of cultural diversity in building climate-resilient development.

Climate resilient development is enabled when governments, civil society and the private sector make inclusive development choices that prioritize risk reduction, equity and justice … Climate resilient development is facilitated by international cooperation and by governments at all levels working with communities, civil society, educational bodies, scientific and other institutions, media, investors and businesses; and by developing partnerships with traditionally marginalized groups, including women, youth, Indigenous Peoples, local communities and ethnic minorities (high confidence). These partnerships are most effective when supported by enabling political leadership, institutions, resources, including finance, as well as climate services, information and decision support tools (high confidence) (IPCC, 2022, authors’ emphasis in bold).

In our context, we thus argue that multilingual and critical intercultural education must play a fundamental role in fostering climate-resilient development at political level and in educators’ pedagogies. We will now turn our attention to the Norwegian context and examine the extent to which minority pupils are given adequate educational opportunities to contribute to such development. As already mentioned, the minority pupils we focus on in the article are distinct from the indigenous Sami people. These minority pupils are children with immigrant backgrounds, whether born in Norway or having migrated to the country. They constitute 19% of the total pupil population in Norwegian schools (The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2022).



Structural constrained conditions for mother tongue education in Norway

The minority language pupils entering the Norwegian school system often face the language of instruction as a barrier to their learning, Norwegian being the mainstream language of classroom teaching. However, Norway has put in its resources and efforts to facilitate a smoother transition of the newly arrived minority language pupils to their new school system and the new language of instruction. More specifically, the Norwegian Education Act (1998)3 is designed to provide adapted instruction in Norwegian to pupils whose mother tongue is other than Norwegian or Sami, and they are entitled to get Norwegian as a second language (basic Norwegian) and mother tongue instruction and/or bilingual subject teaching if considered necessary as stated in section 2–8 of the Education Act. In other words, minority language pupils have the right to special instruction in Norwegian as a second language, and their competencies in Norwegian are assessed during that process (Egeberg, 2016; Selj and Ryen, 2019; NAFO, 2023).

However, the present learning guidelines are too limited, especially regarding the role of mother-tongue instruction (Dewilde, 2013; Øzerk, 2013; Spernes, 2014). The clause “if necessary” is highly ambivalent because the decision-making authority to identify a pupil’s right to avail mother tongue teaching has not been clearly specified in the law and it leads to confusing practice. The question is, “Who will decide?.” Practically, it is the school that assesses if the student is sufficiently proficient in Norwegian and the municipality decides if the mother tongue will be taught (Loona and Wennerholem, 2017; Norozi, 2019). Furthermore, even if the pupil is considered eligible for mother tongue teaching, it can only be taken for up to 2 years which is insufficient for proficient language development (Cummins, 2009). This situation has led to a wide variation in mother tongue instruction in Norway depending on local linguistic policies. For example, there were only 38 pupils receiving mother tongue teaching or/and bilingual education in Oslo out of 13,814 minority pupils receiving basic Norwegian whereas there were 1,640 such pupils out of 3,965 in the county of Rogaland in the school year 2023 (SSB, 2023). Local residency thus becomes an educational and political matter.

Generally, critical issues regarding the quality of transition conditions for that student group are taken up recurrently by research and the transition period is too little inclusive in law and practice (e.g., Jortveit, 2014; Brossard Børhaug and Helleve, 2021). This questions the notion of equality in education, one of the foundation stones of Norwegian public education policy (Øzerk and Kerchner, 2014; Spernes, 2020). Furthermore, the quality of education for these minority pupils is also impacted by the lack of the theme of sustainable development. If climate change and loss in biodiversity are two of the top 10 existential threats to human survival that are caused by human activities (Sæverot and Torgersen, 2022, p. 3), it is high time that all students get involved in critical thinking to find strategies to the climate change issue (Castek and Dwyer, 2018). As such, the UNSDG agenda outlines sustainable development as a key educational objective in all education (UNESCO, 2017), and in Norway, sustainable development has become a pluridisciplinary theme in Knowledge Promotion (2020).4 However, sustainable development is not included in the mother tongue curriculum,5 and its absence is very noticeable as all other subjects are required to cover sustainable development, the basic Norwegian curriculum6 included.



A case study of mother tongue education in climate change prevention

A case study [master dissertation] was conducted to identify the ways to benefit from mother tongue education in climate change prevention (Manral, 2022). The study was undertaken in a language school located on the west coast of Norway; the school has teachers who teach basic Norwegian and teachers who provide mother tongue support to newly arrived minority language pupils. Focus group discussion (FGD) was employed to gain insights into the views of the two different groups of teachers for minority language pupils namely, mother tongue teachers and basic Norwegian teachers. Three bilingual teachers formed the informants of the mother tongue teaching group, and two basic Norwegian teachers were the informants of the basic Norwegian teaching group. FGD from the two groups of teachers generated empirical data on the benefits of linguistic diversity in combating climate change and nurturing biocultural diversity in Norway.

The data show that all the teachers acknowledged cultural diversity in the classrooms and helped pupils learn about each other’s language, demonstrating that classrooms could become a platform for cultural exchange between the pupils and their new society. However, it also shows that sustainable development learning for immigrant minority pupils was largely limited due to its lack of priority in the curriculum discourse and because of the limited support for mother tongue education, even if all teachers emphasized the importance of fluency in language skills (Manral, 2022, p. 52–55). Languages and conceptualization are key elements for developing an appropriate interpretation of the effects of climate change as it is not only a scientific phenomenon but also a linguistic and cultural phenomenon (Fløttum et al., 2016; Fløttum, 2017).

More specifically, the teachers in basic Norwegian emphasized the power of vocabulary in grasping new concepts in the classroom but recognized that lack of fluency in Norwegian and the limited teaching hours allocated to Norwegian restricted the discussion on climate change. We also witnessed mother-tongue teachers engage in conversations regarding the absence of sustainable development in their curriculum “we do not have it as a topic” (Manral, 2022, p. 39); and they were there only to offer mother-tongue support (p. 43). The mother tongue teachers thus expressed their concern for the expected large gap in sustainable development competence of minority language pupils vis-a-vis the Norwegian pupils (p. 52). Nevertheless, they used current examples in teaching to raise awareness about sustainable development related to their first and second languages. For example, they had discussions with pupils on topics such as waste sorting, sustainable sources of energy, and carbon footprint, aiming to enrich their multilingual knowledge of sustainable development (p. 41). The Norwegian teachers were equally concerned as they advocated for the inclusion of sustainable development from the perspective of social justice (p. 53) and emphasized the pluridisciplinary feature of sustainable development implying that it should be included in the mother tongue curriculum as well (p. 41).

In sum, all teachers pointed out the need to nurture the potential role of students in climate change prevention and cultural diversity by educating them about it and empowering them with language skills so that minority students could become important social actors in climate change. Nonetheless, a lack of resources and the objective of sustainable development in bilingual teaching restrained their practice. Being introduced to the concept of biocultural diversity, the teachers also showed a willingness to have it included in the curriculum (p. 62); a notion that is absent in today’s curriculum for the mother tongue. However, some opportunities are present. As the Education Act (1998) section 2-8 provides a limited possibility of having mother-tongue teaching and considering the large immigrant pupil population, we argue that mother tongue and basic Norwegian education can better empower minority students in climate change prevention.

The organization Terralingua (2014) designed a biocultural diversity curriculum that familiarizes students with the three dimensions of life, biological, cultural, and linguistic. This pedagogical approach is based on the intricate link between the manifestations of diversity, the significance of local languages, and the traditional knowledge connecting people with the environment (p. 2). We, therefore, claim that education for sustainable development in the instruction of immigrant pupils is incomplete without better facilitation for the common sustenance of all species and communities, reconnecting with natural as well as social environment, and fostering cultural diversity in society (Batista and Andrade, 2021). We also argue that further efforts must be taken to acknowledge multilingual education and climate change prevention for the instruction of minority pupils, and we suggest here a new approach, which we hope can open interesting theoretical and practical discussions in a Norwegian and hopefully a larger educational context.



Outline for a convivialist multilingual education

Let us start with a concrete example of how words reflect ways of beings and doings in cooperation with the local nature. The practice of “hesje/hesjing” in Norwegian is a local way of drying hay on the edge of a fence in rainy and cold West Coast summer weather in Norway (Dybdahl, 2023). Losing this Norwegian word would imply in the longer run losing the local knowledge about hay-drying in this specific context. In other words, through local linguistic and cultural practices, individuals might learn to take care of themselves and care of nature. We will come back to that example later; we will now approach the topic of linguistic diversity in today’s nature crisis on a more abstract level.

It is interesting and relevant to combine the paradigm of Convivialism with language preservation. This paradigm is coined in the second manifesto of Convivialism,7 which is a broad-based humanist, civic, and political philosophical document aiming at restoring relations of cooperation between humans, and cooperation with nature; it has been conceived collectively by over 300 intellectuals worldwide (Convivialiste International (Internationale Convivialiste), 2020a, p. 11–12). It aims to capture the potentiality of a better future, a convivialist future endangered by profound ecological, political, economic, social, and moral threats. The collective authors argue that our present profit-based ideology requires a foundational paradigm shift for what it means to be human and what is progress (p. 33) – a convivialist paradigm where Convivialism is defined as “[a] philosophy of the art of living together” (Convivialist International (Internationale Convivialiste), 2020b, p. 7).8

It is based on five principles and an absolute imperative. Firstly, it stipulates the principle of common naturality which is that humans are intrinsically interdependent with nature, and not standing above it. Secondly, the principle of common humanity expresses that there is only one humanity that must be respected beyond identity differences. Thirdly, the principle of common sociality appreciates that the greatest wealth is building concrete relationships with other humans in various communities. Fourthly, the principle of legitimate individuation implies that everyone’s singularity should contribute to community upbuilding. Finally, the principle of creative opposition where co-creation is learning to encounter opposition in a non-destructive way in accordance with the above-mentioned principles. These five principles are interrelated and limit each other’s possible deviance if selected and standing only on their own. Furthermore, the five principles must be subordinated to a meta principle, the absolute imperative of hubris control. This imperative is essential as hubris is a desire for supremacy, and never-ending possession, a desire to stay within any community and everyone (Convivialiste International (Internationale Convivialiste), 2020a, p. 42–45; Convivialist International (Internationale Convivialiste), 2020b, p. 24).

In what ways could this declaration enrich multilingual education? Firstly, it is important to note that it is conceived as “a universalizable doctrine, one that can adequately wrestle with the emergencies of the day, even though its concrete application will necessarily be local and cyclical” (Convivialist International (Internationale Convivialiste), 2020b, p. 7). It thus opens for flexibility, and creativity in local convivialist adaptations, here in education. Furthermore, we believe that it is possible to combine these principles with multilingual education. Our argument is that through languages taught at home and at school, children learn for instance to recognize and name plants, to know which ones are comestible or/and medicinal, and associated cultivation practices.

Additionally, we claim that combining language and culture preservation contributes to climate resilient development. Looking at the first principle, common naturality, communication is a phenomenon that all living creatures share. The bees’ languages or the mushrooms’ communication with trees begin to be well-known to the public (e.g., Wohlleben, 2017). Why should humans have a forehand of languages?

Regarding the second principle, common humanity, multilingual education also advocates that all human languages should be protected because they are part of our common humanity (Maffi, 2018). Languages make humans part of a rich family that must be respected for its diversity of identities and because they are adapted to and reflect the local context. Reading a child story at bedtime, a father in an Asian country might speak of the tiger’s eagerness to eat the cattle or the danger of a snake, and a father in Europe might tell of the wolf’s appetite to eat sheep and goat in the mountain pasture. Portraying animals in children’s stories often invites children to relate to the nature around them.

As far as the third principle is concerned, common sociability, it indicates that the greatest wealth is building relationships with the human and the non-human Other. Through multiple examples of linguistic landscapes, individuals can become more critical of linguistic, cultural, and nature homogenization and its reduced capacity for adaptation to rapid climate change effects, for instance, with mass cattle farming, water overuse, and land degradation. Vocabulary in a language can act as a tool in building connections with nature. Hindi, for instance, has multiple synonyms for words related to nature: there are around 10 words for ocean (sāgara, samudra, saṃndara, pyodhi, vāridhi, sindhu, ratnākar, vārīśa, udadhi, ambudhi, araṇava), and mountains (pahāṛa, parvata, girijā, śaēla, naga, girī, bhūdhara, kaṭidhara, achala). The different synonyms are used depending on the context, some are used in day-to-day communication while others are used more often in science, geography, geology, poetry, and literature. For example, while the word mountain has multiple synonyms the word pahāṛa is often used in vernacular Hindi; the word parvata is commonly used in articles in geography, geology and science; the words girijā, śaēla, naga, girī, bhūdhara, kaṭidhara, achala are found more often in poetry and literature. One can imagine how this rich vocabulary can help the child multiply and strengthen his/her bonds with nature. It thus boosts the art of living together by promoting the capacity of legitimate individuation and her understanding of common naturality.

As such, the fourth principle, legitimate individuation underlines the importance of everyone’s inclusion into the community, and clearly, it must imply the ability to express oneself in one’s mother tongue and/or any other language at disposal (Cummins, 2009; Øzerk, 2016). Being able to use the word “hesje/hesjing” is becoming better able to reflect on changing weather conditions during a Norwegian summer. Other examples could be provided: using mother tongues from desertic areas might help to reflect on how to adapt local habitat and food production to recurrent and longer drought periods in South-Europe. Minorities might thus retain knowledge in their first language which is worthy for the learning of majorities to pay attention to and respect for the common care of nature.

The last principle, mastered and creative opposition, implies co-creation through not only cooperation but also by welcoming opposition in a non-destructive way. Based on fair linguistic practices, humans can develop a more nuanced understanding of reality and boost their creativity (Øzerk, 2005; Egeberg, 2019). It may not only boost the capacity of adaptability, but also solidarity practices, a key factor in climate resilient development (IPCC, 2022). For example, the word “dugnad” in Norwegian means voluntary work (Nordbø, 2023). The teachers discussed that apart from its literal meaning “dugnad” also depicts a dimension of Norwegian culture in relation to nature; dugnad can signify community work taking care of and appreciating nature while being responsible for it as a community. Therefore, dugnad is not only a word but a way of acting/being, and parallels can be made from other cultural settings, for example, Ubuntu and Ubomi.9

In sum, these principles may contribute to curbing the profound desire of hubris, by sharing nature through the diversity of cultural and linguistic traditions; through efficient multilingual education, notions of what is to own and what is to share something may be approached creatively. Take for instance the existence of trees. What trees, names, and cycles do they have around the globe? How do they provide shelter for humans and other animals/plants? Through multilingual education, pupils may be more aware of conviviality in praxis, the art of living together which we also may understand as hospitality as the earth is hospitable for humans (Meunier Kjetland and Brossard Børhaug, 2023).



Convivialist multilingual education: some practical suggestions

Returning to the Norwegian school context, we claim that maintaining high-quality multilingual education for an active engagement in climate change prevention requires efficient mother tongue instruction. In the case study (Manral, 2022), the teachers explained the importance of not depriving the child of the opportunity to learn in a multilingual context. It addresses especially the convivialist principles of common naturality and sociality.

Therefore, the Education Act (1998) section 2-8, revised in, 2023 to section 3-6 (Education Act, 2023) and the current curriculum (Knowledge Promotion, 2020) must be amended. More specifically, mother tongue instruction should not be considered as an option, and ‘if necessary’ should not be mentioned in sections 2–8/3–6. Frequent activities in mother tongue should be given to all minority pupils no matter their proficiency in Norwegian (Øzerk, 2009; Egeberg, 2019) challenging a steady decrease; in 2022, national statistics show that only about one-fourth of the minority pupils are getting bilingual instruction and there are huge differences between counties (SSB, 2023, Tables 6 and 7). In addition, sustainable development should be considered a multidisciplinary objective in the curriculum of mother tongue education as it already is stated in the curriculum of basic Norwegian.

We also argue that mother tongue education must be explicitly associated with climate change prevention. Terralingua’s initiative of the curriculum (2014) provides an example of convivialist multilingual education where the five convivialist principles can be addressed. In this innovative multidisciplinary curriculum approach, the overall aim is to draw from and bring together humanities, social sciences, and the natural sciences, for instance, biology, environmental studies, geography, anthropology, linguistics, history, and political studies, and make biocultural diversity a prominent notion to learn in education (p. 4, 6). The diversity of life is understood as a web of life with profound interlinked relations between humans and nature (p. 4–5), and advocates for what the Convivialists call the principle of common naturality. Additionally, the curriculum initiative seeks to highlight the relevance of biocultural diversity at multiple levels, in the students’ lives, and local and global communities, through “youth’s budding interest in the world around them and their place in it” (p. 7). Its educational approach may in other words sustain the convivialist principles of common humanity, sociality, and legitimate individuation as well as creative opposition within an inquiry-based learning framework and student reflective practice (p. 8). The place given to the mosaic of traditional indigenous cultures and minority languages around the world also gives way to different philosophies and holistic worldviews which may contribute to promoting problem-solving skills, and the resilience of humanity (p. 8–9), an objective in line with the convivialist principle of common humanity and sociality.

Finally, the overarching questions about «what is happening to biocultural diversity worldwide, why are we losing biocultural diversity and what can we do to counter this loss? (p. 11) also promote the objective of critically discussing the convivialist meta principle of hubris control. Terralingua’s curriculum initiative has resulted in some implementations in American and Canadian educational contexts, and we hope that it may also provide some inspiration for reforming Norwegian multilingual instruction for all pupils. In addition, it shows that better inclusion of minority pupils (Nes and Nordahl, 2015) and their teachers must take place (Brossard Børhaug and Helleve, 2021). Inclusive practices in times of climate change require more climate resilient linguistic policies and curricula.



Concluding remarks

Therefore, all teachers, including mother tongue teachers, have an important role to play in promoting educational practices that mitigate and prevent the effects of climate change. This perspective was also shared by the teachers in the study in Norway (Manral, 2022). However, the teachers’ pedagogical choices are not sufficient; they must be carried out by comprehensive educational reforms for sustainable development, and in multilingual education, mother tongue instruction must gain acknowledgment as it may contribute to promoting biocultural diversity (Maffi, 2018) and sustainable cultural diversity (SDG 4.7). Biocultural studies have revealed that while diversity in nature promotes linguistic diversity and vice-versa; loss of diversity in nature negatively affects linguistic and cultural diversity (Terralingua, 2014, p. 4). Therefore, it becomes highly important to nurture linguistic and cultural diversity today.

The case study of Norway sought to highlight the significance of mother tongue education for climate-resilient development and there is high confidence that governmental bodies (educational included) bear significant responsibility (IPCC, 2022). As language policies rest on power use and hegemonic practices, greater concern for equity literacy (Gorski and Swalwell, 2015) and critical intercultural education (Gorski and Dalton, 2020) are required. Additionally, alternative paradigms about existence and sharing on an endangered Earth are welcome. The Convivialist paradigm represents an alternative viewpoint that envisions a future characterized by convivialism and analyses critically ideological beliefs based on competition and greed. It emphasizes key principles for living in cooperation with nature and humans. This paradigm offers a fresh perspective on multilingual education and helps in a critical examination of local language education measures. As such, Convivialist multilingual education (here through mother tongue education in a Norwegian school context) can have a positive impact on both education for sustainable development and the teachers’ pedagogical practices. The present article opens the door for the possibility to nurture nature through multilingual education and this can have a larger effect if different mother tongues are provided support from the early years of education.
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Footnotes

1   Sustainable Development Goals.

2   The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.

3   The Education Act has been revised several times; a new version is expected to be enforced 1 August 2024; the section 2–8 will be changed to paragraph 3–6 (https://lovdata.no/dokument/NL/lov/2023-06-09-30/KAPITTEL_2-1#KAPITTEL_2-1; Education Act, 2023).

4   e.g., 2.5 Interdisciplinary topics (udir.no).

5   Interdisciplinary topics – Curriculum in mother tongue for linguistic minorities (
NOR08-02
) (udir.no).

6   Interdisciplinary topics – Curriculum in basic Norwegian for linguistic minorities (
NOR07-02
) (udir.no).

7   The manifesto originally was published in French (International Convivialiste, 2020) and translated into English (Convivialiste International (Internationale Convivialiste), 2020a) [spice]. In the references, we differ from the French version by using 2020a and from the English version 2020b and consequently write Convivialist International.

8   An English translation of the manifesto written originally in French is to be at: THE SECOND CONVIVIALIST MANIFESTO: Towards a Post-Neoliberal World|Civic Sociology|University of California Press (ucpress.edu) (2020).

9   Ubuntu: A South African philosophy of life that shapes and carries Ubomi – UBOMI.
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The broad adoption of the human-rights based approach to refugee education has not only accentuated the link between education provision and the realization of human rights; it has re-framed refugees as right-bearers. This conceptual shift from ‘refugee as victim’ to ‘refugee as right-bearer’ carries with it immense implications also for the way we think of the duty-bearers of refugee education. Once we re-conceptualize refugees as right-bearers, we acknowledge, too, the primacy of duty-bearers and ‘global moral obligations’. In this article, I first consider the history of global governance of refugee education, dating back to the ratification of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention. In tracing the shifting role of stakeholders in refugee education, I note, in particular, how the burden of responsibility of education policy and provision has oscillated between local host communities and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Next, I look at how rights and responsibilities are conceptualized in forced displacement context, that is, in the absence of a nation-state—traditionally considered the primary duty-bearer of human rights. Finally, I turn to Kant’s duty-based ethics, and suggest a Kantian perspective can help expand our understanding of duties and duty-bearers in global refugee education.
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1 Introduction

Over half of the world’s school-aged refugee children—around 7.5 million—are not in school (UNHCR, 2023a). When refugees do access education, this is mainly at the primary level, where the gross enrolment ratio is at 65 percent (UNHCR, 2023a). Refugee enrolment in secondary education is around 41 percent, while in tertiary the rate is as low as 6 percent (UNHCR, 2023a). But despite what aptly can be called a refugee education crisis, only around 3 percent of humanitarian funding goes toward education (Jalbout and Bullard, 2022). Faced with these numbers, many are led to ask how refugee education might be expanded and improved. In this article, however, I am more concerned with the question of who: Who has the duty to ensure that refugees’ right to education is realized? Of course, as Zambeta and Papadakou (2019) assert, states are bound by the international treaties they have ratified, to guarantee access to education to all children who reside within their borders. But what about the millions of refugee children who remain in camps or urban settlements in low-income countries? Does the moral duty to assist these children rest solely on the nation-state in which they physically reside? Or can we in such situations speak of a collective duty of all nation-states—and in particular high-income countries—to ensure that the most vulnerable in our global community have their basic human rights fulfilled? Might even ‘humanity’ be considered a moral agent1 in the face of global crises akin to what we see in mass forced displacement?

To answer these questions, I first consider the history of global governance of refugee education, dating back to the ratification of the 1951 UN Refugee Convention. In tracing the shifting role of stakeholders in refugee education, I note, in particular, how the burden of responsibility of education policy and provision has oscillated between local host communities and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Next, I look at how rights and responsibilities are conceptualized in forced displacement context, that is, in the absence of a nation-state—traditionally considered the primary duty-bearer of human rights. Finally, I turn to Immanuel Kant, and his duty-based ethics. I suggest that a Kantian perspective can help expand our understanding of moral duties and duty-bearers in global refugee education.

At this point, it is important to make clear that this article is primarily concerned with refugees in low- and middle-income countries in the Global South; not those who have been granted residence in high-income countries in the Global North. I focus on the former group, not only because the vast majority of the world’s refugees—76 percent—live in the Global South (UNHCR, 2022a), but also because these refugees rarely, if ever, have a pathway to citizenship. Furthermore, refugee-hosting nations in the Global South often struggle with meeting the basic needs of their ‘own’ citizens, much less the refugees living within their borders. It is one thing to reflect on the state as the primary duty-bearer in wealthy, democratic countries, but an entirely different matter to do so in contexts of extreme resource-constraint and political instability. Then, of course, there is the issue of nations-as-duty-bearers altogether. As I alluded to above—and will expound on later—the very concept of nations as moral agents raises several issues in contexts of global forced displacement. Global crises demand collective global efforts to mitigate them, yet when it comes to refugee education, we still see refugee-hosting nations being pointed to as primary duty-bearer. Recent international co-ordination efforts—such as the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF)—does use terms like ‘responsibility-sharing’ and ‘burden-sharing’. However, the ‘burden’ of hosting refugees has not shifted; indeed, low-income refugee-hosting nations are now expected to include refugee children in their national school system.

The CRRF, mentioned above, was introduced in 2016, and later became part of the 2018 Global Compact on Refugees (GCR), a ‘blueprint’ for international cooperation in matters of refugee protection and assistance. A core driver for the GCR was the increased protractedness of refugee situations, which prompted a shift from short-term humanitarian assistance to a more long-term development-oriented approach (Carvalho and Haybano, 2023). Alongside growing criticism of humanitarianism in refugee assistance, came a re-framing of refugees, from ‘victims’ to ‘right-bearers’ (Betts and Collier, 2017). This conceptual shift carries with it immense implications also for the way we think of the duty-bearers of refugee education. For, as the UN’s High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR, 2012) states, “rights imply duties, and duties demand accountability” (p. 5). Thus, once we re-conceptualize refugees as right-bearers, we acknowledge, too, the primacy of duty-bearers and so-called ‘global moral obligations’ (Wringe, 2010; Schwenkenbecher, 2013).

In his work on Kantian duties in the face of global poverty, Igneski (2023) argues that while moral philosophy cannot dictate what must be done to end poverty, it does help enlighten whose moral obligation it is to try. This article aims to do the same in the field of global refugee education.



2 Governance and provision of refugee education: from past to present

A meaningful discussion on duties and responsibilities in refugee education necessitates an understanding of the governance structures underpinning the global refugee regime. Here, education governance refers to the “institutions and dynamics through which education systems allocate roles and responsibilities, determine priorities and designs, and carry out education policies and programmes” (OECD, 2019, p. 144). Within the system of nation-states, it is the government that determines the structure of the education system—including its financing mechanisms—as well as the overall goals of education. In the case of refugee education, however, matters of autonomy and governance are somewhat obscured. Existing outside the nation-state system, refugees fall under the mandate of what Waters and LeBlanc (2005) notoriously refer to as a “pseudo-state,” namely the UNHCR. Although refugees’ right to education is enshrined in the 1951 UN Refugee Convention (as well as in the 1948 UN Declaration on Human Rights and the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child), the view on whose responsibility it is to secure that right has shifted over the years.

When the 1951 UN Refugee Convention was initially adopted, the responsibility for overseeing refugee education was given to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). However, after the 1967 Protocol was adopted—which removed the geographic and time-based limitations of the 1951 Convention—the mandate of refugee education was formally handed over to the UNHCR (Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Morrice, 2021). While the 1967 Protocol expanded the scope of the Refugee Convention, the content remained unchanged. On the issue of refugee education, Article 22 of the Convention states that the host nation shall be responsible for providing elementary education for all refugees, while in the case of post-elementary education, refugees are to receive treatment as “favourable as possible” (UN General Assembly, 1951, p. 24). Besides its rather vague description of refugees’ right to post-primary education, the Refugee Convention suffers, too, from an over-zealous optimism regarding the brevity of forced displacement. When the Convention was written, in the wake of the Second World War, it was generally believed that refugees would be able to return to their home countries as soon as reconstruction efforts had taken effect. It was not unreasonable, then, to expect host nations to take on the responsibility of providing refugees with primary education for the duration of their stay. Since the 1950s, however, the world’s ‘refugee problem’ has changed significantly—both in nature and longevity.

Protracted Refugee Situations (PRSs), also called chronic or long-term refugee situations, are (rather crudely) defined as situations “where more than 25,000 refugees from the same country of origin have been in exile in a given low- or middle-income host country for at least five consecutive years” (UNHCR, 2023b). In the 1950s and 60s, the issue of PRSs was small, encompassing some tens of thousands of refugees trapped in camps in Western Europe (Loescher and Milner, 2006). The Cold War, however, propelled protracted forced displacement—most notably of millions of refugees from Indochina and Central America (Chimni, 2004; Loescher and Milner, 2006). The increase in the world’s refugee population was further exacerbated by state collapse and conflict in a recently independent Sub-Saharan Africa. But while refugees from the East were resettled in the West, refugees from the Global South were generally not as welcome (Parekh, 2020). Instead, what emerged on the African continent were large refugee camps, which by the 1980s hosted millions of refugees (Betts and Collier, 2017). Initially, UNHCR was not involved in the organization of refugee education during this time, focusing instead on post-primary scholarship to a small elite of refugees (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). However, as encampment became the new norm in global refugee assistance, significant shifts took place in the approach to international education assistance writ large.

Ushered in by World Bank rhetoric on ‘rate of return’ and ‘structural adjustment’, the 1980s became a decade of investment in basic education (Salmi, 2016; Edwards and Storen, 2017). Further solidifying the global commitment to primary education—largely at the expense of higher education—was the World Conference on Education for All (EFA), hosted in 1990 by the World Bank, UNESCO, and three other UN agencies. Later described as a “global movement for primary education” (Dryden-Peterson, 2010, p. 10), the EFA had significant ramification for the provision of refugee education, as well (though it would take another 15 years for refugees to specifically be mentioned in global education agendas). For one, UNHCR shifted its attention from small-scale post-primary scholarships to large-scale involvement in the provision of primary education for refugees. In fact, by the mid-1980s, 95 percent of UNHCR beneficiaries in refugee education were at the primary level (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Given the existing camp-structure, refugee education largely took place in isolated schools, separate from nationals, where the curriculum and language of instruction typically aligned with that of refugees’ country of origin (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). The consensus going into the 1990s was that refugee education should prepare children for repatriation; a view only strengthened when the Cold War ended, and resettlement no longer was the preferred solution for refugees fleeing communist regimes (Aleinikoff, 1992). Indeed, UNHCR declared the 1990s “the decade of repatriation” (Chimni, 2004, p. 59). Refugee education played a crucial part in the repatriation efforts, and by the early 2000s, education had become one of UNHCR’s global strategic priorities (Morrice, 2021).

Despite UNHCRs push for repatriation—both through education and policy—the numbers of refugees returning to their countries of origin were very small. As the 2000s saw an increase in the number of PRSs around the world, UNHCR and other relevant stakeholders were forced to question their approach to refugee education (Morrice, 2021). The global focus on primary education had not diminished—indeed the 2000 Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) doubled down on the goal of universal primary education set forth in EFA. However, it became evident that primary education for refugees could no longer be limited to the curriculum of the home country. Millions of refugees spent their entire childhoods in exile. This made refugee inclusion into local education systems a much more logical approach to refugee education. In 2012, the UNHCR adopted a new policy of integrating refugees into national systems (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Some years later, the GCR was affirmed by all UN member states, laying out a responsibility-sharing strategy wherein refugee inclusion into national systems lay at the core.2 The following year, UNHCR’s Education Strategy was given the title “A strategy for refugee inclusion” (UNHCR, 2019a).

This global strategic shift from repatriation to local integration of refugees also denoted a shift in financing arrangements; from humanitarian to development (Carvalho and Haybano, 2023). For many refugee-hosting nations, this meant turning to the World Bank for financial assistance, more specifically the newly developed World Bank’s IDA18 regional sub-window for refugee inclusion3 (UNHCR, 2021). World Bank involvement in global refugee education has only increased since then, partly through funding of higher education scholarships (Storen, 2021), and more recently through their integral role in a multistakeholder pledge to include refugee children in national education systems.4 In 2021, the Bank’s position in the field was further solidified through a joint publication with the UNHCR on the Global Cost of Inclusive Refugee Education (World Bank and UNHCR, 2021). Of course, the World Bank has played a significant role in educational assistance and reform in the Global South going back to the 1960s (Mundy and Verger, 2016; Edwards and Storen, 2017). Their recent interest in forced migration, however, marks an important point in the evolution of global governance of refugee education. Although it is too early to say much about how World Bank involvement might impact global refugee education policy and provision, it is nonetheless important to note their arrival in the field.

A final observation on the evolution of the governance and provision in global refugee education involves the shifting priorities from primary to secondary and tertiary education. As noted above, the push for universal primary education became an integral part of global development efforts following the 1990 Education for All Conference and the 2000 MDGs. These priorities were mirrored in global refugee education policies. In 2015, however, the UNHCR included mention of tertiary education in its Refugee Education Strategy. Four years later, their strategy included a pledge to increase refugee enrolment in tertiary education to 15 percent by 2030 (a pledge later labeled ‘the 15by30 campaign’) (UNHCR, 2019a). Refugee higher education is now garnering increased interest from a myriad of actors, including not only UNHCR, UNESCO, and the World Bank, but also international non-governmental organizations (INGOs), faith-based organizations, the private sector, and even universities in the Global North (Storen, 2021). Because higher education is funded through different mechanisms than that of primary and secondary education, there is generally less oversight of delivery and policymaking in the field. This allows for highly selective admission criteria, donor-driven decisions on which degrees are made available to refugees, and often implicit directions on where refugees should move upon graduation (e.g., back to their home country). The somewhat chaotic web of providers in refugee education also blurs the lines of responsibility, an issue I expand on shortly.

As the above paragraphs have shown, the governance of refugee education has evolved from a matter of little significance, largely left up to local communities, into a global concern shared by a conglomerate of stakeholders. UNHCR remains firmly at the helm of the governing operation. However, apart from their DAFI tertiary scholarship program,5 UNHCR does not play a direct and primary role in fulfilling the right to education for refugees. Instead, the primary responsibility of enabling refugees’ access to education rests on local governments, INGOs, and—especially in the case of tertiary education—on charities, the private sector, and specialized programs within universities in the Global North. Other stakeholders in global refugee education include high-income donor countries, technical and financial partners, multi- and bilateral organizations, individual philanthropists, academic research networks, and civil society organizations (CSOs), the latter of which is unified in the Global Campaign for Education6 (UNHCR, 2019b). The lack of clearly defined roles and responsibility in the global web of decision-makers and providers makes it challenging to hold anyone accountable for the realization of refugees’ right to education. In other words, global refugee education has become a field where many wish to contribute, but few are willing to accept the role of duty-bearer. This article suggests that a Kantian moral philosophy can be useful in broadening our understanding of duties and responsibilities in refugee education. Before elaborating on Kantian duty-based ethics, however, I first examine the conceptualization of rights and duties in the context of forced displacement.



3 Rights and duties in refugee education

It is commonly asserted that the adoption of a human-rights based approach will “turn beggars into claimaints” (Frankovits, 1996, p. 125). O’Neill (2000) further reminds us that, “claimaints are not humble petitioners or loyal subjects […] They speak as equals who are wronged. They demand other’s action” (p. 126). When speaking of refugees’ right to education, then, we are invoking the language of claims and duties. For a right is a claim against someone (Feinberg, 1966). But to whom do refugees make claims? Who has the duty to realize the rights of refugees—and in particular their right to education? And, relatedly, who is held accountable when refugees’ right to education is violated?

While we, in the previous section, became familiar with the actors who have taken responsibility for providing refugee education through the years, the present section will delve more deeply into the issue of rights, duties, and accountability. The correlation between human rights and duties is well established, and is often grounded in Shue’s (1980) seminal work, which posits that human rights warrant duties to (1) respect rights, (2) protect rights, and (3) provide rights (pp. 51–63). Marta Nussbaum (1997)—another pillar in human rights literature—describes rights and their correlative duties as follows: “If A has a right to S, then it would appear there must be someone who has a duty to provide S to A” (p. 274). She goes on to say, however, that in international context, determining duties can prove problematic (Nussbaum, 1997, 2007). Glanville (2017), too, argues that while we generally have a good understanding of states’ duty to assist and protect their own citizens—as well as states’ duty to intervene when other states violate that duty—our understanding is lacking when it comes to duties ‘beyond borders’. The main challenge in allocating duties toward refugees, of course, stems from the fact that the primary duty-bearer of human rights is the nation-state (O’Neill, 2000; McCarthy, 2018). Hannah Arendt (1973) captures this reality beautifully in her description of citizenship as “the right to have rights.” In other words, it is only cloaked in citizenship that humans genuinely access human rights; the nation-states function, if you will, as the middleman between the abstract notion of universal, inalienable human rights and the concrete world in which we live. This clearly poses a challenge for refugee education—the right to which is protected in international treaties, but whose implementation is wholly dependent on local governments.

The gap between the global commitment to ensuring the right to education, and the local realization of that right in forced displacement was expressed first by Dryden-Peterson (2016) and has since been problematized by a handful of researchers, among them Yeo et al. (2020) and Rönnström and Roth (2023). A significant contributor to the neglect of refugee rights is, I argue, the lack of clear lines of responsibility, resulting in the absence of accountability. Accountability, after all, refers to the “process aimed at helping individuals or institutions meet their responsibilities” (UNESCO, 2017, p. 2). In the field of international development, notes Najam (1996), ‘accountability’ is often conflated with the concept of ‘monitoring and evaluation’. These processes, however, are both narrower and more short-term that the type of accountability associated with ensuring peoples’ access to rights. As shown above, global refugee education is not lacking in providers and advocates; yet the field does lack accountable duty-bearers, whose interest in securing refugees’ access to quality education lie not in charitable motivations, but in recognition of moral obligation—which, in a Kantian understanding of the term, is synonymous with duty (Walschots, 2022). Importantly, a human-based approach to development shifts the perception of stakeholders, from that of passive actors to right-holders and duty-bearers (The European Commission, 2021). We may hope, therefore, that recent efforts to re-conceptualize refugees as ‘right-bearers’—as opposed to victims or “charitable objects” (Danewid, 2017)—will highlight the need for clearer allocations of duties. At present, however, there is little real consideration of duties and accountability in forced displacement contexts. This deficit in deliberations on duties is echoed in the literature on refugee education, as well.

Indeed, the question of responsibility for refugee education has only minimally been addressed in academe. One of the most relevant examples is Carvalho and Dryden-Peterson (2024), who suggest that the delegation of responsibility depends on stakeholders’ understanding of the purpose of refugee education. If, for instance, the purpose of refugee education is seen as a pathway to integration into the host community, the responsibility to ensure refuge access to education increasingly falls on local host governments. We see, then, that responsibilities for education are tightly linked with the potential benefits of education. Often, however, the conceptualization of the purpose of refugee education and beneficiaries is as conflicting as it is varied (Storen, forthcoming). At times, providing refugee education is seen as an effective way to curb youth idleness, crime, and terrorist recruitment (Anselme and Hands, 2012; Storen, 2016; Avery and Said, 2017). In this case, states at risk of being victimized by crime and terrorism arguably have an added incentive to support refugees’ access to education. Others see refugee education as a way to increase repatriation rates, that is, the number of refugees who return back to their countries of origin (Bellino, 2018). This latter view would cast refugee-hosting communities as a beneficiary of refugee education, as decreased number of refugees would lessen the financial, political, and environmental burden of accommodating large numbers of refugees. So-called ‘education for repatriation’ also makes the country of refugee-origin a potential beneficiary, as they stand to receive educated refugees, capable of contributing to development efforts. Should, then, the country of origin be held responsible for refugees’ education while in exile?

By allocating responsibility of refugee education based on potential beneficiaries, we inevitably end up with ‘best-interest’ arguments, wherein costs and benefits are factored into our understanding of obligation. Carvalho and Haybano (2023) notes this phenomenon in their study on refugee assistance in Ethiopia, where investment in refugee education was seen as “both a responsibility of donors under a burden-sharing framework, but also in the best interest of high-income donor countries who may wish to slow the flows of refugees outside of the region” (p. 12). We see, then, that in the absence of clear allocations of duties, responsibility-sharing becomes a matter of incentivizing, ‘best-interest’ arguments, and the weighing of costs and benefits. This echoes, incidentally, the type of rationalization we find in the moral theory of utilitarianism—which, according to Vike (2024), is situated in “the tension between morality and instrumentality” (p. 45). Utilitarianism posits that the morally right thing to do is the action that produces the greatest good for the greatest amount of people (Tiedemann, 2021; Driver, 2022). This line of thinking, however, allows one to juxtapose the rights and benefits of one group against another. In the case of educating refugees in low-income countries, this means considering whether a greater amount of people is served by tending to the needs and rights of citizens, than by assisting refugees. Let us consider, for instance, the scenario where a state must choose between providing free higher education to its citizens or expanding access to primary education for refugees. Does the state have a moral duty to sacrifice free higher education for nationals at the expense of assisting refugees?7 A utilitarian might very well respond in the negative, seeing as investing in higher education for citizens likely would result in greater good for a greater amount of people. Kantian theory, however, does not factor in consequences (good or bad) in the conceptualization of morality and duty. In the field of global refugee education—which at present seem implicitly guided by utilitarian principles—a Kantian perspective may provide useful in expanding our thinking on duties and duty-bearers. Indeed, in his work on the morality of refugee protection, Tiedemann (2021) concludes that deontology (from the Greek word δέον, meaning ‘duty’) is the most appropriate moral theory when deliberating on moral duties and rights in refugee contexts. He further argues that “there are no good reasons for a utilitarian or an egalitarian foundation of refugee ethics” (Tiedemann, 2021, p. 5 of 28).



4 A Kantian perspective on moral duties toward refugees

Quite a bit of work has been done in recent years on the issue of morality and Kantian duty ethics in forced migration contexts.8 However, much of this work centers on the question of moral duties toward refugees once they cross into Western countries, and not while refugees still reside in the Global South. Moreover, the focus in these articles is rarely on the specific task of providing education for refugees, but rather on the more general question of whether we are morally obliged to welcome and protect refugees who arrive at our borders. We see, for instance, frequent referrals to Kant’s ethics of hospitality, and the view that hospitability towards ‘the other’ is not founded in charity or kindness, but in moral rights and duties (Benhabib, 2004; Kattago, 2019; Tiedemann, 2021). Although—as Schott (2009) points out—Kant’s concept of hospitality is limited to cases of short-term displacement, Kantianism still provides a valuable framework for engaging in questions of duties in refugee situations. I see a need, therefore, for an exploration of Kantian duty ethics in relation to global refugee education.

Within Kantian duty ethics we should treat all humans with dignity and hospitality because it is intrinsically the right thing to do, not because we are led to do so by authorities, religious commands, self-interest, or even compassion (Misselbrook, 2013). Kantian duty ethics is anchored in rationality, not emotions, and—as noted above—the consequences of an action should never factor into one’s decision to do that action (Tiedemann, 2021). It is particularly the emphasis on rationality—as opposed to charity—that makes Kantianism (or indeed deontology more broadly) such an interesting frame for discussing refugee rights, and their corresponding duties. Much of today’s global refugee regime depends on the generosity and good-will of host nations.9 The call on stakeholders to aid refugees is nearly always couched in language of charity and altruism—not in duty. Applying Kantian moral philosophy to the field of forced migration highlights issues of moral rights and duties, for as Benhabib (2004) reminds us, Kantian obligations toward ‘the foreigner’ is not a matter of kindness, but of cosmopolitan rights. Kant’s conceptualization carries massive significance for global refugee assistance, which in recent years have grappled with bridging the ‘humanitarian-development divide’. Humanitarianism, it can be argued, reinforces the refugee-as-victim trope, demoting refugees from ‘rights-claimants’ to ‘dependants’. Furthermore, as Dauvergne (1999) argues, “humanitarianism is not a standard of obligation [but] rather of charity” (p. 621). We cannot meaningfully speak of obligations and moral duties, then, while maintaining a humanitarian perception of refugees.

In the quest to deepen our understanding of duty-bearers in refugee education, it is interesting, too, to consider Kantianism in the face of global crises more broadly. A core query we find in the literature is whether mitigating global threats like climate change, extreme poverty, and mass forced displacement is a moral duty, and if so, by whom. In Kantian moral philosophy, “[o]nly agents can be bearer of duties” (Igneski, 2023, p. 264). Further to this—and in accordance with the Moral Agency Principle—“an agent can have moral duties only if the agent is a moral agent” (de Haan, 2023, p. 1693). But identifying Kantian moral agents in a globalized world can be challenging, first of all because Kantian ethics is centered on the notion of moral agents as individuals. A strict reading of Kantian duty-based ethics means that “only persons can be morally obliged” (Wringe, 2010, p. 217). Secondly, Kant’s conceptualization of duty-bearers requires capacity, that is, an agent is morally obliged to help only if it is possible for them to do so—as encapsulated in the phrase ‘ought implies can’. When it is not possible for any one agent to help someone, can they be considered a duty-bearer? This is where collective duties and group agency comes into play.

According to Schwenkenbecher (2013), recent concern for climate change and world poverty has ignited interest in so-called joint duties; duties held by groups or collectives. Hess (2018), for instance, argues that organized collectives like state governments or corporations can be considered Kantian moral agents because they do have the capacity to act according to moral law. Moreover, individual members of such groups can each hold moral duties, including the duty to act together to fulfil a moral obligation (Igneski, 2023). Unorganized groups or collectives on the other hand—such as ‘wealthy nations’ or ‘humanity’—are seldom considered moral agents. However, Wringe (2010) and Korsgaard (2018) take issue with the somewhat narrow prescription of moral duties, arguing that non-agent groups (such as humanity writ large) can indeed be duty-bearers, and thus bound by Kantian moral obligations. So, “is there a moral duty of all humans on earth to mitigate climate change or to end global poverty?” (Schwenkenbecher, 2013, p. 311, italics added). Following the logic of people like Kuosmanen (2013) and Igneski (2023), there is. This duty, however, need not entail every individual working to help refugees, but can instead refer to the duty to form global institutions with the capacity to reach every refugee. Every human being, then, can be understood as moral agents, with a joint duty to create the global collectives necessary to mitigate global crises.

Is this what we see in global refugee education today? Does the plethora of INGOs, philanthropists and multilateral organizations adequately fill the role of a global collective necessary to mitigate the global crisis in refuge education? I venture at a ‘no’. As argued above, the field of global refugee education does not lack providers and stakeholders. It does, however, lack stakeholders who see themselves as moral agents, and who recognize their collective duty to fulfil the right to education for all. The failure to recognize and accept duties might stem from ignorance, self-preservation, selfishness, (conviction of) inability, or a combination of these. For instance, citizens in a wealthy country in the Global North might not recognize their duty to provide education for refugees residing in a low-income country in the Global South. But what if the citizens in the wealthy country was responsible for generating the mass forced migration to begin with? Would it then be fair to call on that country to do more to fulfil refugee rights? Pogge (2008) and Young (2006) contend that both mass forced migration and extreme poverty is fueled by an unjust global economic order; an order that arguably benefits citizens in the Global North. The argument can be made, that every person benefitting from, or contributing to, global economic injustice, is responsible for the global refugee crisis. By linking fault and fairness to duty, however, we are fast approaching the periphery of Kantianism, as we no longer consider the pure principality of a moral action, but rather take into account external qualifiers. However, as so much of the discourse on global responsibilities refer to arguments of ‘best interest’ and ‘fair share’, it is still interesting to make a brief detour into the utilitarian camp. Moreover, the inherent injustice—or, if you will, unfairness—in global forced displacement, prompts us to consider what a fair distribution of duties would look like. Morality cannot, after all, be unfair (de Haan, 2023). Taking the ‘fair share’ argument as a point of departure, Bauhn (2019) suggests that duties toward refugees should be “fairly distributed among all states in proportion to their capacity to contribute” (Bauhn, 2019, p. 150). And while this at first glance resembles the rhetoric of ‘burden-sharing’ we find in the Global Compact on Refugees, Bauhn’s (2019) argument is of an entirely different nature. In fact, he criticizes the fact that poor host nations are expected to provide refugees with education when they do not even have the resources to provide free post-primary education (or other basic services) to their citizens. Why should countries in the Global South host 76 percent of the world’s refugees, simply because they neighbor the conflict from which refugee flee? Is it not unfair that only 1% of refugees are resettled to high-income countries each year10? These questions bring us to another common conundrum in the allocation of duties; that of proximity.

In the case of global refugee protection, it is common to conflate geographic proximity with moral agency and capacity. Singer (1972) famously brought up the impact of geographical distance on moral duties, by considering affluent nations’ duties to help people starving in regions far away. The classical example often used in these discussions is of a child drowning next to you versus a child dying from hunger on a different continent: are you considered a moral agent toward both children? To what degree should our immediate capacity to help influence our moral obligation toward a child in danger? Binder and Heilmann (2017) are among those who draw on Singer’s (1972) seminal work, and in their article Duty and Distance, they ask us to reflect on whether Lebanon has a greater duty to assist Syrian refugees than do the United States: “Does geographical distance affect our moral duties?” (p. 547). Of course, while Singer (1972) only considers geographical distance, or proximity, there are other forms worth considering, especially in the context of global forced migration. These include, for instance, emotional, temporal, and cultural proximity (Binder and Heilmann, 2017). Moreover, Hollenbach (2016) argues that increased awareness of refugees’ plights in other parts of the world, puts people in intellectual or psychological proximity to the refugee crisis. This, argues Hollenbach (2016), leads to moral proximity.

Now, as geographical proximity reduces, one’s capacity to help increase (as illustrated in the example with the drowning child above). An important question is whether the same is true for other forms of proximity. Might, for instance, the capacity to fulfil a moral duty increase as psychological proximity increases? Here, there are Kantian arguments to be made, regarding the role of emotions in duty-based ethics. Indeed, in his Doctrine of Virtue, Kant (1797/1964) writes on the ‘duties of love’, one of which is the duty of sympathy (German: Teilnehmung). Kant sees it as an indirect duty to “consciously cultivate emotions of sympathy and compassion toward vulnerable strangers so that they become more positively disposed to discharge their duties to care for their well-being” (Glanville, 2017, p. 1095). This seemingly contradicts the Kantian stance of basing morality solely on rationality, not on feelings. However, when Kant writes on the duty of sympathy, he refers not to instinctual emotions, but to moral feelings, based in rationality. In other words, cultivated feelings, according to Kant, are “feelings which have been subjected to some degree of moral scrutiny” (Fahmy, 2009, p. 40). Furthermore, emotions can help us discern whether concerns of morality are indeed significant (Thomason, 2017). Returning to the issue of proximity and refugee education, then, one may argue that our first duty must be to cultivate feelings of sympathy—or, to use Hollenbach’s (2016) terms—to increase our psychological proximity. Importantly, the duty of sympathy need not be restricted to the individual. There is increased recognition that groups can collectively feel emotions, and further that such collective emotions can influence state actions and international law (Bleikner and Hutchison, 2014; Ariffin et al., 2016). A case can be made, then, that in addition to our joint duty to create collectives with the capacity to provide refugee education (as discussed above), there is a joint duty, too, to cultivate collective emotions that activate a sense of duty among stakeholders. Considering the magnitude of negative collective emotions often directed at refugees, Kant’s duty of sympathy is of particular interest. Delving into a discussion on the role of emotions in mobilizing support for global refugee education is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this article. One would hope, however, to see further work on (Kantian) moral feelings and collective emotions in relation to global refugee education in the future.

A final issue I wish to consider in this Kantian reflection on duty-bearers in global refugee education, is the duty of refugees themselves. After all, right-bearers are duty-bearers, as well (Deigh, 1988; Guilherme, 2016). This means that refugees—despite being marginalized and disenfranchised—still can be considered moral agents. By conceptualizing refugees as ‘right-bearers,’ we also emphasize their moral agency: indeed, their duty to fulfill human rights. Guilherme (2016) even goes as far as suggesting that education should not be understood as a right at all, but rather as a duty—“an obligation all humans have toward themselves and their communities” (p. 5). With this understanding, it is entirely possible to suggest that refugees bear (some of) the duty to protect and provide the right to refugee education. A Kantian might, of course, take issue with placing refugees in the role of duty-bearer, as they hardly have the real capacity to address issues like the lack of access to quality education. To this, Deveaux (2015) challenges us to understand ‘capacity’ not as the power one currently holds, but rather the power one could have in the future, given the appropriate support (see Igneski, 2023, for further deliberations on this matter). Deveaux (2015) speaks of the ‘guiding duty’ to empower the marginalized to demand justice, suggesting, thus, that the core duty in global refugee education lie not in providing rights, but in enabling refugees to claim their rights on their own. Here, it becomes salient to look at the provision of secondary and tertiary education for refugees, as opposed to merely the elementary education refugees are entitled to through the 1951 Refugee Convention. If our duty is to enable (or empower) refugees to claim their right, this surely requires education beyond basic literacy and numeracy. The type of critical reasoning and sense of agency necessary to claim one’s rights are, I argue, acquired at higher levels of education.11

This section has provided an overview of some of the most relevant moral concepts to consider in the allocation of duty toward refugees, specifically in terms of fulfilling the right to education. These concepts include Kantian hospitality, moral agency, and collective duties, as well as fairness, proximity, and the ‘duty of sympathy’. Finally, I also considered how the re-framing of refugees as ‘right-bearers’ infers their moral agency. As I explained in the beginning of this article, my aim was not to dictate what must be done to ensure access to education for all refugees. Rather, my aim was to help shed light on whose moral obligation it is to try. By highlighting some of the core tenets of Kant’s deontology, my hope is that our perception of duties in forced displacement have been expanded, paving the way, thus, for some concluding reflections on governance and provision of global refugee education.



5 Conclusion

As the prominent moral philosopher, James Griffin (2009) ascertains, “[w]e can know that there is a moral burden, without yet knowing who should shoulder it” (p. 103). In the case of global refugee education, there is little question about the grave moral failure in the fact that over half of school-aged refugee children are out of school (UNHCR, 2023a). A significant challenge in securing the human right to education in forced displacement lie in the vague and conflicting conceptualizations of duty-bearers of refugee education. Our inability to allocate duties is very much tied to the fact that refugees exist outside the global architecture of nation-states, while simultaneously being bound by nation-state logic. In the words of Yeo et al. (2020), refugee education is “awkwardly structured by global governance, national jurisdiction, and local management” (p. 48). As a result, refugee education ends up being the concern of many, but the duty of none.

Of course, host nations remain the de jure duty-bearers of education, also for refugees. And in a sense, it seems fair that states should be held accountable for providing refugee education, as it is the state system—and its adherence to national borders—which produce refugees in the first place. As Maley (2016) argues, “without states, refugees as we broadly understand the term would not exist” (p. 75). The issue, however, is that poor states host the majority of the world’s refugees, while wealthy states have most of the decision-making power in matters of global refugee policy. The delegation of responsibilities, then, are tainted by severe power asymmetries, often exacerbated by aid dependency of refugee-hosting nations. Further obscuring—or eroding—duties in refugee education is the de facto requirement of citizenship to access rights. So-called ‘universal’ human rights are commonly denied non-citizens—or as Fiske (2016) provocatively describes refugees: ‘non-people’. Without citizenship—and the ‘right to have rights’ (Arendt, 1973)—the provision of refugee education becomes less a matter of duty, and more a matter of benevolence on the part of the providers. Consequently, when refugees’ access to education is limited or denied, we have no one to hold accountable in the same way we would if citizens were denied access to fundamental human rights. And despite calls to “decouple the rights to have rights from one’s nationality status” (Benhabib, 2004, p. 68), human rights—and their correlative duties—largely remain tethered to the nation-state architecture.

In this article I have examined the inherent unfeasibility in identifying duty-bearers in global refugee education. I did so by first considering how the responsibility for refugee education has been allocated through the years, then by looking at how rights and duties generally are conceptualized in forced displacement, and finally, by turning to Kantian moral philosophy as a potential frame for understanding moral agency and duty toward refugees. As I argued above, Kantian duty-based ethics is particularly applicable in contexts of protracted emergencies and forced displacement, as it appeals to our rationality, rather than our kindness or sense of charity. In applying a Kantian frame to deliberations on duty-bearers in refugee education, we are no longer at liberty to incentivize duty by pointing at potential outcomes of educating refugees; it is no longer acceptable to convince stakeholders to provide refugee education by listing the benefits of doing so. Within Kantianism—unlike utilitarianism—refugee education cannot be conceptualized as an instrument to solve a problem; as a mere means to an end. At present, however, host states and other stakeholders must often be convinced to enable or provide refugee education by being shown political, social, economic, and environmental benefits—and those that do enable and provide, are praised for their generosity.

The gradual rejection of humanitarianism in global refugee assistance has re-framed refugees as right-bearers (Betts and Collier, 2017). However, ‘right-bearer’ remains a label void of meaning, unless we pay equal attention to the duty-bearers of refugee rights. For, as O’Neill (2000) declares, without anyone to fulfil a right, that right remains abstract and ‘unclaimable’. A narrow understanding of duty-bearers limits any real chance of providing fundamental human rights for the ever-increasing number of refugees. And while Kantian duty-based ethics will not ensure the refugees’ right to education is fulfilled, it might—in the words of Igneski (2023)—help identify whose moral obligation it is to try.
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Footnotes

1   Moral agent here refers to someone with the ability to discern right from wrong, and the capability to act accordingly (Gert and Gert, 2020). Essential conditions of moral agency thus include rationality. Children, adults with limited mental capacities, and even psychopaths and irrational egoists, may have little to no moral agency. Kantianism is considered particularly strict in its prescription of moral agency (Haksar, 1998).

2   The 2018 Global Compact on Refugees (GCR) affirms the commitments made at the 2016 New York Declaration on Refugees and Migrants. The 2016 New York Declaration included a Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF), which later became one of four core components of the GCR. Another central component of the GCR is the Global Refugee Forum, held every four years.

3   The International Development Association (IDA), is a World Bank fund specifically aimed at the world’s poorest countries. In 2017, the 18th replenishment of IDA was introduced (‘IDA18’), dedicating a total of US$75 billion to various development projects by 2020. Of these, $2 billion were allotted to the Regional Sub-Window for refugee and host communities (UNHCR, 2021).

4   The Multistakeholder pledge is hosted by the 2018 Global Compact on Refugees, a responsibility-sharing framework conceptualized at the 2016 New York Declaration. The Pledge involves a total of 144 stakeholders, among which are 43 host nations, 24 civil society organizations, 29 international organizations (including UNESCO and UNICEF).

5   The DAFI (Albert Einstein German Academic Refugee Initiative) scholarship program was established in 1992, and has to date covered the cost of higher education for around 24,000 refugees (UNHCR, 2023c).

6   The Global Campaign for Education (GCE) was established in 1999 and consists of over 120 civil society organizations. Their aim is to “unify and coordinate civil society voices in relation to the global education agenda” (GCE, 2024). In GCE’s most recent education strategy, refugees are highlighted as a concern (GCE, 2023).

7   See Bauhn (2019, p. 149) for further deliberations on this question.

8   Examples of this include: Barnes and Makinda (2021); Binder and Heilmann (2017); Kattago (2019); Kuosmanen (2013); Mieth and Williams (2023); Reeves (2017); Tiedemann (2021).

9   A few examples of this include the following: “UNHCR welcomes generous US decision on refugee resettlement” (UNHCR, 2023f); “The government of Mauritania is a generous host to more than 100,000 refugees” (UNHCR, 2022b); India continues to graciously host and assist refugees” (UNHCR, 2023d), UNHCR is urging continued support for generous hosts to ensure refugees have access to adequate assistance (UNHCR, 2023e).

10   Resettlement rates can be hard to calculate. Official numbers provided by UNHCR estimates that around 1 percent of refugees under its mandate is resettled annually, but this only takes into account refugees who resettle through UNHCR, and not alternative pathways (Storen, 2021).

11   Important to note here, is that acquiring higher education does not in itself secure refugees’ access to decision-making power or positions from which they can realize their agency. Refugees with universities degrees are still frequently excluded from political, social, and economic participation in their host community.
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The number of forcibly displaced people, including refugees, has been increasing exponentially over the last few decades. Refugees settled in Western destination countries face several challenges in successfully accessing and participating in higher education and in becoming knowledge producers. This is in sharp contrast to uncritical assumptions that refugees settled in these countries are better off in terms of pursing higher education. To shed more light on this issue, I aim to address the research question ‘How does the integration process in a Western destination country contribute to the exclusion of refugees from knowledge production?’ The article uses an education pipeline analogy and human agency theory as the theoretical framework. I conduct narrative interviews with six refugees who planned to pursue higher education but could not realize their plans in Norway. The findings indicate that the refugee education pipeline is broken and stuffed with various restrictive factors that weaken the refugees’ agency to make informed decisions. These factors included a long waiting time for settlement, withholding relevant information about higher education, demotivating and misplaced advice about higher education and language training programmes for non-academic purposes. The article ends with a conclusion and several implications.
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Introduction

The global number of forcibly displaced people reached 108.4 million, including 35.3 million refugees, by the end of 2022 (UNHCR, 2023). Refugees live in different places under varying circumstances. Some are in protracted situations with few or no civic rights and opportunities for self-development through higher education (Ramsay and Baker, 2019). Other refugees live in relatively stable and high-income contexts. While it can be assumed that refugees in the latter context have better possibilities in many areas, including higher education, their trajectories to access, participate in and succeed in higher education are not necessarily straightforward (Abamosa, 2023a). In fact, refugees—particularly those from non-Western countries—living in many Western destination countries are considered as ‘disposables’ and are often at the bottom of the social hierarchy (Vlachou and Tlostanova, 2023, p. 204). Moreover, they are perceived as security risks (Skodo, 2020), a burden on welfare benefits, such as unemployment compensation (Friberg and Midtbøen, 2018), opportunists and bogus claimants (Kmak, 2015; Haw, 2020).

Therefore, it is not surprising that immigration policies in many Western destination countries have become stricter in recent years with many restrictions on the rights and privileges of asylum seekers and refugees (FitzGerald, 2019; Parveen, 2020; Crawley, 2021; Murry and Gray, 2023). One of the (direct or indirect) effects of such restrictions and ill-informed perceptions about refugees is to literally push refugees to ‘low-wage, unskilled’ sectors on the pretext of helping them become economically self-sufficient (Koyama, 2015, p. 610; Darrow, 2015; Abamosa, 2023b). In addition, refugees face multi-layered challenges in their trajectories to higher education. Lack of sufficient academic language (training), financial burdens, difficulty getting their pre-arrival qualifications recognized, complex academic systems, discrimination and racism, lack of reliable information and traumatic experiences are some of the challenges (Achiume, 2014; Détourbe and Goastellec, 2018; Lambrechts, 2020; Sobczak-Szelc et al., 2021; Kondacki et al., 2023).

All these things make it difficult for many refugees to become knowledge producers in many destination countries (Arar, 2021; Olsson et al., 2023). This in turn reproduces and sustains the knowledge production systems characterized by epistemological hegemony and asymmetrical power relationships by further excluding refugees, “silencing unwanted voices and shutting out perspectives that expose the injustice” (Davies et al., 2023, p. 169).

Even though the literature on refugee higher education has been increasing, particularly since 2016, more research is needed to better understand the ‘structural and institutional issues that create obstacles’ for refugees in their journeys to become knowledge producers (Berg, 2023, p. 2). Such understanding is vital, particularly in Western countries such as Norway that are otherwise known for their high human development index (United Nations Development Programme, 2020) and that are perceived to be exceptional ‘in terms of equality and egalitarianism’ (Dankertsen and Lo, 2023, p. 19). In practice, however, some groups of people, including refugees, may ‘come face-to-face with national systems shaped by inequalities foreign to them that determine their access to resources as they rebuild their lives and imagine their future’ (Gowayed, 2022, p. 3). This article explores the integration experiences of refugees to cast light on the structures and practices that exclude them from higher education in Norway. To this end, I aim to address the research question, ‘How does the integration processes in a Western destination country contribute to the exclusion of refugees from knowledge production?’


Refugees and the settlement process in Norway

The Norwegian Immigration Act (2008) defines a refugee as a foreigner who, in the realm or at the border of Norway, applies for and is granted protection due to:

 a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of ethnicity, origin, skin colour, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or for reasons of political opinion, and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself or herself of the protection of his or her country of origin (§28a).



Foreigners may also be recognized as a refugee in Norway without falling within the scope of the above definition if they face a real risk of being subjected to the death penalty, torture or other inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment upon return to their country of origin (The Norwegian Immigration Act, 2008, §28 b). Norway resettles a specific number of refugees decided by the Storting (the Norwegian Parliament) annually in cooperation with the UNHCR. These refugees are often referred to as ‘quota refugees’ (Adserà et al., 2022). Family members living with all the above-mentioned groups fall in the refugee category.

Compared with many European countries, Norway was ‘a slow starter when it came to the new immigration’, seeing the arrival of significant numbers of refugees later than other countries (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012, p. 162, emphasis in original). Even though there were refugees in Norway before the1960s (Østby, 2013), the number and diversity of refugees increased dramatically after the 1970s (Cooper, 2005). Refugees from many countries, such as Afghanistan, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Chile, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Syria, Ukraine, Vietnam and Yugoslavia have arrived in Norway ever since (Cooper, 2005; Østby, 2017; Bjånesøy and Bye, 2023). As of January 1, 2023, there were 280,000 people with a refugee background in Norway, making up 5.1% of the country’s population (Statistics Norway, 2020).

Settlement processes for refugees vary based on the types of refugees. Asylum seekers generally stay at asylum seekers reception centres or sometimes with friends or relatives until the Norwegian Immigration Directorate (UDI) assesses their requests for protection and/or they are settled in municipalities. The reception centres are often located in the countryside or other peripheral areas to ensure the geographical and social isolation of asylum seekers and refugees (Willmann-Robleda, 2020). Following a positive decision on their case and before moving to a municipality for settlement, refugees are invited to a ‘settlement interview’ at the reception centres. The purpose of the interview is ostensibly to outline each refugee’s future goals, particularly regarding employment and education and to find a suitable municipality for settlement (Strøm et al., 2020, p. 9). The waiting time for settlement in municipalities also varies depending on the refugees’ situations. In some cases, refugees with significant health issues or other conditions (such as having a disabled child) may wait for many years to be settled in municipalities. These refugees are often referred to in the media as ‘refugees no municipality/one wants (to settle)’ (Malmo, 2020; Olsen, 2022). However, it is not uncommon for refugees without any conditions to wait ‘for prolonged periods’ at reception centres (Willmann-Robleda, 2020). Quota refugees ‘generally do not wait in reception centres’ because they are directly settled in municipalities upon arrival in Norway (OECD, 2022, p. 2). Adult asylum seekers and refugees—with some exceptions—residing in reception centres must attend 200 h of Norwegian language instruction and civic education (IMDi, 2023).

The Directorate of Integration and Diversity coordinates the settlement of refugees in the municipalities. Once settled there, refugees aged 18–55 years have the right and duty to participate in a basic full-time training programme or introduction programme. The programme came into effect nationally in 2004 with the aim of ‘enabling participants to become self-sufficient members of Norwegian society’ (Hagelund, 2005, p. 670). The content and duration of the programme have changed over time. Currently (in 2023/2024), refugees can attend the programme for a minimum of three months and a maximum of 4 years based on their educational background, goals in Norway, age and other factors. Refugees get basic training in the Norwegian language, civic studies and internship (or even apprenticeship) as the main components of the introduction programme. Refugees who participate in the programme receive a monthly allowance, and any unjustified absenteeism can result in a deduction from the allowance. Municipalities are responsible for providing the introduction programme to all entitled refugees (Steien and Monsen, 2023). Refugees can opt out of settling in state-assigned municipalities, but they may not be entitled to the monthly introduction programme allowances in such cases (IMDi, 2021).

Even though there are variations among different groups of refugees, in general terms, refugees in Norway fare worse than other immigrant groups in many areas, including labor market participation and (higher) education attainment (Steinkellner, 2017; Djuve and Kavli, 2019; Kobberstad, 2023). The overall integration policy encourages refugees to be economically self-sufficient as soon as possible rather than, for example, pursing higher education (Abamosa et al., 2020). Moreover, the state advises municipalities in Norway to use refugees to fill vacant positions not wanted by others (Justis-og beredskapsdepartementet, 2016, p. 58). It is therefore not surprising that refugees are overrepresented in low-skill, low-wage, labor-intensive and often temporary positions (Friberg and Midtbøen, 2018). Strikingly, there is less emphasis on refugee higher education in Norway (Abamosa, 2023b) despite the documented positive impact of (higher) education received in Norway on refugees’ upward social mobility (Olsen, 2019).

There are many state and non-state actors directly or indirectly involved in the refugee integration processes. Some of these include the UDI, the Norwegian Immigration Appeals Board, Norwegian Organisation for Asylum Seekers, IMDi, asylum seekers reception centres, health centres, adult education centres, refugee centres in municipalities, the Norwegian Labor and Welfare Administration, the Norwegian Red Cross, the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education, Lånekassen (Norwegian State Educational Loan Fund), higher education institutions and schools (Askim and Steen, 2020; Abamosa, 2023b). This indicates that refugees may come face to face with a number of street-level bureaucrats, that is, ‘public service workers who interact directly with citizens in the course of their jobs, and who have substantial discretion in the execution of their work’ (Lipsky, 2010, p. 3).



Literature review

In contemporary Western society, which is characterized in part by significant cross-border movement of ideas and people (immigration), overly racist criteria to exclude refugees from higher education is generally not acceptable. As a study from Canada indicates, it is rather the ‘subtler forms of racialized exclusion [that are] integrated into admission policies for refugee claimants” that hinder refugees’ advancement to higher education (Villegas and Aberman, 2019, p. 75). For instance, refugees are streamed into non-academic fields and pushed out of schools over time. This corroborates an earlier study from New Zealand (O’Rourke, 2011), which states that some policies ‘constrict pathways to and through university study for students from refugee backgrounds’ (O’Rourke, 2011, p. 26). In the same vein, Lenette et al. (2019) indicate that the Australian government intentionally proposes policies to close pathways to higher education for refugees by making it difficult for them to attain the necessary proficiency in English. A mixed-methods study from Australia has found that refugees, particularly those from Africa, are quite underrepresented in higher education for various reasons, some of which are structural in nature (Molla, 2021). For example, there is a lack of recognition of refugees from certain areas as more disadvantaged; recognising this could enable policymakers and other actors to devise relevant policies to alleviate challenges faced by such refugees. Naidoo et al. (2018) convincingly argue that avoiding defining refugees as belonging to distinct equity groups based on their particular experiences is not necessarily an act of social justice. Quite the opposite, it may be ‘a mechanism’ by which dominant groups oppress refugees (Naidoo et al., 2018, p. 105).

Research from Austria shows that the government has put in place policies to deter the integration of refugees into host society (Verwiebe et al., 2019). These restrictive policies negatively influence initiatives aimed at refugee inclusion in higher education in Austria (Bacher et al., 2020). Molla (2021) notes that there is reluctance on the part of the authorities in some destination countries, such as Australia, to fight ‘structural unfreedoms such as racial vilification of Black Africans in the public sphere’ (p. 345, italics in original). Molla (2021) and other researchers (e.g., Stewart and Mulvey, 2014) argue that such negative experiences may impede the educational attainment of refugee youth by exposing them to stress and feelings of powerlessness.

For example, at the individual level, one refugee who participated in an ethnographic study in Sweden narrated,


My dream is to study at the university. But when you go to [the caseworkers], they do not listen to your ambitions and dreams. They make you believe that you can tell them what you want. In the end they will write in their plans what they want … (Amir quoted in an ethnographic study by Gren, 2020, p. 161, italics and brackets in original).
 

This statement from an apparently frustrated refugee who wanted to pursue higher education and perhaps become a knowledge producer indicates the introductory programme he was participating in did not help refugees ‘to pursue their dream of upward social mobility through reassuming or starting their higher education’ (Gren, 2020, p. 165). Based on an ethnographic study, Koyama (2015) similarly finds that integration programmes for refugees in the US perpetuate the exclusion of refugees from (higher) education by placing them in entry-level and low-wage positions because they ‘have the potential not only to delay their further learning of English, but also to diminish their long-term social mobility’ (p. 618). Another study from the US (McBrien, 2019) indicates that language teachers do not provide the necessary language training to refugees, partly because many teachers are not certified to teach English to speakers of other languages. This finding closely related to the findings of an autobiographical study from Norway (Abamosa, 2024), indicating that refugees are enrolled in mediocre language courses designed for unskilled positions rather than for academic purpose.

An analysis of various legal and policy documents, including data for 71,781 people who participated in the introduction programme over a 20-year period in Norway, shows that even though adult refugees have a formal right to education, a number of challenges prevented the implementation of that right (Aspøy et al., 2023). For example, refugees who wanted to complete upper secondary education during the introduction programme could not because the time allotted for the introduction programme expired before they could finish school. Moreover, the poor design of the training programmes prevented refugees from advancing in education. However, other scholars from different contexts (Austria, Germany, the US and Norway) indicate that some refugees and other stigmatized groups actively challenge negative behaviors and oppressive systems. In other words, they are not just passive recipients of stressors (McBrien, 2005; Mucchi-Faina, 2009; Heinemann, 2017; Abamosa, 2024).

The studies discussed above indicate the importance of a broader understanding of the sophisticated, often hidden but intentional mechanisms of excluding refugees from higher education (on the pretext of labor market participation) in high-income countries such as Norway. However, there is a dearth of literature on the experiences of refugees to become knowledge producers by accessing and succeeding in higher education in Norway. This article contributes to knowledge on this topic by exploring the experiences of refugees in Norway.



Theoretical framework

In this article, I employ a theoretical framework consisting of two elements: agency theory and an education pipeline analogy relating to the context of the refugee integration in a high-income Western country. This enables me to explore the experiences of refugees (agency) in given social structures (of which the education pipeline is one) in ways that relate to the research question. Agency is an elusive term that has various definitions and categories (Ahern, 2001). Here, the focus is delimited to human or individual agency.

Parsell et al. (2017) define human agency as ‘an individual’s capacity to determine and make meaning from their environment through purposive consciousness and reflective and creative action’ (p. 239). Similarly, Van Nijnatten (2010) defines individual agency as ‘the power of individuals to manage their lives, to maintain their authenticity and autonomously make a living’ (p. 7). According to these definitions, individuals—as an agent of their life—must be able to intentionally influence their ‘function and life circumstances’ (Bandura, 2006, p. 164). Based on all this, in this article, human or individual agency may be understood as the unhindered possibilities and power individual refugees have to make informed decisions regarding access to higher education during the early integration process in Norway to become knowledge producers in the future (Elder, 1994; Bandura, 2006; van Nijnatten, 2010; Parsell et al., 2017).

It must be borne in mind that many factors mediate individuals’ agency in different ways (Ahern, 2001). Therefore, people may not be successful in achieving what they want on their own. In Bandura’s (2006) words, ‘people do not have direct control over [some] conditions that affect their lives’ (p. 165). An individual’s agency can be thin or thick over time and space based on the type of (power) structures, contexts and relationships that constrain or expand her individual’s range of feasible choices (Klocker, 2007). According to Klocker (2007), thin agency refers to ‘decisions and everyday actions that are carried out within highly restrictive contexts, characterized by few viable alternatives’ (p. 85). For example, an individual from a marginalized ethnic group, a marginalized gender, a peripheral geographical area or a lower socio-economic background or intersection of these can, against all odds, actively negotiate ‘the expectations and power relations that surround’ her and make decisions to improve her own life and even the lives her family members (Klocker, 2007, p. 85). In this case, the marginalized ethnic group and gender, the peripherality of the geographical location, the lower socio-economic status and/or intersectionality of these serve to thin out the agency of the individual. Robson et al. (2007) argue that the concept of thin agency is useful to overcome challenges related to the portrayals of certain groups of people as victims. Thick agency refers to ‘having the latitude to act within a broad range of options’ (Klocker, 2007, p. 85). The agency refugees exercise can be seen in relation to the education pipeline.

The analogy of the education pipeline is relevant in this context because refugees experience ‘controlled’ immigration processes, and by extension a controlled education system, just like a pipeline. Watson (2023) defines a pipeline as ‘a meso organizational form of procedural standardization that facilitate controlled, predictable, and efficient institutional practice’ (p. 705). For example, in a higher education context, higher education institutions in some countries can establish pipelines with certain upper secondary schools to fill annual admission spots. Dryden-Peterson and Giles (2012) define the higher education pipeline as ‘educational continuum […] beginning with early childhood education and continuing through primary and secondary education’ (p. 4). Drawing on this, the refugee education pipeline may be understood in this article as the educational continuum—including language courses—refugees must travel along as a part of their integration in Norway. As mentioned above, refugees in Norway must participate in some obligatory activities that are pre-designed in the form of a pipeline. Not participating in these activities may result in negative consequences, such as the inability to get a permanent residence permit and the withdrawal of monetary allowances. Thus, refugees are necessarily put in a pipeline-like integration process. Here, I concur with Nayir and Taner (2015) in that the challenge is not about getting refugees into the pipeline per se, but ‘rather it is about giving them the “support needed to reach their full potential,” once they get there’ (p. 19).

Researchers from various fields have used the education pipeline analogy. For instance, Young (2005) used the concept of a leaky science education pipeline to analyze the underrepresentation of African Americans and Hispanics in science and technology occupations. Wotipka et al. (2018) used a higher education pipeline perspective to investigate the participation rate of women in faculty positions in higher education institutions globally. Others used the analogy to explore the participation of students in science and engineering in the Netherlands (van den Hurk et al., 2019), the academic pipeline of marginalized groups, including refugees (Cooper, 2011) and the refugee reception pipeline in Botswana (Parsons, 2008). The first descriptive analysis of the literature in this regard reveals an unbalanced concentration of literature in the US within the fields of science, engineering, technology and mathematics. Therefore, much of the previous literature differs from the current framework, which relates to refugee higher education.



Materials and methods

In this article, I employed a narrative inquiry, which is best suited for exploring the life experiences of a ‘small number of individuals’ (Creswell, 2013, p. 74). Narrative inquiry suits the purpose of this article because it is an appropriate method to elucidate the stories of ‘the relatively unknown, such as the ignored or oppressed groups whose agenda and meanings have often been neglected in theoretical, practical, and policy issues’ (Tzemopoulos, 2014, p. 276). This article is based on narrative interviews with six refugees from five different countries currently living in Norway.



Recruitment of interlocutors

I used a combination of purposive and snowball sampling methods to approach my interlocutors (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). The purposive sampling helped me to recruit refugees who fulfilled certain criteria. In this case, the target group was refugees who had a plan to pursue higher education but could not do so it in Norway. I directly contacted three refugees with whom I had previous discussions about higher education due to my social position as an associate professor from a refugee background. The motivation for this research was in part the discussions I had with these and other refugees. The snowball sampling method was quite effective in recruiting other refugees. I recruited one of the other three refugees through a refugee from Africa with whom I am personally acquitted. The refugee and I knew each other for quite some time because of our participation in various common social gatherings. I recruited the remaining two refugees through the first refugee. I used pseudonyms from (In1–In6) to represent the interlocutors. “In” stands for interlocutor (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Interlocutors.
[image: Table listing six interlocutors with details: age ranges twenty-five to forty, forty to fifty, and fifty to sixty; sex is either male or female; years of residence in Norway are either less than ten or more than ten; regions of origin include Africa, Asia (Middle East), and Asia (Other).]



The narrative interviews

All interviews but one were conducted face-to-face at places chosen by the interlocutors. I conducted the remaining interview via the encrypted multiplatform messaging app WhatsApp. The interlocutor preferred WhatsApp to other social media platforms. Before I began the interviews, I explained the purpose of the interview and the interlocutors’ rights to remain anonymous and to withdraw from the interview at any time (Burgess, 1989; Mason, 2002). Next, the interlocutors gave informed consent indicating their agreement to be interviewed and audio recoded. The interlocutor whom I interviewed via WhatsApp received the consent form via email and agreed to participate. All interviews but one were conducted in Norwegian based on the preferences of the interlocutors. I audio-recorded all interviews and took field notes during the interviews. However, I translated the transcripts into English to use the verbatim quotes in this article. I did all the translations. The average interview time was about 50 min, and I conducted the interviews during the period June–August 2023.



Data analysis

Narrative data can be represented in many forms such as text, ‘records of interviews’, experiences, pictures and oral records (Creswell, 2013; Mertova and Webster, 2020). Creswell (2013) notes that narrative stories can be analyzed thematically as far as the analysis focuses on what was said. Accordingly, I analyzed the interlocutors’ recoded narratives using thematic analysis and a constructionist framework (Braun and Clarke, 2006). According to Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis is ‘a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data’ (p. 79). I chose the constructionist approach because I wanted to place the refugees’ narratives within sociocultural contexts and explore the structural conditions that had shaped the refugees’ narratives. The version of thematic analysis I employed involved six steps.

First, I familiarized myself with data at different levels—during the interview by listening and taking notes, during transcription and by reading and rereading the transcripts. Second, I began coding the data. Coding was conducted manually using different colors and handwritten notes at the margins of the printouts of the transcripts. At this stage, I reduced the data set to a manageable size by generating codes. For example, I coded narrative stories that dealt with many years of waiting time at reception centres as ‘long waiting time’. I did the same thing with the whole dataset, assigning various codes. Third, I searched for themes. At this stage, I began to collate similar codes to form an ‘overarching theme’. For example, codes that had to do with waiting at reception centres were categorized as ‘time is used as a weapon, and refugees just wait for settlement’. I then further reduced the data set size. Fourth, I reviewed the categorized themes to exclude those that were either not supported by sufficient codes or that did not ‘reflects the meanings evident in the dataset as a whole’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 91). Fifth, I defined and named the themes, which I expressed in terms of findings. Once I established the essence of the overarching theme, I went back to the data set to support it with verbatim quotes or data extracts. For example, the finding ‘Reception centres as the silent reservoir where time is killed’ was developed from the code I fist called ‘long waiting time’. Finally, I wrote up the findings. During this stage, I applied what Creswell (2013) calls ‘restorying’, which is ‘the process of reorganizing the stories into some general type of framework’ (p. 74). This helped me to create chronological order by taking spatial and temporal elements into consideration (Clandinin and Cain, 2016), a common practice when researchers deal with narrative data (Creswell, 2013). However, it must be noted that that the entire process was iterative rather than linear.



My social position

Savin-Baden and Major (2013) note that qualitative research should facilitate ‘acknowledging and allowing the researcher to have a place in the work’ (p. 71). I am writing this article as an associate professor with a refugee background who came from an African country and who is living in a Western country. My experiences have informed several of my previous studies on refugee higher education in destination countries. During the integration process, as one of my colleagues said, I ‘broke out’ of the pipeline and earned a PhD. However, I remain curious about other refugees’ experiences in the education pipeline in Norway. I cannot claim neutrality or objectivity in the processes of this research. However, I made sure that the article includes the voices of my interlocutors—even when the opinions are against my deep convictions about a given system—rather than it being all about my subjective experiences. To this end, I tried to ensure transparency and fair justification at each stage of the research and avoided pre-established categories or themes during data analysis (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p. 212).



Ethical considerations

I obtained ethical approval for the study from the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research. Moreover, as mentioned above, the interlocutors consented to participate and received written information about the purpose of the study, the measures to ensure confidentiality (including secure storage of data obtained through narrative interviews) and their unconditional right to withdraw at any time. I conducted this research in ways that ensured the security and welfare of the interlocutors.



Findings

There is at least one common theme that emerged from the narratives and post-narrative conversations with the interlocutors. Irrespective of their experiences presented below, all interlocutors are grateful for the protection they get in Norway. However, critical questions beg critical responses; and the narratives should be read with this note in mind.



Reception centres as the silent reservoir where time is killed

Reception centres are among the first ‘formal’ institutions many asylum seekers—and by extension refugees—interact within destination countries. Therefore, highlighting the experiences of refugees in these institutions is vital to understand the overall education trajectories of refugees. During the interviews, the refugees stated that the waiting time at reception centres was longer than they expected and that the situations at the centres were characterized by passiveness and the absence of meaningful activities. In this sense, the reception centres in the pipeline context can be thought of as ‘silent reservoirs’. One refugee stated,


I got a residence permit after about six months of my application for protection. However, I had to wait at the reception centre for about two years to get settled [in a municipality] […] During this period, I did not get any information about higher education at all. There was not much to do at the centre either (In1).
 

As this narrative indicates, the delayed settlement process can reduce the possibility of accessing good quality language courses and relevant information on higher education. This is mainly because it is a prerequisite for refugees to be settled in municipalities to participate in the introduction programme. It is also important to note that lengthy stays at reception centres are negatively correlated with good language acquisition in destination countries (van Tubergen, 2010). Coupled with the lack of information about higher education, this makes the waiting time dull from the refugees’ perspective.

Another refugee reflected retrospectively on her experiences of staying at an asylum seekers reception centre. She stated,


I waited for my residence permit for about three years. It took so long time. In my case, [during the waiting time] I could not go to school. I could not work. It was tiring and stressful. But after three years, I got a residence permit while I was at a reception centre. Then I had to wait for settlement in a municipality. However, those who work at the centre did not care about my settlement. They just say, ‘no, you will get, wait, wait’. I knew there were many who waited. Then I went to [anonymised name of an organisation] and said to them ‘I live with children at a reception centre, it was very difficult, can you come and see how I live?’ They came and took pictures. Then, they helped me to find a municipality and I moved out of the reception centre in few months to settle in a municipality. I never heard about higher education opportunities when I was in the reception centre, never (In6).
 

This statement is a good example of how time can be used by authorities to keep asylum seekers in limbo. Waiting for a decision for 3 years without the right to work or study is not well received by refugees. This had a psychological impact on the interlocutor as it can be seen from her description of the waiting as ‘tiring and stressful’. It is important to note that waiting a long time is quite common for many asylum seekers and refugees. Given the time of the experience, which was some years back, many may think it has little relevance today. Unfortunately, it seems little has changed, particularly when it comes to non-European refugees. On 30 January 2024, The Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation reported that asylum seekers from an African country waited for 2 years just to get their first asylum interview (Korsvoll, 2024). The statement of the interlocutor also highlights that the intentional involvement of people with authority and decision-making power can shorten the waiting time for settlement in municipalities.

Another refugee found his reception centre stay to be not ‘too long’ as he only stayed there for about one year. Moreover, he mentioned that he began learning Norwegian there. Nevertheless, he witnessed other asylum seekers who waiting for many years. He narrated,


[To live at] the reception centre is difficult because there are many different languages, and you cannot communicate with others because of that. You also share many things including the kitchen, bathroom, living room, and sleeping room with others. There is also an economic challenge for me. I saw also many asylum-seekers who had to wait for many years in the centre [and that] was difficult, but I waited only about one year (In3).
 

This interlocutor has highlighted how difficult it is to wait for many years based on his observations of others who waited longer than he did. Of note, the diversity of asylum seekers’ and refugees’ languages at the reception centres may pose a challenge in fostering a sense of community at the centres.

Another refugee did not directly mention about the impact of the length of the stay, but it is possible to infer it from the life-changing experiences he went through based on the following statement:


I came as a minor asylum-seeker, and I was sent to an asylum seeker reception for minors. I shared a room with another three minors. Then I moved to another reception centre for adults because I turned 18 and it was no longer allowed to stay at the first reception centre. [After some time] one day I got a message that I got a municipality willing to settle me […] (In5).
 

Even though the precise time was not mentioned, the fact that the interlocutor transitioned from one age group to another while he was living at a reception centre should not go unnoticed. When refugees who are minors move from one reception centre to another because they become adults, it is inevitable that they also leave their previous school (if any). This may result in lower perceived (school) belonging because they miss out on having consistent friendships, which is ‘especially valuable during early adolescence’ (Ferguson et al., 2022, p. 951). The above narratives indicate that a lengthy waiting time is a common phenomenon but not the only one characterising refugees’ (educational) experiences.



Language schools in municipalities as diverter valves in the pipeline and means of exclusion

The language courses for refugees are double-edge swords, as it can be seen from the narratives of the interlocutors. As important as the processes of learning and acquiring sufficient language proficiency are for refugees in their integration in destination countries, they can be used to deter refugees from progressing to higher education in different ways. A refugee who moved from a reception centre to a municipality and enrolled in a language school narrated that the advice she got from teachers at the school regarding higher education created an ‘impossible picture’ in her mind and discouraged her from pursing higher education in Norway. The refugee narrates,


My goal was to study and advance in education. When you speak with the teachers [of language courses] about higher education, they say ‘no, you should focus on job, it is difficult to study, it is better to work. It is difficult for you [plural form translated from “dere”] to study in Norway. First, you are not born here [in Norway], and second, if you are not born in Norway, it is difficult and it takes time. You must also first learn the language. It is better for you to work. They pushed us out … they scared us when it comes to higher education […] They say, ‘you have children, just focus on work and find a job. Your children can study, but not you’ […] not only me, but there were many who had to change their goals after we completed the introduction programme. I thought also, ‘yes, I must work’. Now, I realise that listening to the advice was the biggest mistake I have done in my life (In6).
 

This detailed narrative captures several vital points. First, adult education centres or language programmes may be used as platforms to discourage refugees from pursing higher education. Second, not all language teachers have positive attitudes toward refugees, as some teachers stereotypically categorize refugees as people who cannot study at higher levels. This is particularly evident from the word ‘dere’ in Norwegian, which is a plural of ‘you’ in English in this context. By using ‘dere’, the teacher talks about refugees as a group rather than considering them as individuals with unique backgrounds, capabilities and dreams. Third, the language itself is used as a tool of exclusion. There is no reason not to assume that teachers may make it difficult for refugees to learn the language to confirm the self-fulfilling prophecy about how ‘difficult’ it is to learn Norwegian (see Abamosa, 2024). Finally, children are used as scarecrows by teachers to push refugees with small children into low-paying jobs by diverting them from pursuing higher education.

Another refugee talked about how the length of language courses he attended and the topics covered during the language training affected his decision to purse higher education. He stated,


Previously, I saw higher education as a way to self-awareness through which you can change both yourself and your country for better […]. I think there is a huge problem when it comes to Norwegian language teaching process. For example, I went to the language course for about four months […]. Language courses should focus more on communication skills. In the classroom, I did not learn about the skills. I learned about how to make bed, how to take care of the older people, characteristics of dementia […]. I do not need all this. I only need to learn the langue deeply because I believe it could change me for better […]. When you tell them about your high ambitions of studying [at higher level], they say ‘it is better if you forget that’. When you ask ‘why?’, they say, ‘it takes minimum 9 years to graduate, to get job … Why don’t you work in the homecare service? It is better for you’. Eventually, you believe as if your fate is in their hand. This demoralised me (In2).
 

This indicates the role of the language training centres or schools in diverting refugees’ focus from pursuing higher education. This can be done in at least two ways, as indicated in the statement. First, the language programmes refugees attend are designed for specific areas of the labor market rather than to equip refugees with the skills necessary to navigate the higher education system. Second, the people working in the schools discourage refugees from pursuing higher education by scaring them about how long it takes to complete a degree programme at a university. Unfortunately, some refugees may fall for this and let go of their dream of enrolling at a higher education institution. This shows that language learning centres can in fact be areas where refugees are deskilled.

Another refugee vividly remembers her experiences of a language course (school). She stated,


When you say you will study at a university, the teachers say ‘you [plural translated from dere] need time, it is not easy […] you are foreigners and you cannot speak and write the Norwegian language, it takes time to go further.’ But [I know] it is not because we are foreigners that we cannot study. There are many foreigners in higher education. Now I say, if you are interested, you can achieve what you will. No one is born dump. All have a thinking brain […] but you give up when people tell you that it takes long time, you are a foreigner and the like. You hear many negative things, and all this has influenced me (In1).
 

This is another indication of the role language schools play in hindering and demotivating refugees who aspire to pursue higher education. Despite negative experiences, many refugees are ready to advise other refugees not to give up if they plan to pursue higher education.

Another refugee who acknowledges the importance of higher education stated how difficult it is to navigate the system in Norway.


Higher education is much better for us. However, to go to a university you need a better Norwegian proficiency level. When I came to Norway, there was no opportunity to attend a Norwegian language course for the purpose of higher education […]. Then, I tried to enrol in normal school to learn the language, they said ‘it is full, there is no place’. They then said to me, ‘you can apply to [name of an organisation] on your own’. But it was very difficult for me to attend courses at the [name of the organisation] because the time at which they offer the courses did not fit with my plan. Also, they advised me to go to apprenticeship and get job rather than focusing on education. I had a job at that time, and finally I continued to work […]. I used to work in different places for 2, 3, or 4 hours as a janitor […]. It is much better to study at a university, but the government must help those [refugee] who want to study. I wish I went back in time and purse higher education until PhD. If you have a PhD, you can help many people (In4).
 

This statement confirms the value refugees place on higher education and their awareness of the importance of mastering the Norwegian language for admission to higher education institutions. However, refugees’ awareness and high ambitions alone are not enough to realize their dream of pursing higher education because the path to higher education is far from straightforward. Refugees have to navigate complex and opaque systems that are not necessarily in favor of refugee higher education. The above statement indicates that schools are used as diverting places by advising refugees to search for job at the expense of pursing higher education. By the time the refugees realize the difficulty of getting out of the downward mobility circle of unsecure jobs, they wish to go back in time and choose a different path than the one they were advised to take. It is not only about telling refugees what is ‘best’ for them that is stuffing the education pipeline. Equally damaging is the (implicit) effect of repressing or holding back relevant information about higher education.



Withholding information about higher education as a means of exclusion

All the refugees narrated that they have never got any information about higher education from the organizations they were in contact with during their integration process. One refugee stated that he got relevant information about the possibility of studying further in Norway on his own. Even so, he said that all his friends (or classmates) have not got any information about higher education as far as he recalls. He recounted,


I am lucky. No one from my classmates went further to study and complete upper secondary school or higher level because no one knew that it was possible. Before I came to Norway, my goal after I got protection was to work. But once I was in Norway, I understood that I had few opportunities without further education. Then I tried to look for information about education, and that was how I got information. I used the information to complete upper secondary education but could not continue further (In3).
 

The lack of timely and correct information on the possibility of pursing higher education in Norway may pose a serious challenge to refugees wishing to pursue higher education. The fact that the interlocutor mentioned above got information about higher education indicates that it is not necessarily the unavailability of information that is an issue. Rather, it is the withholding of relevant information at schools that is a challenge and that may lead to the exclusion of refugees from higher education. Another refugee’s experiences were quite different from those of In3 and more similar to his classmates’ experiences. When asked about any information and help she gets from different organizations, some of which I mentioned in the section ‘Refugees and the Settlement Process in Norway’ section in this article, she narrated,


I have not got any information and any help about higher education from any organisation. They just said, ‘go to apprenticeship, search for job, find job’. This was what I used to hear (In6).
 

This is another indication that access to relevant information on higher education is not something to be taken for granted by refugees. The above narrative clearly indicates that the organizations involved in the integration of refugees not only fail to provide refugees with necessary and clear information on higher education, but they also suggest (low-skilled) employment is the only option and thereby block the path to refugee higher education.

One refugee felt he was forced—in part due to a lack of correct information—into training programmes, which, in his words, ‘did not help him to realize his dreams’. He stated,


I had to spend two years and four months in different courses and apprenticeship. I feel I was forced to kill my time. During all this time, I did not get information on higher education. Even when you mention about higher education, they demoralise you (In2).
 

The scarcity of information on higher education is therefore not accidental. It is rather a systemic issue. The fact that refugees do not get enough information after spending more than 2 years in the integration process is a clear indication of this. It is also noteworthy that mentioning higher education may have negative implications for refugees.

Another refugee reflected on her mixed experiences and mentioned a lack of information from concerned bodies. She had to say,


I can say I did not get any information about higher education particularly at reception centre[…]. After I moved from the reception centre to a municipality, I got vague information about the requirements and the route to higher education in Norway. If you ask me now, I cannot tell you what is required to go to a university in simple terms; [and] this is because of lack of information (In1).
 

The reception centres are devoid of information on higher education. Once refugees settle in municipalities, they may get information. However, even when there is a piece of information on the possibilities of pursing higher education, it may not be well defined and clear, leaving refugees confused.

However, it should be noted that some refugees may intentionally not ask for information due to experiences they had before their arrival in Norway. One refugee stated,


I never tried to talk about my story [to] anybody and ask for information about education or health because of negative experiences I had to endure in my home country. But I think I would have got information had I asked for information (In5).
 

Finally, some of the refugees end their journey through the pipeline with employment, although not necessarily positions that are decent or secure. Worryingly, they consider it as the final phase of their integration journey in Norway. This indicates how layers of systems can result in irreversible decisions even when the decisions are not in favor of the personal development of refugees.



Work as an imaginative final destination of the journey through the pipeline

The experiences refugees have had over time in Norway have left the impression that getting a job—irrespective of the nature of the job—is the final destination they should or even could reach through the integration pipeline. One refugee narrated,


I got job at [name of the company] after the manager of the company visited us at our school looking for employees. I was relatively better in speaking Norwegian at that time. Then, I started working there and later stopped everything, including getting economic benefit from the government and attending Norwegian language. At that time, they did not need high proficiency in Norwegian because of the nature of the work (In5).
 

This statement highlights how refugees may be wanted to fill some vacancies, primarily to benefit the employers. It also seems that finding an employment was not always difficult for refugees. However, the harsh reality is that employment means the interruption of language courses, which in turn can be interpreted as explicit exclusion from higher education.

As mentioned above, the labor market which refugees join is not necessarily favorable in terms of their upward social mobility, as is higher education. One refugee related,


Since I came to Norway, I have worked in different companies, including a cleaning job on temporary basis. Now, I am working as a cleaner (In3).
 

Another refugee uses this opportunity to send a message to another refugees. She stated,


I had a vision of being a medical doctor. But I had no choice. I was forced to work in canteen… But at the end, I say to other refugees ‘Don’t listen to people who say to you, “you cannot!”’ (In6).
 

Another refugee narrated,


I had no choice. When you have no one to help you with many issues, you just pick the nearest opportunity. So, I had to choose the current job I am working (In1).
 

All these narratives indicate that refugees may be forced (or may be desperate enough) to take up any employment opportunity they come across irrespective of their ambitions for higher education and the nature of the job. This may not be surprising given the refugee integration system that stresses the economic self-sufficiency of refugees as quickly as possible (Abamosa, 2023b). However, the question of at what cost must not be underemphasised. For example, the following statement by a refugee who sustained a permanent injury while working and cannot continue in his job as a result is a case in point. He stated, ‘I got injured while I was working, and I can no longer continue working. Now, I am unemployed as a result’ (In4).




Discussion

The findings I presented above yield some interesting points that need to be discussed in light of the theoretical framework.


The reality of the refugee education pipeline

Most of the restrictive challenges presented in the findings that hamper refugees’ possibilities of becoming knowledge producers do not exist in a vacuum. They are embedded in social systems, such as the education systems, including language training programme for refugees. However, language training programmes or even primary or secondary schools alone do not constitute a complete refugee higher education pipeline. They are just part of the whole picture. Therefore, it is not an exaggeration to claim that the refugee education pipeline stretching from reception centres to higher education institutions is virtually non-existent or at the very least vague for many of the refugees in Norway. Dryden-Peterson and Giles (2012) argue that refugees often face a broken higher education pipeline, mainly because the ‘provision of higher education for refugees has been overshadowed by persistent challenges to access and quality in primary and secondary education’ (p. 7). This is undoubtedly a sound argument, but in contexts such as Norway where access to (and the relative quality of) primary and secondary education is not an issue, the broken pipeline can be explained by other factors.

At least three factors can explain the broken education pipeline that refugees in Norway may (not) pass through. First, refugees are exposed to a vicious circle of downward mobility. Refugees move from apprenticeship to apprenticeship or temporary job to temporary job before they finally end up with more permanent low-skilled positions (some of them against their will or due to a lack of alternatives) rather than moving upward through a ‘normal education pipeline’. This corroborates the findings of a study from the US that states, ‘refugees are often placed in entry-level and low-wage positions’ and remain marginalized in American society (Koyama, 2015, p. 618). Strikingly, language teachers, and even advisers, ‘encourage’ refugees to take up those positions at the expense of pursing higher education. This raises the question of whether the main driving force for Norway to accept (adult) refugees is to fill the vacant low-skilled positions. Indeed, a 2016 White Paper (Justis-og beredskapsdepartementet, 2016) encourages such an approach. Therefore, the teachers and advisers are serving as switchmen in determining which parts of the pipeline should be opened and closed based on the interests that integration policy is designed to serve (Murphy, 1988).

Second, refugee integration is characterized by, among other things, the nonexistence of a pure education pipeline from lower-level education to higher-level education mainly for refugees. The main argument behind the importance of such a pipeline is the unique and complex challenges refugees face in their educational trajectories (Mayr and Oppl, 2023), ‘which cannot be overcome without deliberate changes to outreach and support’ (Lambrechts, 2020, p. 820). The absence of such a well-designed pipeline leaves refugees in tangle of activities such as language training, social civic education and work apprenticeship, mainly aimed at directing them to the employment positions described above. This might confuse refugees who are new to the country and its many systems, as also documented by another study concerning other European countries (Koehler and Schneider, 2019).

In addition, street-level bureaucrats may channel refugees to the low-skilled labor market by capitalising on the confusion of refugees or on the vagueness of the system. One of the motivations for doing this might be the pressure ‘to meet performance standards’ by getting as many refugees as possible into the world of ‘employment’ (Darrow, 2015). However, this constitutes no less than denying refugees the right to realize their potential through higher education, particularly when it is done without the willingness of and in consultation with the refugees themselves.

Finally, the current broken pipeline may be the continuation of previous practices. There is a huge difference between the current labor market situation in Norway and the one that existed several decades ago. There were comparatively much more vacant positions that required a lower educational level some years ago. However, this trend has been changing, as the number of vacant positions that require no higher education is getting smaller and smaller (Kitterød, 2002). In other words, even from a neoliberal perspective, refugees must access higher education to secure a safe and better position in the labor market (Abamosa, 2023b). However, this necessarily requires adjustment of the ‘integration pipeline’ in general and of the education pipeline in particular. The interlocutors’ narratives, alas, indicate the broken education pipeline leads refugees nowhere near higher education. In fact, language classes or schools are used as diverter valves to direct refugees to low-skill employment. This is evident from the refugees’ statements indicating the various techniques language teachers use to divert the attention of refugees from higher education.



Threatening refugees’ agency

Refugees’ pathways to be successful in achieving their dreams of pursing higher education and to eventually become knowledge producers are not straightforward in Norway, similar to many other destination countries (e.g., Gren, 2020). One of the main challenges refugees face in their trajectories to become knowledge producers is threatened agency. As the above narratives indicate, the more powerful actors—in this case street-level bureaucrats—threaten refugees’ agency by undermining their goal of further study. Refugees, by virtue of their immigration background, are obliged to make decisions in restrictive situations that characterize thin agency. Based on the findings, at least four factors can be said to restrict refugees’ agency.

First, time is used as a main weapon to weaken refugees’ agency. By making refugees wait for various decisions (e.g., the decision about a residence permit and the decision about settlement in a municipality), those with power put refugees in a helpless situation. In such cases, refugees may succumb to the authorities’ demands—including letting go of the dream of higher education—to get out of the limbo in which they are stuck, or they may even become inactive and docile. This is in line with a study from Germany indicating that German authorities use time to infantilise refugees, relegating them to ‘a life of waiting and sleeping’ (Stan, 2018, p. 796). Second, withholding information about higher education is used to weaken refugees’ agency. The fact that refugees do not get clear and timely information about higher education in the integration process may weaken their agency in terms of making informed decisions as early as possible. This is a significant challenge during settlement in a new country (Bajwa et al., 2017). Third, demotivation and misplaced advice are used to weaken refugees’ agency Demotivating refugees and advising them not to pursue higher education during their language training programme is also a threat to refugees’ agency. Many refugees may listen and eventually give up their dreams because some other opportunities are at stake. For example, they miss out on the opportunity of attending language courses in full and may be sanctioned financially if they do not follow the advice to search for low-skilled and often insecure positions. Even though some studies show some refugees fight back in such cases (e.g., Abamosa, 2024), this is not the case in the current study. Finally, language programmes for non-academic purposes are used to weaken refugees’ agency. The provision of language training programmes that do not necessarily prepare refugees for academic purposes is another threat to refugees’ agency. This in line with the findings of a study by Djuve and Kavli (2019) from Norway that indicate the language training programmes incorporated in the introductory programme for refugees focus on employment and that there is minimal focus on the formal education of refugees. Refugees often have little or no choice to opt out of the state-sponsored language training programmes. Therefore, as one refugee said, they would learn ‘how to make bed, how to take care of the older people, [and about] characteristics of dementia’ rather than learn skills that would enable them to enrol and succeed in higher education institutions.



Refugees and knowledge production or higher education

The discussion based on the pipeline analogy and agency theory confirms the common assumption about refugees in many Western destination countries, which is that they are incapable of pursuing higher education to become knowledge producers (Gren, 2020). Instead, they are expected to fill positions deemed suitable for them under the pretence of economic self-sufficiency (Koyama, 2015; Vlachou and Tlostanova, 2023; Abamosa, 2023b). However, both the assumptions and positions have little to do with what refugees could achieve under normal circumstances. Mistry (2024) argues that refugees should be viewed as ‘knowledge producers and historical narrators in their own right […] capable of authoritatively speaking to structures, norms, and processes that condition their lived experience’ (p. 33) (see also the edited volume by Reed and Schenck, 2023 and the work by Kmak and Björklund, 2023 for more). In fact, this may not always be possible because knowledge production is mediated by various factors. For instance, Teferra (2023) finds that refugees are offered substandard education because ‘their refugeeness matters more to the educational system rather their achievement or their potential’ (p. 64). In similar vein, Abamosa (2024) argues that refugees are offered mediocre language courses so that they cannot acquire the language proficiency necessary for admission to higher education. In other words, refugees may be subject to certain social arrangements or systems that force them to remain outside the realm of knowledge production through higher education.




Conclusion

In this article I aimed to address the research question, ‘How does the integration process in a Western destination country contribute to the exclusion of refugees from knowledge production?’ Let me draw a parallel between my concluding remarks and the statement of Sue V. Rosser, Director of Women’s Studies at the University of South Carolina: ‘The pipeline is leaking women. And unless this country does something to plug those leaks, women will continue to be denied opportunities in rewarding, high-paying careers and this country is going to be worse for it’ (Alper, 1993, p. 409). In this article, I recontextualise the statement to refer to refugees, irrespective of gender. The refugee education pipeline is broken and stuffed with various elements, some of which force refugees to change their goal of pursing higher education to searching for low-paying positions. Even though refugees are people with agency, their abilities to make informed decisions regarding higher education are weakened by layers of factors embedded in the integration processes. Long waiting times, the withholding of information about higher education, demotivating and misplaced advice and language training programmes for non-academic purposes are examples of factors that stuff the refugee education pipeline in Norway. Therefore, it should not be surprising that refugees are underrepresented in both higher education and faculty in Norway.

The study has some implications. The state should consider establishing a clear refugee education pipeline from the lower levels of education to higher education. All street-level bureaucrats must take the goals and ambitions of refugees seriously and work with refugees so they can achieve their goals. All refugees who have the willingness and the capacity to pursue higher education must make it clear and fight for their right to realize their potential. Future research should focus on intersectional dimensions to explore the role various characteristics such as disability, nationality and gender play in refugees’ journey to become knowledge producers through higher education.
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Asylum has historically been a refuge for the persecuted. However, it now faces a fundamental antagonism between asylum and law, which often overlooks the rights of children seeking asylum. This paper explores the historical concept of asylum law from its inception in antiquity and the Roman era and its entanglements with the education of children. It also examines asylum’s relevance to current conflicts over the educational rights of asylum-seeking children and how international conventions have neglected these rights. To contextualize the ambiguity of asylum and education, the paper presents a case study of Norway’s reception of asylum-seeking children from the 1930s to the present day and how the Norwegian welfare system, which was founded on child rights protection, has struggled with the entry of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. The paper concludes with reflections on the potential impact of education for these children, considering their encounters as temporary educational moments. This exploration focuses on clarifying historical strands, turning points, and threads rather than taking a subjective historical perspective.
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Introduction

During the ongoing conflict along the Gaza Strip, we encounter an inconsolable Darin Al Bayaa, a 10-year-old girl. Her missing limbs serve as a stark testament to the brutality of war, including the loss of all her family members except her little brother. She recounts what happened to a Norwegian News reporter:

 We were playing when the house shook, and then the rocket landed on us. After that, I did not understand what happened. Only my little brother and I were left above the ground. I cannot take it anymore. Every time my little brother asks for Mom, we start crying. We want our dad, mom, and brother back. I cannot stand it anymore. I cannot live without Mom.1



On 7 January 2024, a desperate plea echoes across the same channel. A man’s voice trembles as he questions the very essence of humanity after searching in the ruins for bodies of missing relatives: “Where are the defenders of human rights? Why does the world remain silent? Children and elderly alike fall victim to violence. Are we not worthy of protection? Are our lives expendable”?2

In the shared suffering of Darin and the unidentified man, the lack of immediate solutions that they desire echoes like a chilling chorus in a world ravaged by strife. Darin’s outcry and the man’s plea coalesce into a communal wail for recognition, or at least empathy and action. Their pain embodies the immediacy of an unheeded call to action, a call to which humanity must respond. It seems that humanity is teetering on the brink; who will heed their call? The man’s heartbreaking question (“Where are the defenders of human rights?”) resonates with Arendt’s question:

Why did the rights designed to protect human beings prove so useless for those who had nothing to rely on but their humanity? Why did those who had no home and no one to turn to first realize that their inherent and inalienable rights were illusory and insignificant? (Arendt, 1958, p. 292).

If one agrees with Arendt, rights are proclaimed within the sovereignty of a state to protect citizens or residents.3 Asylum seekers, like children coming of age (James and James, 2012; Archard, 2015), exist in a space of not-yet-citizens, in limbo, waiting for a status that confers citizenship rights. The situation is even worse for unaccompanied children. Their status while seeking asylum is unknown, and the legal and political discourses in most host countries do not explicitly grant them rights beyond shelter unless in emergencies like in Norway (Tørrisplass, 2023).4 Can education still be considered the right of asylum-seeker children? My concern in this paper is not with access but with the contradictions in rights provisions that make child asylum seekers more vulnerable rather than helping them access education. Research around educating newcomers and asylum-seekers in Europe and Norway concentrates on hospitality as a right due to all more generally and has Kantian5 undertones. As important as this is, it fails to grasp the aporetic nature of asylum as a concept6 and the need to see asylum as a right, especially for children seeking7 it alone.

This paper examines the historical concept of asylum law in antiquity and in the Roman era. I consider its relevance to the current conflicts between asylum and law surrounding the rights of asylum-seeking children to education. This historical analysis helps to grasp the ambiguity of educating children and asylum seekers in antiquity and the Roman era in order to highlight how international conventions on children’s rights have overlooked asylum-seeking children and neglected their educational rights. To contextualize the ambiguity of asylum and education, I present the waves of reception to asylum-seeking children in Norway as a case study. This is traced from the 1930s to the present day. The Norwegian welfare system, founded on child rights protection, did not anticipate the entry of asylum-seeking children who pose a challenge to Norway’s egalitarian system. The paper concludes with reflections on the potential meaning of education for asylum-seeking children, considering their encounters as temporary educational moments. While this exploration utilizes a historical analysis of concepts, it does not take a historical perspective. Instead, it aims to clarify historical strands, turning points, and threads that have been dropped and picked up.

This paper employs a literature and policy review (Bowen, 2009) to consolidate previous empirical work on restrictive asylum policies and their impact on migrants (Kalisha and Saevi, 2020; Kalisha, 2021, 2023; Kalisha and Sævi, 2021). These studies highlighted restrictive asylum rhetoric and policies that discourage migration and leave asylum seekers in a state of uncertainty. The current study8 conducted a two-tier historical analysis of educational, policy, and legal literature, including refugee conventions. The initial discovery phase used keywords like “unaccompanied children seeking asylum” and “legal educational and policy provisions in Europe for asylum-seeking children” on search engines like Google Scholar. Norwegian policy documents were sourced from www.regjering.no. Two periods were considered especially for the European contexts: pre- and post-World War Two. The second stage involved scrutinizing articles and documents from antiquity to the present, focusing on migrant reception and education. The study concludes with an in-depth analysis of ambiguities in children’s reception and inclusion in legal documents and how this influences current policy frameworks for asylum seekers’ reception and education.


To seek asylum in Europe as an unaccompanied child?

Within European states in the recent past, asylum and refugee law has changed rapidly, becoming more restrictive and deterring immigrants (Topolski, 2011; Kohli, 2014; Arnold, 2018). Those who cross borders no longer enjoy the same rights as citizens until their status is clarified or reset (UNHCR, 2023). Is it the human beings themselves or the law that is not working to offer rights due to especially vulnerable unaccompanied asylum-seeking children? Behrman contends that there is a fundamental conflict between “asylum and law, which manifests as a clash between concentrating on the asylum space and defining the refugee subject in fixed terms” (Behrman, 2018, p. xiv).

Of the 14.8 million refugee children globally, by the end of 2023, the United Nations Higher Commissioner for Refugees (hereafter, UNHCR) predicts that 51 percent will be out of school (UNHCR, 2023). UNHCR provides a comprehensive report of varying enrollment rates in schools and the challenges for refugees in the global South. However, there needs to be more similar statistics from Europe, particularly for asylum-seekers. There is an issue of access to education as a right, as Storen (n.d.) has problematized in the global South, which is solely due to the ambiguity of who bears the moral duty to provide such education. This educational disparity is even more pronounced for asylum-seeking children in the global North. Afsan Khan, the regional director for UNICEF in Europe and Central Asia, once stated:


There are far more push factors that compel children to leave their homes and fewer pull factors that attract them to Europe. However, for those who do aim to come to Europe, the allure is the opportunity to advance their education, find respect for their rights, and progress in life. Once they arrive in Europe, their expectations are unfortunately dashed (UNICEF, 2023).
 

The right to education is only granted when one’s status is defined. The general principle is that educational access should be for all, but the practice is that asylum seekers have no right to education, and where it is offered, it is temporary and deemed to fail from the start. For instance: In Germany, asylum-seeking children are not admitted to school until assigned a municipality, and there are no educational offers during their stay in reception centers. In Cyprus, they do not attend school while at the reception center due to a lack of educational facilities. In Greece, forced relocations to remote camps disrupt their education mid-year. In Belgium, moving families when they have received a negative decision can interrupt education due to regional language differences, violating the right to education (ECRE, 2023). In Norway, all children have access to education so long as their stay is more than 3 months, according to the Education Act. The problem with asylum seekers is that their stay is unknown.

Below, I briefly discuss the dilemma of starting with the right to hospitality before defining the political right to asylum, as Peters and Besley did in their response to the migration crisis of 2015. This approach oversimplifies the complexities of asylum by beginning with hospitality and concluding with a call to educate asylum-seeking children immediately.



Political asylum or education first?

Peters and Besley (2015) editorial in Educational Philosophy and Theory addresses the European crisis by advocating for cosmopolitan hospitality for asylum seekers. They equate this hospitality with a political right to asylum, tracing its roots back to the philosophical and legal traditions of Ancient Greece, which envisioned a community united by shared moral values and a universal law that embraced extended hospitality (Peters and Besley, 2015, p. 1372). Their stance echoes the broader view that hospitality is a fundamental human right that should also be granted to refugees and asylum seekers, a sentiment shared by other scholars.9 However, Peters and Besley (2015) focus remains on the practicality of welcoming refugees and asylum seekers during the crisis, rather than delving into the complexities and dilemmas of asylum and its legal difficulties.

In their discussion, Peters and Besley (2015) highlight the narrative of liberal internationalism, which champions a globalized world supported by the free movement of capital, trade, and people and the granting of asylum to those fleeing persecution (p. 1372). They point out the shortcomings in the EU’s legal frameworks and international refugee and asylum agreements, particularly in the implementation of these frameworks and agreements, due to policy and execution flaws. Nonetheless, I believe Peters’ and Besley’s framing of hospitality as a right within the cosmopolitan context of free movement neglects the essence of the right to asylum, especially in relation to children. Their educational initiatives, while aimed at addressing the crisis faced by refugees and asylum seekers, inadvertently perpetuate a dominant form of cosmopolitanism centered on hospitality. Papastephanou argues that “unfortunately, the right to hospitality seems to exhaust the scope of Western citizens’ responsibilities and potentialities” (Papastephanou, 2017, p. 1341). That is, the West offers a hospitable environment to the newcomer, on its own terms, with a colonial master mentality, forgetting the ripple effects of their actions in the developing world. This paper does not discuss the right to hospitality, nor does it downplay it. However, the interest of this paper is to see the complexities of the right to asylum, which is the doorway to other rights due to children seeking asylum.

EPAT’s response only discusses the political right to asylum in the context of persecution, without considering other extenuating circumstances. For example, it does not address ecological asylum seekers or refugees who are persecuted by their own state and cannot return. The legal and political framing of asylum leaves it open to interpretation by receiving nations. The EPAT editorial suggests that policy measures should be enacted quickly to educate asylum seekers (Devine, 2015). Peters and Besley (2015) argue that education should come after the right to political asylum is granted. However, if asylum-seeking children were viewed as children first in need of education, their right to education would be prioritized.10 The authors of the EPAT issue prioritize hospitality and citizenship over education. Yet if education would be prioritized it would be seen as an enabling right. However, it is important to note that citizenship for children is still a work in progress, as demonstrated below in the historical view of asylum from antiquity.



A historical view of asylum: did asylum in antiquity neglect asylum-seeking children?

Oudejans (2020) and Den Heijer (2012) discuss the ambiguity of asylum in modern refugee law. Asylum, traditionally seen as “protection granted by one state against another” and a path to citizenship, is often misunderstood as permanent, ignoring its temporary legal nature (Oudejans, 2020, p. 525). The 1951 Refugee Convention defines a refugee as “someone unable to return home due to fear of persecution” (UNHCR, 2011, p. 3) but notably excludes children from its scope. Despite recent legal advancements (Arnold, 2018; Lile, 2021), such as the demand for legal representation of child asylum seekers11 and the reduction of detention for child asylum seekers,12 child asylum-seekers often find themselves in legal limbo, lacking guaranteed rights, especially to education.

To grasp the shortcomings of Europe’s asylum system in granting rights to child seekers and its inherent contradictions, it is insightful to examine its evolution with a lack of focus on children. What implications does seeking asylum hold for a child? The term ‘asylum’ traces back to the Greek ‘asulon’ signifying ‘exempt from seizure’ – ‘a’ denotes ‘without’ and ‘sylia’ means ‘liable to be seized’ (Behrman, 2018, p. xvii). Before the third century BC, sanctuaries such as towns and cities were designated as sacred and untouchable (Behrman, 2018, p. 8). These zones served as impartial havens for competing Greek city-states, immune to conflict. They provided refuge to all fleeing persecution. In this period, asylum was primarily about “the privileges or veneration” associated with a place (Behrman, 2018, p. 9). The focus was on defining the asylum space, not the asylum seeker, unlike today’s scenario, where the discourse is charged, and newcomers are labeled as invaders or immigrants (Wagner-Saffray, 2020), even before identifying a place for their refuge.

While commenting on this period, Elena Isayev writes:


There was no interest in categorizing all those on the move under one label. The closest equivalent to “migrant” is transitor (literally, one who goes over or is a passer-by), which only appears in Late Antiquity (c. 300–700 CE) (Isayev, 2017, p. 77, emphasis in original)
 

In the writings of this age, as exemplified in the Odyssey and as Derrida (2000) has written extensively on, the stranger or transitor or asylum seeker was to be granted hospitality on an equal basis as the host. Which exposed at great length the “tensions of morality, responsibility, and obligation that lie between the state and individual” (Isayev, 2017, p. 78). Current asylum policies have shifted toward offering protection outside of Europe, with countries like Israel and the United Kingdom forming agreements with nations like Uganda and Rwanda to accommodate their refugees (Bar-Tuvia, 2018; Oudejans, 2020). Those within the Western world advocating for the rights of vulnerable children and women have to consistently present asylum seekers to the public as “helpless victims,” innocent and at risk of death if returned home, in order for them to get “a sympathetic response” (Isayev, 2017, p. 79). A notable aspect of these sanctuaries, as noted by Norman Treehouse, is that during wars, Greek asylums brimmed with supplicants. At the same time, in times of peace, they were often deserted (Treehouse, as cited in Behrman, 2018, p. 11). The space was only meant for protection to all without discrimination during war, albeit temporarily.

When the Romans succeeded the Greeks, they Latinized ‘asylia’ to ‘asylum’, a term absent in their vocabulary (Behrman, 2018). For Romans, an asylum was a space within the ‘polis’ where civil law was inapplicable (p. 16), a ‘non-law’ refuge for fugitives. Unlike the Greeks, who had asylums between cities, Romans had them within, where their law did not necessarily apply. Greek asylum-seekers had to appeal to the community through “representatives and intermediaries,” complicating the duty of hospitality. As non-citizens, they pleaded with the state for acceptance, as depicted in Aeschylus’s Greek Tragedy The Suppliant Women (Bakewell, 2013). By the First Century AD, asylum was legally abolished as the “legal paradigm could not accommodate the existence of spaces beyond the authority of state and law.” (p. 112). The Romans found the concept of guilt-free asylum within the ‘polis’ unacceptable. Asylum seekers then could only seek protection near religious institutions offering asylum. Despite being open to all, seekers had to be within church sanctuaries, surrender, confess sins, and be supervised by the abbot or church father (Peters and Besley, 2015).

In the Christian era, St. Augustine, described by Ducloux as the asylum theorist, designated the church as an asylum space (Rigsby, 1996). He dismissed Roman law’s categorization of asylum seekers as deserving or undeserving, asserting the church’s openness to all (Behrman, 2018). Although church premises were not schools, bishops ran ecclesiastical schools for church workers (Alison, 2021). Church fathers like Tertullian, Cyprian, Augustine of Hippo, and John Chrysostom taught various subjects, particularly child upbringing (Mvumbi, 2013). Chrysostom emphasized parents’ sacred duty to instill virtues and piety in their children, equating neglect to a form of murder (p. 1). This reflects Plato’s concept of paideia. Plato posited that we inherently possess ideas of the Good, the True, and the Beautiful. He viewed learning as a process of recalling these innate ideas, with teachers tasked to evoke the inherent goodness in each child, a “treasury of culture” (Uden, 2018, p. 391).

Bakke (2005) posits that “Christianity introduced new anthropological viewpoints, a new ethical evaluation, and new ideas for upbringing” (p. 286). He establishes an anthropological foundation for ethics and pedagogical approaches to child-rearing. He contrasts early Christian and Graeco-Roman practices, concluding that Christianity acknowledged children as individuals. Unlike the Graeco-Roman perception of children as irrational and childish, Christianity portrayed them as a positive example for adults (Bakke, 2005, p. 54). Here, children find meaning, even though this meaning is rooted in families responsible for their upbringing and education.

Roman law is often described as the “epitome of objectification of children in law as it provided for the right of the father to not only give life to his child but to take it away” (Arnold, 2018, p. 18). Viewing children in this manner underestimates their agency, treating them as parental properties. This perspective aligns with the characterization of children as merely being in a developmental state and requiring help. This developmentalism characterization has been used by notable scholars like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Locke, and Immanuel Kant to describe children, forming the basis of children’s rights movements and education from the late seventeenth to the late twentieth century.

The space of asylum, as it is theorized in antiquity, is a temporal space that did not allow for schooling as it is presently known. Children in this period are seen as the property of their parents. As Uden notes, “the virtuous Greek and Roman child of the second century… embodied not the future but the past, symbolizing a fantasy of continuity, not change” (Uden, 2018). This, as other historians have noted (Alison, 2021), created the space for the education system where a child started “literacy learning at home with an elementary teacher or parents or grammarians assistant before grammar and rhetoric” (p. 998). It is also important to note, as Alison mentions, that education in the second to fifth century CE “provide[d] the language and more through which a social and political elite recognized its members” (Kaster 1988 as cited in Alison, 2021, p. 999). In this era, a deliberate effort is made to preserve traditional cultural values, especially those of the elite in the empire, through education. Even though there exists an effort here to reject a past which is encumbered by wars and conquest, there is also a desire to share values that are worth passing on to those from elite families. The educational interest in this era is at a civic level in order to advance a form of stability (Uden, 2018). The teachers in antiquity were mainly slaves, housewives, midwives, and nurses. For the elite, there was a preference to have Greek slave teachers so that the child is not “contaminated by foreigners” (Uden, 2018, p. 390). Additionally, the “paedagogues should not be prisoners of war or foreigners. The foreigner here is not the asylum seeker but one that resides lawfully as those conquered and or slaves.

Asylum in this period does not categorize the child or see them specifically as part of asylum seekers. Children are seen as part of the family that comes with them. Their unique circumstances and vulnerabilities must be taken care of by their caregivers. Education is hierarchical, as Alison (2021) describes it; therefore, the right to have it is limited. When it comes to the right to express themselves, Rancière remarks that it


had been enough not to hear what came out of the mouths of the majority of human beings – slaves, women, workers, colonized peoples, etc. – as language and instead to hear only cries of hunger, rage, or hysteria in order to deny them the quality of being political animals (Rancière, 2004, p. 4).
 

Rancière identifies a trait in ancient Rome where foreigners were labeled as incapable of intelligent speech and, thus, not considered equal to other humans. He notes that in Ancient Rome, “their speech could not be heard. They possessed only a sort of bellowing which was a sign of need and not a manifestation of intelligence.” (p. 5). The society did not foresee the inclusion of those lacking a common language and intelligence. Thus, the right to enter the polis and enjoy the privileges of citizenship was an illusion. Despite the asylum space being temporal and defined prior to the subjects, the prevailing attitude was one of exclusion until one could speak intelligibly and be part of a community of speaking humans.



Asylum and the child in international conventions

The historical perspective of asylum reveals its conflict with law and education. The education of the Roman and Greek eras, being less institutionalized, can be excused,13 yet it lays the ground to see the issues that asylum continues. To grasp asylum’s dilemmas, we must study how the concept of the asylum-seeking child was formed, often neglecting their educational rights.

The US proposed the inclusion of unaccompanied minors in the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, A ‘minor’ was defined as an individual who is,


sixteen years or under who is a war orphan, or whose parents have disappeared, who is unable or unwilling to avail himself of the protection of the government of his country of nationality or former nationality, and who has not acquired another nationality (Arnold, 2018, p. 81).
 

Despite the convention drafters rejecting unaccompanied minors due to a conflict between child protection and state responsibilities, minors continued to seek asylum, as seen in the Norwegian case below. The relevance of child asylum seekers became a contentious issue after World War II because this type of migration was unimaginable. In the recent past, the UNHCR handbook and the Convention on the Rights of the Child, known for prioritizing children’s best interests and including both citizens and non-citizens, have been used to guide decisions. However, (Søvig, 2019) demonstrates that state interests often override children’s best interests, challenging the child’s right to participate in asylum procedures that could lead to educational opportunities.

The 1924 Geneva Declaration of the Rights of the Child, after World War I, recognized certain rights for children but lacked enforceability and a comprehensive framework. Children’s roles as refugees or asylum-seekers were often overlooked historically. Later documents, like the 1948 UN Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child, affirmed all children’s educational rights. These instruments did not explicitly deny children the rights given to ‘all members of the human family’ or refugees, possibly due to a hesitance to confer rights upon children. The potential impact of defining children’s rights on family dynamics has been a longstanding concern in children’s rights discourse.

The 1951 Refugee Convention defines a refugee as “someone with a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion” (UNHCR, 2011, p. 3). This definition establishes who qualifies as a refugee and the conditions under which protection can be withdrawn, as determined by the UNHCR’s durable solutions: repatriation, resettlement, or local integration. The underlying assumption is the protection of adult refugees within the context of state relations (Oudejans, 2020). Prior to the convention, asylum was a political right granted exceptionally by states to those fleeing persecution, and Arendt characterized the right of asylum as “the symbol par excellence of the rights of Man” (Arendt, 1973, p. 293). It was the sole right that afforded residency to individuals who were stateless and did not fit the 1951 refugee definition or the 1967 protocol that “removed the geographical and time-based restrictions of the 1951 convention” (Storen, n.d.). Without this right, Arendt concludes that refugees are reduced to “the abstract nakedness of being human and nothing but human” (Arendt, 1973, p. 301). Although not explicitly defined in either convention, “states and academics alike have consistently interpreted legal obligations under the 1951 Convention in terms of protection rather than asylum” (Oudejans, 2020, p. 527).

Oudejans (2020) suggests that states conflate both the traditional definition of asylum, which “refers to the sovereign right of a state not to extradite a foreigner at the request of his state of origin that urgently wants him back for unlawful or unfair punishment” (Morgenstern, 1949, p. 330 as cited in Oudejans, 2020, p. 527), and a modern concept of asylum that “understands asylum as the right of the individual not to be returned to persecution” (Walzer, 1983, p. 50 cited in Oudejans, 2020, p 527). The dilemma here is the understanding of the state’s responsibility to protect another state’s citizens. With this understanding and the leeway granted in international conventions to contextualize conventions according to their local understanding, interests trounce protection, leaving the vulnerable child asylum-seeker alone or stateless. So long as protection concerning citizenship deems children as still developmentally incapable of making decisions, the state can only consider them worthy of asylum in the company of their parents. Children seeking asylum alone, for example, become legally ambiguous – they are not anticipated by law and cannot fit within the existing legal frameworks.



The ambiguous reception of asylum-seeking children

To contextualize the ambiguity in defining children as part of rights-holders and asylum seekers in international legal instruments, I examine the reception of unaccompanied minors from the 1930s to the early 2000s in four epochs,14 as categorized by Eide (2005, 2007) in Norway. These periods include the arrival of Jewish minors in the 1930s, Hungarian children in the 1950s, Tibetans in the 1960s, and a wider group termed “others” from the 1980s. A recent fifth addition is the influx of Ukrainian refugees. This latest period is compared with the Hungarian reception due to their similarities. Notably, four of these periods saw minors arriving in Norway in organized groups, invited by local organizations. Despite having ultimate authority, the state often distanced itself from direct involvement, particularly with Jewish and Tibetan youths.

From the 1930s to 1960s, a selective approach was taken toward receiving minors. Initially, Jewish teenagers were accepted by the Nansen group, provided they returned after 3 years (Eide, 2007, p. 47). The era was marked by skepticism toward unaccompanied Jewish children, especially during World War II (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012). Norwegian politicians believed children “without parents were the worst to care for than those with parents” (Eide, 2007, p. 48). Welcoming them meant isolating them due to a perceived ghetto-ized living, thus protecting them from rising antisemitism. Their stay was predetermined, and they were institutionalized in Jewish children’s homes under the Nansen group’s care (Eide, 2005). Education was primarily offered by the welcoming faith-based organization. This mirrors Sweden’s approach to Jewish and Finnish unaccompanied youths in the 1930s (Djampour, 2018).

After World War II, a contrasting situation arose when Hungarian unaccompanied youths, who shared a history of “fighting against occupation and oppression just like Norwegians fought against Germans” (Eide, 2005, p. 146), were welcomed. Unlike previous instances, these Hungarian youths were integrated into foster homes and provided with educational opportunities to learn Norwegian. The notion of temporary permits was dismissed as they were “welcome to stay as long as they want” (Eide, 2005, p. 144). The engagement of the Young Christians with A mission (KFUM) and the welcoming attitude toward assimilation, along with the indefinite duration of their stay, marked a distinct approach toward unaccompanied youths from Western backgrounds. Historically, during and before World War II, “no one came to Norway from outside Northern Europe” (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012, p. 149), a stark contrast to Sweden’s more diverse immigrant population due to its colonial history. While this context does not justify the prevailing attitudes, it sheds light on the challenges of accepting “others” without an established policy framework. Remarkably, the Hungarian unaccompanied minors are welcome first as children and not as refugees or asylum seekers. This means that all rights due to native children were accorded to them, including education. This consideration is seen in the Norwegian government’s refusal to return 120 children to Hungary upon request from the Hungarian government. The state thought that the Hungarian government could not be trusted to care for such children and could only be returned when and if their parents deemed it safe; in fact, Eide (2005) notes that their names were anonymized. This suggests a concern for protecting genuine asylum seekers. These young people were not seen as refugees or asylum-seekers but, first of all, as children.

Similarly, in 1964, Tibetan youths faced the same reception as Jewish youths had earlier. Their journeys to Norway were not predetermined as they were with Hungarian youths. They were selected through a lottery system from India or Nepal and came to Norway through the Tibetan help group founded by Crown Prince Peter of Greece and Denmark. Their stay was limited and contractual, restricted to 4 years, with education focused on the “Tibetan language and religion, while little emphasis was placed on teaching them [the] Norwegian language” (Eide, 2005, p. 90). This education aimed to preserve their cultural identity and help them upon return. Those who returned reported an ambivalent reception. Their education could not help since it did not meet the contextual realities in the camps in India. Those that remained were in a moral dilemma, both with a guilty conscience and an inability to integrate into Norway since their stay was coined on return politics.

During the 1950s to the late 1960s, distinct political discourses shaped the reception of unaccompanied minors and other refugees in the Nordic countries (Hagelund, 2003). This era coincided with significant welfare reforms which emphasized normalization and the standardization of refugee policies across Europe, particularly in the aftermath of World War II, including the Refugee Convention of 1951 and the Refugee Protocol of 1967. Normalization in Norway primarily targeted individuals with mental or other disabilities (Bengt, 1994/1969), but it had not yet extended to encompass newcomers – specifically refugees and asylum seekers. Participation in the welfare system was contingent upon legal residency, often tied to the duration of residence and employment requirements. Despite this, a substantial portion of the population fell within this framework (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012). Immigrants with legal status were expected to contribute to the welfare state’s sustainability (Touzenis, 2006).

Simultaneously, there were no established asylum or refugee policies to guide the welfare system’s response to newcomers or to educate them. The booming economy and oil industry led to labor migrants receiving permits almost automatically, granting them rights equivalent to citizens, including family reunification (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012). However, this normalization of migrant workers still marginalized their access to certain welfare rights, such as housing and education, due to language difficulties.

Providing unaccompanied minors residing in the state with basic rights, such as education, depended on their legal status. The challenge was to navigate the intersection of welfare demands, legal status, and the unique needs of unaccompanied asylum seekers. The welfare system’s selective approach to different groups of unaccompanied asylum-seekers and its requirements made legal status a prerequisite for residency. During times of political indecision, unaccompanied teenagers faced difficulties accessing certain rights, such as education. This made their reception and asylum-seeking process more ambiguous due to uncertainty, temporality, and varying ideological perspectives.



The era of integration

During the 1980s and 1990s, Norway experienced an influx of immigrants, including both asylum-seekers and refugees. Prior to this period, the country primarily received quota refugees with direct resettlement plans through the UNHCR (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012). However, the Cold War context and conflicts in Vietnam, Iraq, and Somalia introduced a new wave of immigrants and refugees arriving spontaneously by boats, busses, and planes. These asylum seekers, categorized explicitly as such, posed a unique challenge to the welfare state. While the welfare system had started to accommodate various immigrant groups, “it is precisely this type of immigration that welfare state premises can least govern” (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012, p. 117). The political identity of an asylum-seeker was a subject of ongoing political discourse in Norway and Western Europe since the 1970s (Vitus and Lidén, 2010), gaining further prominence during this period.

Being labeled an asylum-seeker evoked mixed reactions. Their arrival was uncertain, limiting the welfare system’s ability to effectively address the needs of both genuine and vulnerable refugees (Brochmann and Hagelund, 2012). Although the welfare policies lacked clarity on managing newcomers, glimpses of how asylum policies should be formulated—such as reception conditions, rights, and integration—began to emerge (Hagelund, 2003). During this time, asylum-seekers were categorized as either needy or not and defining what constituted “needy” remained a recurring political issue during regional and national elections in Norway.

The concept of being an asylum-seeker carried significant weight during this period. To qualify, individuals had to demonstrate their worthiness for asylum, as they did not neatly fit the established definition of quota refugees. Quota refugees were meticulously vetted and approved based on well-documented fear of persecution, often having lived in refugee camps. Their motivations for travel were reasonably understood.

The prevalent practice from the 1980s until the turn of the millennium was to grant residence permits to unaccompanied minors if their caregivers remained untraceable (Stang, 2012). The integration in this period coincided with a decentralized model that integrated all children in the unitary school (Haug et al., 1999). This decentralization solidified the normalization-through-integration approach, significantly impacting how unaccompanied minors were received. In schools, the “foreigner” category was widely used, and education was adapted to their needs as foreigners by targeting them for “tuition in courses for Norwegian as a second language (Seeberg and Goździak, 2016, p. 1). Schools that admitted them received extra resources for this adaptation.



More restrictive policies

The early 2000s to 2007 marked a more restrictive policy shift due to higher numbers of unaccompanied minors seeking asylum in Norway (UDI, 2004; UDI, 2010). This shift coincided with developments in the EU, such as enhanced joint border control (Bigo, 2014), and more restrictive asylum practices, including the issuance of temporary residence permits until the age of 18, followed by repatriation, as observed also in England and Belgium (Derluyn and Broekaert, 2008; Kohli, 2014). Age assessments became compulsory in practice to determine unaccompanied minors over 15 years of age. Those arriving in Norway were divided according to age from 2007, placing those under the age of 15 under the child services and those between 16 and 18 under the Department of Immigration. For the first time, temporary permits were issued in Norway in 2007 to those who were unsuccessful in their asylum applications.15

Temporary permit holders were part of a pilot education program.16 Unaccompanied minors aged 16–18 were often negatively categorized as anchor children, economic migrants, or adults posing as children. They could join upper secondary schools, but education is not mandatory at this level (Kalisha, 2020a). Municipalities could admit these minors if vacancies existed. In some areas, voluntary organizations provided education for these asylum-seeking minors. School attendance was a key integration indicator, emphasizing education’s role in their integration process (Kalisha and Sævi, 2021).



Proximity and the redefinition of asylum rights?

The recent arrival of refugees and asylum seekers from Ukraine marks the fifth wave of asylum seekers to Norway. According to Näre et al. (2022), the number of Ukrainian refugees received in some European countries by the end of 2022 has surpassed the number received in 2015, which was considered the European migration crisis. Although the UNHCR has described this wave as potentially the most significant European refugee crisis of this century (UNHCR, 2022), it has not been officially labeled as a migration crisis. This may be due to the European Commission’s prompt response in offering Temporary Protection Directive (TPD) status to all Ukrainian asylum seekers. Member states activate the Temporary Protection Directive (TPD) in response to a mass influx of refugees. It allows for the rapid processing of asylum applications, granting access to work and study opportunities in those countries. Ukrainian asylum-seekers with TPDs are subject to different asylum procedures than other asylum-seekers (Hernes et al., 2022). Ukrainians are not subject to visa restrictions in Europe under the Schengen visa agreements and are exempt from the rules of the Dublin Convention, unlike refugees from outside Europe.17

European nations’ public and political discourse has largely revolved around the notion that Ukrainian refugees merit “protection due to their European, Christian identity, and the fact that many are women and children… they are seen as patriotic individuals who intend to return to Ukraine post-conflict” (referenced from Muhonen in Näre et al., 2022). This perspective implicitly contrasts with other asylum-seekers who may not wish to return to their homelands. Comparable attitudes akin to those witnessed with Hungarian refugees were evident in the reception and provision of educational access to Ukrainian refugees in Norway. By the beginning of 2024, Norway had processed 73,200 (Tyldum et al., 2023) protection applications from Ukrainian refugees. Of this, 378 unaccompanied minors had been settled in Norway by January 2023 (Kirkeberg and Lunde, 2023). The consensus on their acceptance is broadly positive among both politicians and the public, with statements such as “Ukraine is close to us both geographically and politically” reflecting a shared understanding that the war unfolds in “our backyard” or “the heart of Europe.” Ukrainians are regarded as “our neighbors,” with an emphasis on Ukraine’s Western, liberal, and democratic societal values, aligning with “our values” (Mogstad and Larsen, 2022), and the Ukrainians represent the most educated group of refugees to ever arrive in Norway (Hernes et al., 2022). The narrative underscores a shared confrontation with a common threat and adversary. Some online remarks, including those from anonymous commentators, echo a perspective that prioritizes support for genuine refugees from the region, such as those fleeing the crisis in Ukraine (Mogstad and Larsen, 2022). Meanwhile, migrants from other regions with less clear refugee status may be viewed differently, receiving comparatively lower priority due to the specific circumstances at hand.

Norway’s Temporary Integration Act (2022) for Ukrainian refugees aims to accelerate their integration and improve their access to education.18 The Act focuses on changing and adjusting legal provisions related to education, among other sectors of society. Ukrainian refugees in Norway have the same economic rights as other permanent refugees, including access to welfare benefits, schools, and health services (Tyldum et al., 2023). Children arriving from Ukraine are classified as children rather than as asylum seekers or refugees. Under the amended Integration Act (2022), Ukrainian nationals have 6 months in an introduction program, to learn the Norwegian language and society.19 Unaccompanied minors are treated as they were in 2007, with child welfare services providing care for those under 15 in foster homes.20 Unaccompanied minors aged 16–18 are processed in reception centers and offered municipal settlement options. Municipalities are required to provide educational opportunities to all Ukrainian children with disabilities. Additionally, all unaccompanied teenagers of ages 16–18 have the right to attend high school.21 The Ministry of Education has funded the translation of learning materials and the development of apps for course material translation in all courses they are involved in.22



Education – a trial arena?

The unnamed man asked: “Where are the defenders of human rights”? This question remains unanswered. A historical examination of asylum and law reveals a misunderstood concept, used selectively. Ancient asylum was available to all, but children’s education was tied to their parents’. European definitions of asylum excluded unaccompanied minors. This prevented the inclusion of asylum seekers such as Jewish and Tibetan minors in the rights of humanity. It is evident that when asylum-seeking children from Western countries, such as Hungary and Ukraine, arrived, they were initially recognized as human beings with the right to belong and receive an education, with the potential to become citizens.

Asylum-seeking is a comprehensive human journey. Children, particularly from outside Europe, face uncertainty, with their humanity being their only right (Arendt, 1973). Topolski interprets Arendt, stating rights “without roots were legally, ethically, and politically useless” (Topolski, 2011, p. 171). The right to have rights is realized by belonging to a community. Its absence equates to losing rights guarantors, especially for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. Such displacement leads to a “double throw” – they are born, establish identity through education, then uprooted to start anew (Parker, n.d.). This loss and “double throw” represents the existential condition of the asylum-seeking child. Education as schooling, therefore, must be more than just “a place to be,” but a structure in everyday life, especially for those “with a heavy mental load” (Pastoor, 2015, p. 250). Could education be seen as encounters between asylum-seekers and educators?

Arendt (1994) encourages us to “reconcile ourselves with reality” (p. 307) and “try to be at home in the world” (p. 308). She believes reality emerges through encounters with others (Morgan, 2016, p. 174) interprets Arendt’s view as encounters with others not only constituting reality but also enabling political engagement and shared space renewal. These encounters reveal differences, making educators aware of challenges and the potential of differences to unite or divide us.

A pedagogical encounter, as Bollnow terms it (Friesen and Koerrenz, 2017), exists between another’s crisis and their potential to change. This challenging moment allows adults to be interrupted or questioned, not about recognition, but about passive listening to the child’s address. A blind spot may obscure the vision of the asylum-seeking child in front of me due to cultural and social experiences. However, one might look again at the blind spot, creating an “opening, a possibility” for a gaze (Nancy, 1991, p. 13). This does not guarantee finding anything but offers the opportunity to see and to have a dialog with the other. Going beyond pre-planned ideas in class and therapy sessions may open a new perspective. As caregivers for asylum seekers, it may be the only chance for the child to meet someone who sees them beyond their status.
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Footnotes

1   See Dagsrevyen, (2023. december. 20). Flere foreldreløse barn i Gaza. FNs sikkerhetsråd jobber med å få til en avstemning om våpenhvile. https://tv.nrk.no/serie/dagsrevyen/202312/NNFA19122023/avspiller.

2   See Dagsrevyen, (2024. January. 07) Vedfyring kan gi farlig luft. Forbruket av. ved har den siste tiden blitt større år for år. Det merkes nå i de store byene. https://tv.nrk.no/serie/dagsrevyen/202401/NNFA19010724/avspiller.

3   The word ‘proclaimed’ is used carefully to show that rights are declared and should be granted in theory but rarely given in practice. However, refugees and asylum seekers exist outside of the state, and the United Nations Higher Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) only offers guidelines on the rights due to them, which the state is left to interpret and contextualize in the context of their local realities. For more on the limits and struggles of the UNHCR’s reach, see Guild and Moreno-Lax (2013). Current Challenges for International Refugee Law, With a Focus on EU Policies and EU Co-operation with the UNHCR., Kelley and Durieux (2004). UNHCR and Current Challenges in International Refugee Protection. Refuge, 22. https://doi.org/10.25071/1920-7336.21312.

4   I refer to the legal and political dialogs that have overlooked the asylum concept, failing to define it explicitly and thus denying rights to those within their territories who are neither citizens nor refugees yet. See for example (Arnold, 2018; Oudejans, 2020).

5   For purposes of this paper, the Kantian perspective will not be discussed in detail.

6   Behrman (2018) for example, contends that “there is a fundamental antagonism between asylum and law, which expresses itself as a conflict between focusing on the space of asylum and delineating a refugee subject in fixed terms.” (p. xiv).

7   I do not suggest that all unaccompanied children should receive the right to asylum expressly. However there is a need to redefine this concept in law, as it there that other rights are given as Behrman articulates.

8   For purposes of this paper, empirical interviews are omitted in favor of a theoretical analysis.

9   See also Derrida, J. (2000). HOSTIPITALITY. Angelaki, 5(3), 3–18. https://doi.org/10.1080/09697250020034706, Kalisha (2020b). While We Wait: Unaccompanied Minors in Norway – Or the Hospita(bi)lity for the Other. In T. Strand (Ed.), Rethinking Ethical-Political Education (pp. 67–84). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-49524-4_5, Ruitenberg (2015). Unlocking the World: Education in an Ethic of Hospitality. Taylor & Francis. https://books.google.no/books?id=3Q8eCwAAQBAJ.

10   As it is demonstrated in the Norwegian case, Ukrainian children seeking asylum in Norway are considered children first, meaning their rights as children are secured before their right to asylum is granted.

11   While Norway has long provided legal representation for unaccompanied minors, countries like Lithuania and Slovakia have recently amended their laws to ensure Ukrainian unaccompanied minors receive legal representation during asylum interviews. 5.6.2. Legal representation for asylum-seeking children | European Union Agency for Asylum (europa.eu).

12   Controversially, EU leaders agreed to lower the minimum age of child asylum seekers subject to proposed new border procedures from 12 to 6 years. EU leaders agree controversial plan to detain child asylum seekers - InfoMigrants.

13   I have intentionally moved from the Middle Ages to the nineteenth century, a period in Europe when foundational theories, like those of Locke, Rousseau, and Kant, shaped the concept of children’s educational rights. Arendt also extensively discussed this in her work, The Origins of Arendt (1973).

14   Part of this is explored in Kalisha (2021). For purposes of this paper the fifth epoch is added and is discussed in detail below.

15   Temporary permits were issued to allow the unaccompanied minors to be returned as adults when they turned 18. In this period, a pilot project was established to give them some skills to use upon their return.

16   This is further cemented in law in 2016, when the reasonableness clause that allowed unaccompanied minors to apply for asylum on humanitarian grounds because of experiencing torture or trauma was repealed (See Søvig, 2019). It gave Norway the possibility to return unaccompanied minors as internally displaced children in their home countries. However, this would have been in contravention to the principle of non-refoulement. Therefore, temporary non-renewable permits were issued to unaccompanied minors especially from Afghanistan in October of 2015 and most of them were returned in October and November of 2017, when they turned 18.

17   The Dublin Convention provides a mechanism for the control of asylum seekers who apply for asylum in only one EU country at a time. (Djampour, 2018).

18   Norway expeditiously changed the integration Act in, 2022 that allowed for easy reception and integration of Ukrainian newcomers immediately after the European Council activated the TPD. The Act covers many sections of integration, but for the purposes of this paper, I focus on educational integration.

19   The initial 6 months can be extended for another 6 months. Other refugees have a 12 month period in the program, which can be extended only with the municipality’s approval. This program applies to adults aged 18–55 who hold valid residency permits.

20   See the discussions on their reception in the same period.

21   Although legally they have a right to attend high school, it is not mandatory. This offer is only to this group. The rest of the other asylum-seeking minors, have to wait for the county governor to offer such opportunities.

22   https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/opplaring-ukrainske-barn-unge/laremidler-oversatt-til-ukrainsk/#a184511.
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This research aims to understand more about the consequences that living for many years without a residence permit in Norway can have for asylum seekers. As a narrative inquiry study, the research puzzle is asylum seekers in Norway without a resident permit. This article focuses on one family. The data material is collected with different methods, such as field talks, interviews, pictures, and messages on Messenger. The study uses narrative position analysis, and it analyses the narrated story on three different levels. The main results shows that the parents of the family tend to position themselves differently according to whether they are talking about the time before they fled, the time while fleeing or after the fled. When talking about the decision to flee, they present themselves as active subjects with high agency. They have the ability to take active decisions and play an essential role for the family’s life. The analyses reveal three different master narratives; being a parent, being a citizen of a community and being an asylum seeker. I conclude with thoughts about the waiting period as an asylum seeker, and I ask whether Norway respects and ensures human rights. Is the situation of long-term asylum seekers and the condition of the waiting period in different reception centers a form of national abuse of power?
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1 Introduction

Through a narrative research project, I have followed a number of families who came to Norway as refugees in 2015. One family of four are Kurds from Iraq. They have two children who have been attending school since they arrived in Norway. The parents focus on giving their children the best conditions as possible in which to grow up. The oldest son was 9 years old when he came to Norway in 2015. A few months later, he started in 4th grade. In the school year 2021/22, the boy started in 9th grade at a new school. It is the 7th school he has been enrolled in since he started attending school in Norway. He moved to a different school twice in the middle of the year because the asylum reception centers had been closed. He has difficulty keeping up with school, struggles academically and struggles to make new friends. In the years since my first meeting with the family, the parents have expressed a growing concern for him, and his reaction to the constant relocations as well as changes of schools and local communities. In 2021, the family had still not received a residence permit and had been moving around the country as the asylum reception center was closed.

When working on this article, I started out with an analysis of the boy’s life story as a refugee in Norway. After working with the analysis for a while, I understood that his and his family’s story changed depending on the position from which I examined the material. By changing the analysis to a narrative positioning analysis (Bamberg, 1997), I learned that the analyses of the different positions revealed different levels of the story.

The aim of this article is to give insight into the situation of a refugee family that has lived for many years waiting for permission to stay in Norway. What consequences are there for a young boy and his family living in such unsecure conditions? By analyzing the family’s narrative with a position analysis (Bamberg, 1997), the different positions can highlight the responsibilities that the national government and international community have for people forced to flee from their home country.



2 Background and context

According to The Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI), you are deemed an asylum seeker if you apply for protection (asylum) in Norway and the application has not been accepted or rejected yet (UDI, 2024). If you receive a positive answer, you are granted a residence permit as a refugee or on humanitarian grounds. The persons in this article are asylum seekers who fled from Iraq as Kurds and who seek a residence permit as refugees. They waited from 2015 to 2021 to receive a positive answer. Before that, they received two negative answers on their appealed applications.

Norway is home to around 5.5 million citizens. Between 2015 and 2020, the number of asylum seekers dropped dramatically. In 2015, there were about 31,000 asylum seekers in Norway; in 2016, this number was about 16,000. By 2020, there were 2,500 (UDI, 2021a). When asylum seekers arrive in Norway, they are housed in asylum reception centers. In the space of 5 years, 230 reception centers closed, and in 2021, there was a total of 20 asylum reception centers left in Norway (NRK, 2021).

The UDI is responsible for offering people seeking asylum a place to live. The municipalities are responsible for the conditions and welfare of everyone who stays in the municipalities, including asylum seekers and refugees. In a letter sent from the Directorate of Health, the Directorate of Education and the Directorate of Children, Youth and Families to all the country’s municipalities and county municipalities in October 2015, it is pointed out that the directorates emphaszse the right of all children to a safe everyday life that will help them grow and develop as people (Bufdir, 2015).

On the UDI’s website, we find articles relating to setting up and closing asylum reception centers. The need for reception centers is influenced by several factors: The number of asylum seekers arriving in the country; the time it takes to process the applications on resident permission; the number of people who are settled in the municipalities and the deportation of people with a final refusal. The UDI closes reception centers when the need decreases. An overall assessment is made of which centers it is most appropriate to keep. Such an assessment includes, among other things, the costs of reception operations and the quality of the work done by the center and the location. According to the article, the individual needs of residents are not the basis when an overall assessment is made (UDI, 2021b).

The right to education is enshrined in four of the conventions, included in the Human Rights Act. The main features of the convention are that all children have the right and duty to primary school education, and the state must ensure that this education is free. When it is likely that the child will be in Norway for more than 3 months, the child has the right and obligation to attend primary school education [Education Act 2–1(2)] (Lovdata, 2018). This education aims to maximize each child’s abilities and opportunities so they can fully participate responsibly in a free society (Lile, 2012, p. 508). For asylum seekers over the age of 18, the right to education is waived. In Norway, they must attend the introductory program at the asylum center, but they have no right afforded to them to attend courses to learn Norwegian, maintain their education or work in the host country (Lovdata, 2015).

In the Immigration Act of 2008, the rights of asylum-seeking children were strengthened in line with the fact that a child who is a refugee is vulnerable based on experiences of war and conflict. This is compatible with the national guidelines and ensures that the national guidelines are in line with both the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Human Rights Act and the Constitution (Lidén, 2019). At the same time, this is being debated by political leaders in Norway. The protection of children in Norway is constantly being weakened. This has led to a decrease in the number of refugees who receive residence permits, as Lidén (2019) claims:

 In the granting of residence permits on humanitarian grounds, the child’s best interests are a primary consideration. The Immigration Act expresses the best-interests principle in Section 38, but unlike Section 28 on asylum, the assessment under Section 38 also provides for the consideration of other factors in order to control and/or limit immigration, prevent illegal actions and safeguard society at large. In such cases, the child’s best interests are a primary, but not the exclusive or decisive, consideration. The principle of the child’s best interests should be balanced with the need for immigration control (p. 343).



International conventions state that asylum seekers have the right to protection from persecution (Olwig, 2023, p. 53). However, this is not the same as living in a new country as fellow citizens in another country (Olwig, 2023, p. 53). Researchers are beginning to talk about “the new normal” (Olwig, 2023, p. 53). “The new normal” refers to a narrative that focuses on a situation where asylum seekers have fled to a new country hoping to begin their new life. Instead, they are placed in a situation waiting for their residence permit, where waiting and uncertainty severely negatively affect their wellbeing (Olwig, 2023, p. 53). People live in extended exile where they do not get the opportunity to lead fulfilling lives or settle into their new country. They spend their time waiting for permission to stay (Hyndman and Giles, 2016; Olwig, 2023).

Being in the asylum seeker system is like living in limbo (Olwig, 2023, p. 53). They are fleeing an unsustainable situation in their home country, and many are threatened with being killed. In the recipient country, the waiting period comes with hope for the future and a better life. Many asylum seekers arrive with trauma, but for young people in the asylum seeker system, it is not always the traumatic memories that are the most distressing, but rather the uncertainty of their situation (Michelsen and Berg, 2015, p. 122).

The situation for asylum seekers living in reception centers can be critical. A review of international research shows that long-term asylum seekers have a higher risk of struggling with mental health issues than other parts of the population (Kjærgård and Jensen, 2018). The review indicates that there is a connection between the risk factors after immigration, the number of places they have lived, the length of their stay and the mental health of the asylum seekers (Kjærgård and Jensen, 2018, p. 268). A living condition report from Norway (Berg and Tronstad, 2015) confirms this in its surveys, which show that 2/3 of asylum-seeking children worry about the future and that children who are awaiting a response from the Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI) or the Immigration Appeals Board (UNE) or who have had their application refused worry far more than children who have been granted asylum and who are waiting for settlement (Tronstad, 2015, p. 45). An international review also found in two out of three articles that there is a connection between the number of relocations in the receiving country and poor mental health among children who are asylum seekers (Kjærgård and Jensen, 2018, p. 268).



3 Methods

This study is a part of a larger longitudinal study of asylum seekers in Norway where I follow several families that arrived in Norway in 2015. The other families (from Syria) obtained their residence permit relatively quickly in Norway (1–2 years after they arrived) and are not relevant to the focus of the present study. When starting a narrative inquiry study, the researcher operates with a research puzzle, an interest, but not a focused research question (Clandinin, 2022). When following this particular family, the story was interesting to analyse in order to learn more from the situation of living a life as asylum seekers over many years in Norway.


3.1 Data collection

The data in this project consists of notes and transcripts of informal conversational meetings, messaging by mobile phone and two longer unstructured interviews with conversations focusing on education from their home country, their experience while fleeing and schooling in Norway. The interviews were conducted in July 2017 and February 2020 at the family’s home at a reception center. The parents had to decide whether the children should participate in the interview. For the first interview, they chose to have the interview when the children were at school. The children were there the second time but they did not participate in the interview. In the interviews, I had an interpreter who translated the conversations. The first interview was recorded on tape, while the second was mistakenly not recorded, and so I wrote down my field notes directly after the interview. The reason why I did not record the second interview can be understood by my fieldnotes from the meeting with the employees and the interpreter when I came to the reception center:


Vibekes fieldnotes: I approach the reception, where I am met by 2–3 employees who ask who I am and seem suspicious. One lady asks why I am there. She asks which university I am from and about the subject of my project.

I greet the translator as he arrives. He seems calm and gentle. I get a sense of great scepticism from the lady while she gives us directions on where to go. As the translator and I walk up a small hill, he tells me that the way he was greeted by the staff made him quite uncomfortable. He has never experienced being greeted as a translator this way before. There were several people who had stood around him and got upset that they had no information about my arrival. He had become quite angry, he said. However, he is a translator, he stated, and could, therefore, not show his anger, so he remained calm.

It made me upset to be greeted like this, but when I met the parents at their room, I had to act calmly and concentratedly. Because of this, I was too unfocused to turn on the recorder correctly and follow my routine.
 

During the interviews, I did not use an interview guide, but started in the first interview by talking about my research project and sharing the informational letter, written in Arabic, that the parent’s signed. In the first interview, I asked the parents to tell me about their own schooling, without having a template or checkpoints to follow. I wanted to let the conversation flow as freely as possible, without any prior guidance other than talking about education. The interview lasted 2 h, and the parents themselves chose to tell me about their concerns for their son. In the second interview, I took up the thread on schooling in Norway as well as what it is like living in different asylum reception centers and moving around so many times. We discussed various issues related to this, which I had noted in advance based on the previous interview and conversations with the parents. Both parents thought it was good that I was researching this topic, and they were happy to share their experiences, views and reflections on this.

Over the years, the mother and I have communicated over Messenger on our phones. The content of the messages was about their everyday life, about the school or about the reception centers. The messages also contain photos from documents with the rejections, reasons and statements from a lawyer. She also documents the various reception centers through photos and describes the conditions that they are living in. At times, it has been difficult to understand the content of the message since she translates from Arabic to Norwegian with Google Translate. Gradually, I have become better at asking quite directly what she means in order to confirm that I have understood her correctly.



3.2 Ethics statement

The Norwegian Center for Research Data (Sikt.no, 2024) approved the handling of the participant’s privacy in 2017, and the participants were assured confidentiality. All the interviews were conducted in Arabic and orally translated by a translator into Norwegian. At the start of both interviews, the parents talked directly to the translator who then translated it to me. When I talked, I talked directly to the parents. After a while, we got used to the three-way communication, and the parents talked directly to me. It was interesting to sense the rhythm of the conversation. It naturally moves more slowly because of the translation, and we could naturally stay longer in the more emotional aspects because of the pauses in the conversation.

Periodically, there were some challenging ethical aspects to the project. One of these was my relationship to the mother. She sometimes mentioned their difficult finances and lack of resources. I have occasionally collected used clothes and household items, mostly for the children when their finances have been particularly tight. I have also written a letter of support about my acquaintanceship with the family over many years, which is used by the authorities to assess applications for a residence permit. My certificate was one of many others. Otherwise, I have been a listening partner when needed. I have not felt that the mother or the family have misused their contact with me or asked me for services I cannot provide due to the project. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that it is the parents who talk about their son’s life situation, not the son himself.



3.3 Analysis

Michael Bamberg offers the possibility of studying narrative interaction as positioning in order to focus on how people tell their stories and what the content of their stories are (Blix, 2017, p. 111).

Positioning analysis allow us to empirically deal with how people accomplish situated identities because positions are tied to the social actions by which they are made relevant (Deppermann, 2015, p. 370). This means that: “Positioning theory does not locate identity in some abstract, integrated structure “behind” discursive practice, but in what people observable do (Deppermann, 2015, p. 370).

The narrative activity can be analysed on three different levels (Bamberg, 1997). The level 1 position focuses on the “what” of the story and how the story characters are positioned in relation to each other. The level 2 position focuses on the “how” of the story, as the interactions between the actors in the actual situation where the stories are told. How does the storyteller position themselves in relation to the audience, and how does the storyteller address the question “Who are you?” The level 3 position focuses on how the storyteller positions themselves in relation to a wider discourse, and to social and cultural processes in the situation of interactions (Bamberg, 1997).




4 The narrative

The narrative is created based on different data materials described in the methods. The narrative will be presented chronologically. Because of the missing record from the interview the second time, the presentation will be based on my fieldnotes in section 4.4. This first level of the analysis started with transcriptions of the interviews in Norwegian before I organized all the data material chronologically. The subtitles of the narrative indicates step one of the analysis, as interpreted by me. This also indicate level 2 of the position analysis; this is my interpretation of the story told by the parents in the different settings in which I met them (interviews and interactions by Messenger and photos).


4.1 Before the escape

Until 2003–2004, there was a good situation where they lived. However, then came the bombs and the occupation. The parents were youngsters then, Ania aged 16, and Mohammad aged 19, just when they were to go to school. Just then, everything became chaotic.



Vibeke: But can’t you say a little more about the situation, you say it became unsafe to go to school and live there?



Mohammad: Up until 2003 and 2004, the situation was very good. But after that, when we were youngsters, Baghdad was bombed, and the regime became… and the Americans came and occupied our country. The president was postponed and… (Mother, father and interpreter talk at each other’s mouths).



Vibeke: How old were you then?



Both: 19 and 16. And it was just at that time that we needed to learn and go to school and stuff. And it became chaotic at that moment.



Anina: So at the time, the Americans went in, there wasn’t a state in that sense. It became an occupation. It was just the mafia.



Mohammad: I finished school, I went one year later, but I saw that there was nothing I could pick up there.

 

Their parents were highly educated. Mohammad’s father was a religious leader in a mosque and was killed. They killed those with good education, doctors, imams and teachers. Ania and Mohammad were threatened because the father was the oldest one left in the family. They used Mohammad’s father’s phone and called and threatened him. They told him to leave, or he and the family would be killed. Therefore, they fled to Egypt.



Mohammad: We were told in 2014 that we had to leave Iraq for me and my family’s life, and then we had to leave in 2014.



Anina: We got married in 2005. And we had children in 2006. Our boy. Just in the first years when I had children, we were threatened. There was a war between the Sunni and Shia, which are two sects among Muslims.



Vibeke: And you are?



Anina: We are Sunni; we are the minority. The father was kidnapped. Mohammad’s father. And he was killed. Then, we got threats, were threatened time and time again through the phone. They called from Mohammad’s father’s phone to say that if you don’t leave and get out, we will kill you and the children.



Vibeke: Why did they want you to leave?



Anina: They didn’t want us because we are Sunni Muslims.

 



4.2 The escape

The escape was challenging and risky. Mohammad had to decide for the family to go across the sea. The future was dangerous for the family. Mohammad was terrified for himself and the family. Therefore, he had to take that risk and travel to Europe.



Mohammad: It was really very difficult and risky. Because I had to take the risk for me and my family across the sea. I couldn’t continue living in Egypt. The future was dangerous for me and my children. I couldn’t go back to Iraq. I was terrified for me and my family. Therefore, I had to take that risk and travel to Greece.



Anina: To travel across the sea, it was not easy to decide. It was really dangerous and difficult. For a whole month, we couldn’t sleep. We cried around the clock, and we didn’t know what to do. We were the ones who needed to decide this there, and we were dependent on Mohammad. So we had to travel together so that we would keep the whole family together.



Vibeke: Yes, it’s brave.



Mohammad: I really wanted to get my children safely to another country so that they have a good future and to go to school. Otherwise, beyond that, there is a risk that we will be killed there, if we are to continue living there.



Anina: To date, my dream is to go to university and complete my education. Therefore, I do not like that my children should experience the same situation that I have been through when it comes to education and not being able to finish.

 

Mohammad wanted to get the children safely to another country so that they could have a future and go to school. They took the boat on 13/10/2015 and arrived in Norway on 7 November.



4.3 After the escape

As parents, they could not go to school without a residence permit.



Vibeke: How is this for you now? Can you take any Norwegian courses?



Anina: No, we are not allowed to be at school. We do not have a residence permit, and so we are not allowed to work or go to school. So we just stay at home and sit and drink tea. It’s just that life.



Mohammad: We would like to get a job.



Anina: Otherwise, we feel abnormal.



Vibeke: But when you first came to Norway and were in the emergency department, what kind of services did you receive there? Did you receive any training?



Mohammad: Mostly about habits and traditions here in Norway. Laws and things like that.



Vibeke: Was it very different?



Mohammad: Yes. I remember we wrote and noted what kind of professions each had. It was like signing up as a volunteer worker or participating in various events. The only thing I was offered was to work in a garden, sweep the street or clear away various things. This has nothing to do with my background. And then we moved. So nothing happened.

 

Khalid was in 1st and 2nd grade in his home country and 3rd grade in Egypt. When they came to Norway, he started in 4th grade in their first city. Then, they had to move when the shelter was closed, and he started 5th grade in a new place. The son enjoyed himself there and made many friends. They lived there for 4 months. He did not want to leave and started crying when they had to leave. He made many friends there and received a medal and diploma. Other parents kept coming to the house and taking Khalid to play football. He liked that.



Anina: There, the children enjoyed themselves a lot. And our son started crying, asking why we had to move.



Vibeke: He didn't want to leave?



Anina: No, he didn't want to leave. He made so many friends there. He received medals and diplomas and … Other parents kept coming to our home and taking our son to play football and to training. And he liked exactly this. That’s why he cried.



Vibeke: But you lived there for about a year.



Anina: No, 4 months. However, he was out playing football every day. And he went to various birthday celebrations.

 

Then, they came to a new place. He attended the rest of the 5th grade in the new town. When the 5th grade ended, this facility was closed, and in 6th grade, he entered yet another new school in a new location. It was hard. Eventually, it got better. They made friends, Khalid started football and wanted to go out and play with friends. After a few years, the reception center was closed, and they again had to move far from where they lived and had begun to put down roots. The son started 7th grade in the new place and became quiet and sullen. He could not bear to make new friends because there was no point; he’d just have to move again. In 8th grade, they again had to move, and he began at a new school in a different part of the country. In summer 2021, they had to move again, and he started in 10th grade in a new place and school.



Anina: The children are most affected by constant moves from one place to another. From the very first day in Norway, we have not been settled in a specific place. Not peace and quiet. We are constantly on the move. From one place to the other.



Mohammad: Moving constantly affects our son. It’s hard to have friends, and even harder to lose friends.



Anina: When we hear that the reception center is going to be closed soon, we are anxious about how we will tell our son. Why and where we are going next. And that’s why we’re so afraid to tell our son this.

 

In summer 2021, the parents said they no longer cared. Reception centers are closed, and they must move. They have financial trouble and need more money to spend on their children. Kahlid needs a new phone, and so it is a crisis. They do not know how it is with him; he is just quiet and sad. Ania tells him not to get a girlfriend, but it is too late. He tells her, “Mama, I have not been told not to date anyone before we get the residence permit.”



4.4 Living in an asylum reception center

At the most recent center, the family of four lived in one room. There was a narrow double bed and a bunk bed. Kahlid slept at the top. In the middle was a dining table that was only there sometimes. There was a couch there. They had to choose between a sofa and a table. They tend to eat on the floor but made an exception when they received visitors.

The parents are exasperated with the last centers they stayed in. The current center is the worst shelter they have ever stayed at. They have not thrived here, largely due to lack of space. They have repeatedly asked for another room but they were only told that they could choose to leave if they wished (This is not an option for the family. They can leave the center, but they will lose all their rights as an asylum seeker). They can wash their clothes once a week, and they share a kitchen with two other families. The room is worn, with paint flakes on the walls, and visible pipes along the walls. They let employees know if they needed to replace a light bulb or repair something. It could take many weeks for it to be fixed. The reception itself was deserted.

The latest move had significant consequences for the family, especially since the facilities and conditions were so poor there. The children had to take a bus to school, and the parents got to ride the bus once a week. Khalid had difficulty keeping up with school because of worries at home. Anina said that the only reason they stayed there and were keeping their spirits up was that it was safe in Norway. A sense of safety gave them the motivation to keep going.




5 A three-level positioning analysis

In the following, the three different levels of the narrative positioning analysis will be presented.


5.1 Level one: positioning of characters in the narratives

The focus of level one in the narrative position analysis focuses on the “what.” What is the story about and how do the characters of the story position themselves?

The parents position themselves differently according to whether they are talking about the time before they fled, the time while fleeing or their situation in Norway. When analyzing how the parents navigate through what Bamberg (2022) calls the realm of identity construction, it is interesting to look more closely at some dilemmatic spaces to understand how the parents position themselves in position level one. The specific dilemmatic space to examine more closely is what is termed agency, how the self has agency in its own life (Bamberg, 2022, p. 204).

In the level one position, the family talks about a change in life with the war that was going on where they lived. As youngsters, they experienced chaos, and attending school became difficult. When Mohammad’s father, who was a religious leader in a mosque, was killed, they had to make a decision that would have a significant impact on their lives. The killing of the father and the insecure future changed their agency and allowed them to make this significant decision to leave their home. When they talk about fleeing from their country, they position themselves as agentive self-constructers (Bamberg, 2012a, p. 9).



Mohammad: It was really very difficult and risky. Because I had to take the risk for me and my family to traverse the sea. I couldn’t continue to live in Egypt. The future was dangerous for me and the children. I couldn’t go back to Iraq. I was terrified for me and my family. Therefore, I had to take that risk and travel to Greece.



Anina: To travel across the sea, it was not easy to decide. It was really dangerous and difficult. For a whole month we couldn’t sleep. We cried around the clock, and we didn’t know what to do. We were the ones who needed to decide this there, and we were dependent on Mohammad. So we had to travel together so that we would keep the whole family together.

 

Mohammad argues about why he had to take the risk to escape, and when Ania is talking about this decision, she, as a narrator, leans toward a direction of person-to-world fit (Bamberg, 2012a, p.107). When they are talking about making this decision, they come across as vital, as self-determined, and that can play an essential role for them and their family’s life (Bamberg, 2012a, p. 109). The parents present themselves as active subjects with high agency, deciding on a safe and better life for the family.

The family came to Norway with hope for their future life in a safe environment. When talking about their experiences in Norway, the narrative device shifts toward the world-to-person direction of fit (Bamberg, 2012b, p. 206). When discussing the parents’ situation, they view themselves as recipients with no possibility of attending work or education.



Mohammad: Yes. I remember we wrote and noted what kind of professions each had. It was like signing up as a volunteer worker or participating in various events. The only thing I was offered was work in a garden, sweep the street or clear away various things. This has nothing to do with my background. And then we moved. So nothing happened.

 

Life is just about waiting at home and drinking tea. This results in low agency, where the parents put themselves in a less influential and powerful position than when talking about fleeing their country and what led to it.


Ania said that the only reason they stayed there and were keeping their spirits up was that it was safe in Norway. A sense of safety gave them the motivation to keep going.
 

The low-agency positioning is even more vital when talking about their experiences with moving around from one center to another and changing schools, homes, local environments, and friends. The victim’s role is very apparent when the mother talks about the last time they had to move. Their despair over the situation is evident, as is their knowledge about how powerless they are as parents to create the best life for their son. This is also very clear when the father makes this statement



Our son was wetting the bed and didn’t want to make any new friends. This constant movement around is affecting our son. It is hard to make friends; it is even harder to lose friends. We are apprehensive about our son.

 



5.2 Level 2: positioning in the interactive setting

This step of the analysis focuses on the “how” of the story, the interactions between the actors in the actual situations. As described, the data material contains different sources. The analysis shows how the positions are continuously changing and created.

I met the family twice to conduct the interviews, although I had several meetings with them before the first interview. Both interviews were conducted at the reception center where they lived. I hired a translator to translate the conversations (a different one in each interview). They both had experience with translators for refugees, but this was in other settings and not with a researcher. The parents knew me from different social meetings where the first reception center arranged different activities for the local community and the refugees at the center. They were aware that I am a middle-aged white woman from Norway who is interested in learning more about their history and experiences as well as quite curious about the topic of asylum seekers and education.

In the first meeting, we sat in the living room. In the beginning, the parents were unsure of their position regarding me as a researcher and the translator. The translator himself said he was unsure of his role in this assignment. What was my agenda as a researcher? He was used to translating in meetings with, for instance, the reception center to provide information to the refugees. After a short while, the parents understood their role and position in the conversation, and so did the translator, whose task was to translate the parents’ story to me more so than translating the information from me to the parents.

In the first meeting, the parents told me their story of fleeing their country and about their decision to flee. They positioned themselves as people who had a story to tell as active subjects with high agency. When talking about why the father had to make the decision to take the risk of leaving with his family on a little boat over to Greece, risking his and their lives, he sat up and was active and emotive in his body language. I, as a listener, mainly was quiet but had to ask several questions to understand this complex story. The mother started to talk and explain the story at the same time as the father, and the translator had a hard time translating it all correctly into Norwegian. When they told me about the suspicion of the Norwegian government regarding their story of fleeing their country, the father yelled loudly out into the room when looking at me:



Do you really think I would risk my own children’s lives if it were not to save our lives in our home country? Who do they think I am?

 

At the end of the interview, the parents told me about their concerns about their son. They sat on the sofa. The father’s voice was low, and he shook his head.

Two and a half years later, I met them at a new reception center for the second time. To understand the context of the position at level 2 and why the parents described it in this way under these circumstances, it is important to note the context of this meeting when the reception center was suspicious of me as a researcher. I will present some of my field notes of the visit before presenting the analysis of how the parents positioned themselves to me and how the translator positioned himself.


In the middle of the conversation, there is a knock on the door. A suspicious lady asks to speak to me. She says that the general manager would like to talk to me, and I say I will visit him when we are done. Before four, I say. Ok, thank you she says.

Afterwards, the parents are pretty upset. They say that this is the worst reception center they have ever stayed at, and they have stayed at five different ones.

It is four o'clock, and I take a break from the interview and go up to the general manager, who has an office in a separate building. When I go in, a meeting of the board for the reception center ends. I am waiting outside when about 12 white men pass me. Everyone looks directly at me and smiles. I experience them as condescending, but I decide to be confident in meeting the manager.
 

The context of where the interview was carried out impacts how the parents position themselves in relation to me. In this situation, they are not able to be active agents in their own life, but rather objects with low agency. They have asked the manager at the reception center for better facilities for the family, and only to get the answer they were free to move from the center to elsewhere in Norway. In this context, the parents are in a vulnerable situation with a lot of frustration to express. They want to express their frustration to the manager but are afraid of the consequences. When I positioned myself as someone who is able to visit this family in front of the manager of the center, they placed my presence in the foreground for their battle with the management at the center. When I am calm and firm in front of challenges, I am no longer simply the researcher who wants to listen to their story. The translator also positioned himself when meeting the parents and expressed sympathy with their situation. During the meeting, he gave them his personal telephone number in case they needed help in the future.

When talking about their situation, the parents express that they are tired. The strong willingness to fight for the best interests of the family is gone, and they are resigned.

In position level 2, the analysis can show us the effect a narrative interview can have on the relationship between the participant and the researcher. Bamberg and Andrews (2004, p. 355) point out that the interaction can bring “out” not only what happened, but also a sense of the person who does the telling. It is the interview and meeting with me as a researcher, that make the parents able to position themselves as active agents in a setting in the reception center where they are reduced to objects with low agency.



5.3 Level three: positioning with reference to cultural and social master narratives

At level 3, I analyse the parent’s story with references to broader master narratives and to broader discourses (Blix et al., 2013, p. 171). Three different master narratives are identified in the analyses.

The first master narrative is about being a parent, which is an undertone during conversations. The parentship is the motivation for fleeing.



Mohammad: I really wanted to get my children safely to another country so that they would have a better future and could go to school. Otherwise, beyond that, there is a risk that we will be killed there if we are to continue living there.



Anina: To date, my dream is to go to university and complete my education. Therefore, I do not like that my children should experience the same situation that I have been through when it comes to teaching and not be able to finish.

 

Parentship is also the reason for their concerns in Norway.



Anina: No, he didn’t want to leave. He made so many friends there. He received medals and diplomas and … Other parents kept coming to our home and taking our son to play football and for training. And he liked exactly this. That’s why he cried.



Anina: The children are most affected by the constant moves from one place to another. From the very first day in Norway, we have not been settled in a specific place. No peace and quiet. We are constantly on the move. From one place to the other.



Mohammad: Moving constantly affects our son. It’s hard to have friends, and even harder to lose friends.



Anina: When we hear that the reception center is going to be closed soon, we are anxious about how we will tell our son. Why and where we are going next. And that’s why we’re so afraid to tell our son this.

 

The second master narrative is about being a citizen of the community, with all the rights and possibilities that come with citizenship. Bamberg and Andrews (2004) describe characters in the narratives as “becoming,” pointing out the undergoing processes of transformation when changing the location and time coordinate of one’s life, for instance when refugees flee to a new country and give them a new start in their lives (p. 357). In this case, the shift from citizenship to living in a new country without permanent permission transforms the parents from active agents to inactive agents.



Vibeke: But when you first came to Norway and were in the first reception center, what kind of services did you receive there? Did you receive any training?



Mohammad: Mostly about habits and traditions here in Norway. Laws and things like that.



Vibeke: Was it very different?



Mohammad: Yes. I remember we wrote and noted what kind of professions each had. It was like signing up as a volunteer worker or participating in various events. The only thing I was offered was work in a garden, sweep the street and clear away various things. This has nothing to do with my background. And then we moved. So nothing happened.



In summer 2021, the parents said they no longer cared. Reception centers are closed, and they must move. They have financial trouble and need more money to spend on their children.

 

In the analyses of the parents’ story with references to broader mastery narratives, we find that regulations and decisions on residence permits in the country are of great importance. I call this third master narrative of being an asylum seeker. The regulations and rules on residence permits in Norway have a big impact on the family and their life in Norway.



Vibeke: How is this for you now? Can you take any Norwegian courses?



Anina: No, we are not allowed to be at school. We do not have a residence permit and so we are not allowed to work or go to school. So we just stay at home and sit and drink tea. It’s just that life.



Mohammad: We would like to get a job.



Anina: Otherwise, we feel abnormal.

 

They have no impact on where they live and must constantly move when the centers are closed, and the children suffer as a result of this.



Anina: The children are most affected by the constant moves from one place to another. From the very first day in Norway, we have not been settled in a specific place. No peace and quiet. We are constantly on the move. From one place to the other.

 

When talking about fleeing and the reason they fled, their analysis of the situation is that the society they lived in posed a danger to their lives. In Norway, they have a great desire to live in a safe and stable environment where they can get an education and work as well as where their children can live, go to school, get friends and be safe. They want to be good and responsible parents, but life without a residence permit makes the situation unpredictable. They have no right to decide where to live, where to go to school or when to move (reception centers are closed and they must move). As asylum seekers, the kids have the right to attend school, and the parents narrate where and when the kids went to school. In the Human Rights Act and the Education Act, we find enshrined that the right to and duty of providing primary school education with the spotlight put on the individual’s needs and talents as well as the development of the individual’s abilities. At the same time, many asylum reception centers have closed, which means that the residents must move. All these provisions have a direct impact on this family’s position in Norwegian society.




6 Discussion and conclusion

The period described in this article, when refugees are arriving in their new host country and applying for a permanent residence permit, is recognized as a waiting period.


Irregular migrants in Norway wait for an answer to their appeal to UNE, for changes in politics or policy, for documentation strengthening their case, for a call from their lawyer or for something unspecified to happen. What they have in common is a hope for a permanent residence permit, which can be seen as a condensed symbol of their striving, hope and anticipation (Bendixsen and Eriksen, 2018, p. 93).
 

The waiting period is linked to the residence permit, and their acceptance of the conditions in an asylum center is based on the hopes for a new future in their new host countries, as the family in this article shows us. However, the capacity to live in the waiting process, in an asylum center, and the limitations of living without a permanent residence permit are closely related to time. How many years is it likely that they will retain hope for a better future, for a new start with all the possibilities that come with a safe environment, when waiting for the Norwegian government to make their decision?

The position analysis in the article focuses on the narrative agency and how the self has an agency in its own life (Bamberg, 2012a, p. 109). As seen in the analyses, the parents present themselves as active subjects with high agency making the decision to flee from their home country. When the parents are talking about their experiences in Norway, they put themselves in a low agency position and as less influential and powerful than when talking about fleeing their country. This is related to their experience of waiting for a long period for the permanent residence permit and having to move around in Norway. Is it possible to understand the narrative agency for refugees in terms of the concept of waiting and hope? In the article “Time and the Other: Waiting and Hope among Irregular Migrants,” Bendixsen and Eriksen (2018) describe and discuss the concepts of waiting and hope among irregular migrants in Norway. They wonder if the waiting time not only has to be regarded as a waste of time, a hopeless time, but rather an active kind of time (p. 89). An irregular migrant implies that you do not have legal residence in the country. The migrants in this case are not irregular. They have received two rejections to their application for a permanent residence permit, but they have appealed the decision. However, the parents have no rights to get an education or to work.

The analysis shows that when the parents narrate about how they actively made the decision to flee, they lean toward a person-to-world direction of fit (Bamberg, 2012b, p. 206), and the opposite when talking about the waiting period in Norway and constantly moving around. Gasparini (1995) (in Bendixsen and Eriksen, 2018, p. 91) describes the waiting time as the empty gap that appears at the intersection between events, but Eriksen points out the possibility as being a prerequisite for creativity during the waiting time. The analysis shows that the waiting time plays a role for the parents in order to express their hopes for their future. In the first interview, they are worried about the situation and the consequences for their children from a changing environment when moving around. However, there is still hope. In the last interview, they were resigned; the last thing they have is patience. They do not have the possibility to be active in their own lives, and as the narrator they navigate from person-to-world direction (Bamberg, 2012b, p. 205).

The Human Rights Act is a universal declaration to ensure and inspire all countries to work to ensure all people can gain freedom, equality and dignity. In Norway, as in many other Western countries, we have a Norwegian National Human Rights Institution (2024).” On their website, they claim that, in Norway, compared to many other countries, the Norwegian government respects and ensures human rights to a large extent. However, human rights are still violated in Norway.1

One of the core values of human rights is the protection of the individual against potential abuses of power (see text footnote 1, respectively). When looking at the “new normal,” where refugees are living in extended exile with no right to live with a modicum of normalcy (Olwig, 2023), you can ask if the situation of long-term asylum seekers and the condition of the waiting period in different reception centers is a form of national abuse of power. The analysis in this article shows that the regulations and rules on residence permits, the right to education and the consequences of municipal decisions have a major effect on the family’s life in Norway.

Who is responsible for human development and fate? This issue can be navigated through the lens of personal responsibility and society’s support and responsibility for the development of humans and identity (Bamberg, 2012b, p. 205).



Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by the Kjersti Haugstvedt and Hildur Thorarensen, Sikt (NSD). The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. Written informed consent for participation in this study was provided by the participants' legal guardians/next of kin. Written informed consent was obtained from the individual(s), and minor(s)' legal guardian/next of kin, for the publication of any potentially identifiable images or data included in this article.



Author contributions

VS: Writing – original draft.



Funding

The author declares that no financial support was received for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.



Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1   
www.nhri.no




References
	 Bamberg, M. G. (1997). Positioning between structure and performance. J. Narrative Life Hist. 7, 335–342. doi: 10.1075/jnlh.7.42pos

	 Bamberg, M. (2012a). “Narrative practice and identity navigation” in Varieties of narrative analysis. eds. J. A. Holstein and J. F. Gubrium (London: SAGE Publications, Inc), 99–124.

	 Bamberg, M. (2012b). Why narrative? Narrat. Inq. 22, 202–210. doi: 10.1075/ni.22.1.16bam

	 Bamberg, M. (2022). “Positioning the subject: agency between master and counter” in Positioning the subject. Subjektivierung und Gesellschaft/studies in Subjectivation. eds. S. Bosančić, F. Brodersen, L. Pfahl, L. Schürmann, T. Spies, and B. Traue (Wiesbaden: Springer VS).

	 Bamberg, M., and Andrews, M. (2004). Considering counter-narratives. Amsterdams: John Benjamins Publishing Company.

	 Bendixsen, S., and Eriksen, T. H. (2018). “Time and the other: waiting and hope among irregular migrants” in Ethnographies of waiting: doubt, hope and uncertainty. eds. K. J. Manpreet and A. Bandak (London: Bloomsbury Academic), 87–112.

	 Berg, B., and Tronstad, K. R. (2015). Levekår for barn i asylsøkerfasen. Trondheim: NTNU/Samfunnsforskning.

	 Blix, B. H. (2017). “Analyser av narrativ samhandling” in Fortelling og Forskning (storytelling and research). eds. R. Sørly and B. H. Blix (Stamsund: Orkanan Forlag), 111–124.

	 Blix, B. H., Hamran, T., and Normann, H. K. (2013). Struggles of being and becoming: a dialogical narrative analysis of the life stories of Sami elderly. J. Aging Stud. 27, 264–275. doi: 10.1016/j.jaging.2013.05.002

	 Bufdir (2015) bufdir.no.

	 Clandinin, D. J. (2022). Engaging in narrative inquiry. London: Routledge.

	 Deppermann, A. (2015). “Positioning” in The handbook of narrative analysis. eds. D. Fina and A. Georgakopoulou (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons), 369–387.

	 Hyndman, J., and Giles, W. (2016). Refugees in extended exile: living on the edge. London: Taylor & Francis.

	 Kjærgård, T. K., and Jensen, N. K. (2018). Post-migratory risk factors and asylum seekers’ mental health. Int. J. Hum. Rights Healthcare 11, 257–269. doi: 10.1108/IJHRH-01-2018-0009

	 Lidén, H. (2019). “Asylum” in Children’s rights in Norway. eds. M. Langford, M. Skivenes, and K. H. Søvig (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget), 332–360.

	 Lile, H. K. (2012). “Opplæringens innhold – det folkerettslige perspektiv: FNs barnekonvensjon artikkel” in Utdanningsrettslige emner. eds. H. Javkhellnog and T. Welstad (Oslo: Cappelen Damm AS), 504–528.

	 Lovdata (2015). Lov om utlendingers adgang til riket og deres opphold her (utlendingsloven). Oslo: Lovdata.

	 Lovdata (2018). Lov om grunnskolen og den vidaregåande opplæringa (opplæringslova) - Kapittel 1. Formål, verkeområde og tilpassa opplæring m.m. Oslo: Lovdata.

	 Michelsen, H., and Berg, B. (2015). “Levekår og livskvalitet blant enslige mindreårige asylsøkere” in Levekår for barn i asylsøkerfasen. eds. B. Berg and K. R. Tronstad (Trondheim: NTNU/Samfunnsforskning), 115–150.

	 Norwegian National Human Rights Institution
. (2024) Front page - NIM. Available at: https://www.nhri.no/

	 NRK (2021). Hå mottak legges nsed – Emanuel (7) og mamma Feben Teklu må flytte. Oslo: NRK Rogaland–Lokale nyheter, TV og radio.

	 Olwig, K. F. (2023). The end and ends of flight. Temporariness, uncertainty and meaning in refugee life. Ethnos 88, 52–68. doi: 10.1080/00141844.2020.1867606

	 Sikt
. (2014). Available at: https://sikt.no/

	 Tronstad, R. K. (2015). “Barn og unge i asylsøkerfasen – hvem er de og hvordan går det med dem?” in Levekår for barn i asylsøkerfasen. eds. B. Berg and K. R. Tronstad (Trondheim: NTNU/Samfunnsforskning), 29–46.

	 UDI (2021a). Available at: https://www.udi.no/statistikk-og-analyse/statistikknotater/anslag-over-antall-ordinare-asylsokere-til-norge-i-2021-og-2022-per-april-2021/

	 UDI (2021b) Asylmottak: Å opprette og bygge ned mottak – UDI. To set up and take down reception center. Available at: https://www.udi.no/asylmottak/onsker-a-drive-mottak/

	 UDI
. (2024) Flyktning. Refugee. Available at: https://www.udi.no/ord-og-begreper/flyktning/



Copyright
 © 2024 Solbue. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.










	 
	MINI REVIEW
published: 18 June 2025
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2025.1594921





	[image: Icon with a circle containing a downward-pointing bookmark symbol above the words “Check for updates” in bold, set against a gray gradient background.]

Mapping the educational landscape for forced migrants in Norway, Ireland and Japan

Vibeke Solbue1*, Ailbhe Kenny2 and Yuka Kitayama3

1Department of Pedagogy, Religion and Social Studies, Western Norway University of Applied Sciences, Bergen, Norway

2Mary Immaculate College, University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland

3School of Human Sciences, University of Osaka, Suita, Japan

Edited by
Inga Christina Storen, NLA University College, Norway

Reviewed by
Mupenzi Alfred, Excelsia University College, Australia

*Correspondence
Vibeke Solbue, Vibeke.solbue@hvl.no

Received 17 March 2025
Accepted 15 May 2025
Published 18 June 2025
Corrected 18 August 2025

Citation
 Solbue V, Kenny A and Kitayama Y (2025) Mapping the educational landscape for forced migrants in Norway, Ireland and Japan. Front. Educ. 10:1594921. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2025.1594921

This review seeks to provide insights into education for forced migrants by mapping the educational landscape in Norway, Ireland, and Japan. The mapping presents the description of the three landscapes, and does not compare statistics of inclusion and education for forced migrants. Taking a human rights perspective, the article discusses forced migration, integration, educational policy, and schools. Various dimensions are then considered through three different country perspectives: educational law, immigrant recognition, and how school systems accommodate (or do not accommodate) forced migrants.

Keywords
forced migrants, Norway, Ireland, Japan, refugees, asylum seekers


1 Introduction

Millions of people are forced to migrate globally because of poverty, climate change, persecution, political turbulence, and conflict (Zambeta and Papadakou, 2019). These forced migrants give up their whole lives in their home countries in the hope of safety and better lives. Among this ever-growing population of migrants, many children are fleeing alone or with their families. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights declares that all children have the right to education. The UN also recognized the right to education of the children of refugees and asylum seekers in its Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). 140 member states have signed this, including Norway, Ireland, and Japan. According to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, signatory states must ensure the right to education for each child under the age of 18 (BenDavid-Hadar, 2017, p. 221).

Article 28 of the Convention of the Rights of the Child obligates its member States to provide education for each child. Article 2 of the Convention states that all states shall respect and ensure that the children’s rights under their protection are respected. How this is interpreted is up to the individual member states to decide. The UN Children’s Rights Committee has clarified that Article 2 CRC should be interpreted broadly. The Convention is not limited to children who are citizens of a State but is also available to all children, including asylum-seeking, refugee, and migrant children, irrespective of their nationality, immigration status, or statelessness (Willems and Vernimmen, 2018, p. 219). This means that host countries must offer formal schooling to all children and young people seeking international protection, but different countries interpret and apply these rights differently.

By mapping newly arrived asylum seekers’ educational landscapes in Norway, Ireland, and Japan, this article seeks a greater understanding of the interpretations and applications between these three countries regarding the rights to education for children seeking asylum.

Norway

Norway is located in northern Europe and is known as a social-democratic country focusing on welfare and egalitarian rights for citizens. The population is approximately 5.5 million people in 2024, where almost 17% of the population are migrants, with 5.1% of the population designated refugee status (SSB, 2024). Most educational and essential social services are publicly funded (Esping-Andersen, 2015). Access to education and related social services is available to all residents (Reisel et al., 2019). Over the years, Norway has changed regarding inclusion into society. According to the white paper (Meld. St. 30 (2015–2016), integration is understood as a liberal, cultural community based on diversity (Hilt, 2020, p. 73).

Ireland

The Republic of Ireland is a member of the European Union and an island off the north-west of Europe. The population is approximately 5.1 million of which 20% have been born abroad. Demographically, Ireland has been going through dramatic demographic changes since the 1990s, reversing previous trends in outward emigration. The latest recording in 2023 (Central Statistics Office (CSO), 2023) shows a steep rise in the number of people seeking international protection. The changing scale of refugee intake can be seen for example in hosting approximately 100,000 Ukrainians in the country. As a result, hundreds of new temporary accommodation centres have opened, which has been met with both solidarity and resistance (Laurence et al., 2024). New public-school places for all these newly arrived children and young people are also a top priority for the government.

Japan

Japan is located in East Asia with a population of 124 million, of which 2.9% (3.58 million) are registered as foreigners. This figure does not include naturalized immigrants or children of international marriages who have Japanese nationality. Japan has officially accepted a very small number of refugees, except for the Indochina refugee crisis in the 1970s and 1980s. In 2024, out of 12,373 refugee applicants, 2,186 were granted residence. Only 190 were accepted as refugees. People fleeing war and political persecution have also settled in Japan without refugee status. During the Korean War (1950–1953), for example, the Korean population in Japan increased by 30,000. In recent years, an estimated 3,000 Kurds have lived in eastern Japan with precarious residency status.

This review seeks to provide insights into education for forced migrants by mapping the educational landscape in Norway, Ireland, and Japan. The analysis used in this review is inspired by the Bray and Thomas Cube (Bray and Thomas, 1995, p. 475), which shows three different dimensions in a cube; geographic/locational levels for comparison, non-locational demographic groups, and three aspects of education and of society as the third dimension (Bray et al., 2014, p. 10). The landscape that is mapped is: educational law, immigrant recognition, and how school systems are organized for forced migrants. We believe in the importance of cultural, political, and social conditions for education, and the importance of understanding education in the context of the local culture (Fairbrother, 2014, p. 77). Therefore, the mapping presents the description of the three landscapes, and does not compare statistics of inclusion and education for forced migrants.



2 Forced migration and education

Education infrastructures are often ill-prepared for new arrivals through forced migration (Crul et al., 2019). In recent years, research has focused on the overt, subtle and hidden barriers that forced migrant children encounter within formal education, such as how children are racialized, “othered,” segregated and discriminated against (Arar et al., 2019; Scourfield et al., 2005; Kenny, 2022). Teachers play a major role with findings in a German study of Kurdish asylum-seeking children for example stating, “children were viewed in very limited ways and referred to in deficit terms by their teachers” (Kenny, 2022, p. 591).

When considering the bank of educational research about children of immigrants, there remains a significant gap in relation to research about children and forced migration despite the growing evidence of the distinct challenges for this group of children (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). These children, for instance, may be the first in their families to attend formal schools, and often have to play intermediary and translator roles between their family and educational systems (Alexander et al., 2004; Scourfield et al., 2005). They do all of this while also negotiating the lived socio-political realities of movement across borders, temporary living arrangements, family fragmentation and legal uncertainty, alongside the daunting experience of entering a new school.



3 Integration, educational policy, and schools

Segmented assimilation theory in the 1990s suggests different pathways of migrants integrated into society: becoming a part of the mainstream group; remaining in ethnic, or experience downward mobility, depends on various factors such as ethnic capital, immigration policies, or prejudices (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001). Neo-assimilation theory in the 2000s argues, nevertheless, that ethnicity and race matter, and that immigration would bring changes both to native-born and immigrants (Alba and Nee, 2003). In any case, refugees tend to be disadvantaged in social mobility in the host country due to their lack of socio-economic and ethnic capital. Education will therefore provide a platform for integration for both migrants and non-migrants. For the former, it will support smooth and positive integration into the host society, and for the latter, it will support the adaptation to diversity. Formal education provided by the state needs to balance unity and diversity by promoting national unity and cohesion and recognizing and celebrating diversity, which requires the promotion of cultural, national and global identity (Banks, 2004).

The actors responsible for the integration of migrants depend on the roles and relationships between the state, citizens, and society. In the welfare state, or democracy-welfare-capitalism (Marshall, 1981), migrants, including refugees, need to be integrated as formal citizens, for whom the state is primarily responsible. With the decline of the welfare state, however, the importance of the civil sector, including voluntary organizations, as bearers of social services has increased. Modood (2008) discusses multiculturalism from below, where the civil sector and public debate often play a more important role than laws and policies in the multiculturalisation process of a society. Therefore, inclusion is put forward as an alternative to welfare state citizenship and neoliberal equality of opportunity, meaning that all members of society have rights and obligations as citizens in their everyday lives, not just formal status for citizens and the legal rights that are attached to it (Giddens, 1998).



4 Mapping the landscape


4.1 Norway

The Education Act in Norway (1998) states that all pupils must receive primary and lower secondary education. Pupils who are the compulsory school age, from 6 to 15 years old, have the right and obligation to attend compulsory school. Youths between the ages of 16 and 18 who have completed elementary school have the right to attend upper secondary school. Youths between 16 and 18 years old who have not completed elementary school have the right to attend compulsory education for adults.

Students with a mother tongue other than Norwegian or Sami have the right to attend segregated schooling in Norwegian until they have sufficient skills in the language to follow the ordinary curriculum in school. If necessary, the pupils also have the right to attend teaching in their mother tongue and bilingual training in subjects (Dewilde and Kulbrandstad, 2014).

The Education Act states that the municipality may organize special training programs for newly arrived pupils in separate groups, classes, or schools. The aim of this segregation is that students, as quickly as possible, can learn enough Norwegian to follow education in mainstream schools and classes (Lødding et al., 2022, p. 10).

Research on introductory classes reveals inconsistent results (Fandrem et al., 2021). Rambøll (2016) concludes that introductory classes are considered a highly positive option because students have the opportunity to learn Norwegian. Research from Sweden shows that introductory classes offer an environment where newly arrived students form positive relationships with peers in the same situation (Fandrem et al., 2021). At the same time, research doubts the claimed effectiveness and positive effects of introductory classes. This research claims that practising the Norwegian language with Norwegian students should be an essential aim (Fandrem et al., 2021).



4.2 Ireland

The Education Act in Ireland (1998) makes educational provision for every child in the State, including children with special needs, for primary, post-primary, adult and continuing education, and vocational education and training. The document outlines that the State respects a diversity of values, beliefs and traditions, also noting that education is provided in a spirit of partnership between schools, patrons, students, parents, teachers and other school staff with the State. Subsequent amendments to the 1998 act have been made, such as The Education (Admission to Schools) Act 2018, which aims to make the rules around admissions to schools more structured, fair and transparent. For instance, primary schools cannot use religion as a basis for admission and cannot prioritize students based on their religious beliefs.

Migrant children (including children of International Protection applicants), refugees and unaccompanied minors have access to pre-school, primary and secondary education. This is the same as it is for Irish nationals until they are 18 years of age. The most recent Irish census indicated that 18%–19% of children of school-going age identify as being from a non-Irish background (Central Statistics Office (CSO), 2023). However, due to recent geo-political events, the most recent figures show almost 18000 Ukrainian children and young people have enrolled in schools across Ireland since 2023. An Education Support Service (TESS) and Educational Welfare Officer can assist parents and guardians with school enrollments and attendance. For access to third level education, if you are not an EU citizen, there are international student fees. These rates are significantly higher than those for EU citizens. However, there are a number of schemes that may be accessed to help cover the cost, such as Universities of Sanctuary.

School segregation is not prevalent in Ireland as compared to many other European countries (Fahey et al., 2019) due to the geographical dispersal of the migrant population (and the wide variety of national groups represented). Finding places in schools, however, has been found to be difficult for migrant parents despite their right to free education in Ireland and lack of segregation. Smyth et al. (2009) have found that migrant children and young people are over-represented in urban areas, large schools, and schools that are within socio-economically disadvantaged areas.

A recent Irish study found that the school is a key site of integration and support for migrant children and that “schools need to actively support children’s opportunities to develop peer relations to combat social exclusion and isolation and to support teachers’ acquisition of intercultural competencies” (Martin et al., 2023, p. 16).



4.3 Japan

In Japan, persons who have been or will be granted refugee status are provided with opportunities for Japanese language learning and vocational education. Nevertheless, the official number of refugees is very small and the educational opportunities that most de facto refugees actually receive are similar to those of other migrants. The right to education is enshrined in the Constitution of Japan. It allows non-Japanese nationals to receive education, but they do not have the same obligation as required of Japanese nationals. With the 2019 Immigration Control Act opening the door to more migrant workers, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (hereafter MEXT) issued a notice to promote school attendance and monitoring school enrollment status of migrant in schools (MEXT, 2020).

MEXT introduced a Special Curriculum Modules policy to primary and secondary schools in 2014, which allows schools to set their own Japanese language subjects that count as graduation credits. 2019 Law on the Promotion of Japanese Language Education stresses that opportunities for Japanese language education should be expanded, and also emphasizes the importance of the language spoken at the home by migrant children. While Japanese schools are adequately equipped and accessible in physical and financial terms in general, the system and its operational inflexibility hinder migrant families, especially those with linguistic and cultural barriers, from full access to public education that supposed to be open to all (Joshi and Tabata, 2021).

While the Government’s lacks comprehensive integration measures for migrants, including asylum seekers and refugees, local authorities have played a major role in promoting integration. For example, some local authorities also provide special quotas for admission for first-generation immigrant children (Kitayama and Imai, 2022). In areas with relatively high levels of migrant populations, some municipalities introduced a “centre school” system where resources are concentrated in one school in an area to offer more targeted supports, such as providing introductory classes in children’s first language. Also, Japanese language teachers and assistant staff who support children with their mother tongue are provided to schools with a certain number of migrant children. However, such support varies from municipality to municipality.




5 Conclusion

The comparison analysis presented in this article provides some understanding of the forces shaping the three countries’ education systems (Bray et al., 2014, p. 20). When mapping the educational landscapes for forced migrants in light of human rights, the analysis raises many questions regarding the power and role of human rights in the different countries. The question of recognition of forced migrants and their right to education is central, as well as the question of the link between education and the inclusion of forced migrants in the host country.

In the field of forced migration and education, the review gives us a picture of the current gap in how countries can successfully integrate forced migrants into education. The three counties have challenges in this field, regarding the government recognition of human rights in the law, or not. But as the case of Norway and Ireland shows, the placement of the right to education for everyone regarding ethnicity is an important step for the government to fulfill human rights.

In educational studies about forced migration and education, it is important to look across countries, but also to learn more about different challenges in this field. Migration is, after all, global.
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In the Introduction numerals should have been used for the sentence “One hundred- and forty member states have signed this, including Norway, Ireland, and Japan.”

This sentence has been updated to: “140 member states have signed this, including Norway, Ireland, and Japan.”

A paragraph was omitted from the section “Japan”. The full section now reads:

“Japan is located in East Asia with a population of ~124 million, of which 2.9% (3.58 million) are registered as foreigners. This figure does not include naturalized immigrants or children of international marriages who have Japanese nationality. Japan has officially accepted a very small number of refugees, except for the Indochina refugee crisis in the 1970s and 1980s. In 2024, out of 12,373 refugee applicants, 2,186 were granted residence. Only 190 were accepted as refugees. People fleeing war and political persecution have also settled in Japan without refugee status. During the Korean War (1950–1953), for example, the Korean population in Japan increased by 30,000. In recent years, an estimated 3,000 Kurds have lived in eastern Japan with precarious residency status.

This review seeks to provide insights into education for forced migrants by mapping the educational landscape in Norway, Ireland, and Japan. The analysis used in this review is inspired by the Bray and Thomas Cube (Bray and Thomas 1995, p. 475), which shows three different dimensions in a cube; geographic/locational levels for comparison, non-locational demographic groups, and three aspects of education and of society as the third dimension (Bray et al., 2014, p. 10). The landscape that is mapped is: educational law, immigrant recognition, and how school systems are organized for forced migrants. We believe in the importance of cultural, political, and social conditions for education, and the importance of understanding education in the context of the local culture (Fairbrother, 2014, p. 77). Therefore, the mapping presents the description of the three landscapes, and does not compare statistics of inclusion and education for forced migrants.”

In the Section 2 Forced migration and education, first paragraph, a quotation from Kenny (2022) was accidentally omitted. The full paragraph now reads:

Education infrastructures are often ill-prepared for new arrivals through forced migration (Crul et al., 2019). In recent years, research has focused on the overt, subtle and hidden barriers that forced migrant children encounter within formal education, such as how children are racialized, “othered,” segregated and discriminated against (Arar et al., 2019; Scourfield et al., 2005; Kenny, 2022). Teachers play a major role with findings in a German study of Kurdish asylum-seeking children for example stating, “children were viewed in very limited ways and referred to in deficit terms by their teachers” (Kenny, 2022, p. 591).

The original article has been updated.
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Introduction: This article discuss the use of drama and storytelling in café dialogue at an adult education centre (AEC). I will present three drama workshops that were implemented as part of café dialogue and that explore the same topics as in traditional café dialogue at an AEC. Participants from different countries came together for exploration in the drama workshop, whereas the group participants in café dialogue came mostly from the same country in order to facilitate the organisation of a language host. I will also analyse and discuss the data material from the interviews as this relates to the research questions. The overall goal of this article is to explore the potential and the limitations of using drama and theatre as part of café dialogue.
Methods: Our research methods are observations, logs, and interviews. Data were collected through participant and non-participant observation of three drama workshops in which several drama conventions were used. Two teachers at an AEC with a drama background led the first workshop while I observed, and I led the second workshop while one of the teachers with a drama background actively participated and wrote a log afterwards. The third workshop was led by both a teacher with a drama background and myself. After the workshops, a colleague from HVL and I conducted individual interviews with the two teachers with drama experience, a language host, and a participant in the drama workshops. In this article I analyse the interviews to gain more insight into the teachers’ and students’ experience of drama as part of café dialogue.
Results: The students actively participated in collective creative processes and gave different topics an aesthetic form. They generated much joy and laughter in the classroom. Drama opened the way for both nonverbal and verbal communication across age and culture. Several students were reluctant at first but became more active over time thanks to the creation of a safe atmosphere and the voluntary nature of participation. The article includes many examples of drama conventions fit for use in this work, which the teacher introduces and which allow participants to take the initiative in the processes. In the drama workshops, the teachers and participants created a safe space together in which they could explore artistic expressions collectively. According to the teachers with drama experience, they too needed to be more active in these workshops. By bringing drama into café dialogue, the participants had an embodied experience and emotive fictional engagement. It seems easier to explore and play out others’ stories than one’s own. The participants experienced a sense of mastery because drama offers several possibilities they could play with and an expanded form of communication. One of the teachers found that whereas the café dialogue was structured and organised, the drama workshops were more open and made the participants more active in many ways.
Discussion: In this article, I discuss the potential and the limitations of using drama and theatre as part of café dialogue. I will interpret the drama workshop and interview material in light of theory.

Keywords
 drama; improvisation; creating; café dialogue; joy


Introduction and background to the study


“Breathe calmly, breathe, breathe.” A participant is bending over the “birthing” woman and assists in the birth. Suddenly, a participant who is hidden behind them leaps forward as the newborn baby. Laughter spreads through the room. (Observations from a drama workshop in café dialogue).


In this article, I will present and discuss a research project from an adult education centre (AEC) where we explored drama in the classroom.

In Norway, newly arrived immigrant adults can participate in introductory or welcome classes at an AEC in a number of subjects in order to learn Norwegian. The classes follow the principles of the National Centre for Education (NAFO), which state that students should “receive intensive instruction in Norwegian and other school subjects. The length of time a student attends an introductory class varies, but instruction in introductory programmes must be temporary and may last for up to 2 years” (NAFO, n.d.). One such AEC, located on the west coast of Norway, has approximately 40 students, most of whom speak Arabic, Dari, Farsi, Swahili, or Tigrinya. The majority of the students have no primary school experience from their home country.

The AEC had indicated having challenges with students in the form of microaggressions, bullying, and the social controlling of each other. Therefore, they wanted to explore café dialogue as a way of building bridges between students. To avoid further issues, they invited the collaboration of Western Norway University of Applied Sciences (HVL) to explore methods and investigate whether the situation could be rectified (Ravneberg et al., 2021). The teachers at the AEC and the researchers wanted to explore new learning methods in these settings. We three researchers from HVL followed the employees’ process of implementing café dialogue in adult education as an alternative approach in multicultural educational processes.

Café dialogue is an educational form for learning (Elvekrok and Smith, 2013) that emphasises dialogue on various topics for the purpose of training participants to both listen to each other and share thoughts with each other. Together, they reflect on several topics and train themselves to be part of a community of disagreement (Iversen, 2014). The participants are placed around café tables, and a café host leads the dialogue. The topics are planned beforehand, and participants are informed about these in advance. The café host is located at the same table the whole time and the participants move from one table to another. The topics for the café dialogue that we observed were care, joyfulness, and dreams.

As a professor of drama and applied theatre with a background in drama in intercultural work (Lyngstad, 2016, 2017; Lyngstad and Solbue, 2021), I found the assignment from the learning centre particularly interesting. However, my prejudices were that café dialogue could become too rigid and sedentary, and that drama might add more active forms of learning to this work. I have a twofold aim for this article: to describe some of the drama work we did as part of café dialogue, to explore the potential and the limitations of including drama and theatre in café dialogue.

The episode outlined in the introduction is taken from the first drama workshop at the learning centre, where I observed the two teachers leading the drama workshop with students representing a range of ages, genders, and cultural backgrounds. Both participants and teachers were active in the creative processes. The exercises in which the participants took part were physical, with non-verbal communication being more important than verbal communication. The topic of the day was joyfulness. They explored the theme, demonstrated it through practical action, obtained new experience together, and showed a lot of joy through their action. My research question is:


What are the potential and the limitations of using drama and theatre as part of café dialogue in an adult education centre?



Earlier research on café dialogue

According to Hvatum et al. (2021), “well-organised café dialogue engages and activates. The students learn by collaborating, participating, and listening” (my translation). According to these researchers, the prerequisite for successful café dialogue is that both teachers and students are well-prepared and have prior knowledge of the topic they are going to talk about. There should also be a menu with a few questions. Among other things, the students in their study pointed out that it is important how café dialogue offers a variation from other learning activities, that it is interesting to discuss topics without definitive answers, that you get to know people in the class, and that you learn a lot from listening to other people’s points of view. Their research on café dialogue refers only to activity through oral verbal dialogue and not through non-verbal or physical activity.

Elvekrok and Smith (2013) studied café dialogue as a pedagogical tool in very large classes. They found more engaged students with a better understanding of the problems. Their participants found café dialogue to be a good supplement to traditional teaching methods. They enjoyed communicating with other students and learning by listening to each other. But they also practised by putting their own thoughts into words and discussing problems that are related more to real-life situations. The participants also networked with each other and were inspired to continue studying further. However, the students needed to have knowledge about the subject they were discussing: “Only then is it possible to reflect on one’s own values, and this is where the dialogue has its strength” (Elvekrok and Smith, 2013, p. 35). The researchers claim that the dialogue facilitates a process-oriented development of knowledge that is based on reflection and interpretation combined with creativity (Elvekrok and Smith, 2013, p. 29). While I was analysing the data material from the drama workshop, my research colleague Ravneberg (2024) conducted an analysis of our café dialogue observations, interviews, and focus groups. She noted that professional discretion combined with co-creation and co-production [were] organisational prerequisites for a positive change within the learning environment. The leaders at the AEC conducted professional discretion by employing bilingual immigrants as assistants there (Ravneberg, 2024).



Understanding yourself and others through storytelling and drama

“Drama is a way to learn. Through the students’ active identification with fictitious roles and situations, they learn to research and investigate topics, events and relationships between people” (O’Neill, 1982, p. 15).

In drama, we change our perspective by stepping into different roles and situations, and we must express our thoughts and feelings through an aesthetic form. Participants have to relate in different ways to form the basic elements of drama, which are figure, story, space, and time. Sometimes, all the basic elements are central, while at other times, only some of them are explored more closely, such as by delving more deeply into a place, time, or character. Regardless of the focus chosen, the basic story itself will be different and it will be developed further through collective creative processes along the way.

The collective creative processes in drama and theatre are decisive for the result. In the encounter between two actors in a play, something known as aesthetic doubling occurs (Szatkowski, 1985, p. 143 and 163), as figure A plays the role A* and figure B plays the role B*, which teaches those involved something about themselves, their own role, the other, and the other’s role. In the interaction that is highlighted in the aesthetic process, new relationships can arise, as can a sense of community and solidarity. The Norwegian Education Act highlights this as being vital for schools:

Common reference frameworks are important for each person’s sense of belonging in society. This creates solidarity and connects each individual’s identity to the greater community and to a historical context. A common framework gives and shall give room for diversity, and the pupils must be given insight into how we live together with different perspectives, attitudes and views of life. The experiences the pupils gain in the encounter with different cultural expressions and traditions help them to form their identity. A good society is founded on the ideals of inclusiveness and diversity. (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017, p. 5).


In drama processes, emphasis is placed on various artistic inputs and cultural expressions. A drama process may, for example, start with a piece of art, a photograph, a piece of music, an object, a story, a character, an item of clothing, or something similar (Heggstad and Heggstad, 2022), but it can also start with an exercise, a game, music, a question, a concept, or a theme.

The reason fiction is so central to drama work is that it offers a level of protection so that the actor can delve into new ideas through a fictional world outside of themselves. Similarly, participants can delve deeper into a topic by taking in the fictional world outside of themselves. The fictional world can be categorised according to three levels of fiction: one can pretend to be somewhere else, one can pretend to be in a different time, or one can pretend to be a different person. These levels of fiction can be explored separately or simultaneously. Heathcote emphasises that “dramatic activity is the direct result of the ability to role-play — to want to know how it feels to be in someone else’s shoes” (Heathcote, 1984, p. 49). This includes practising seeing situations from perspectives other than one’s own. This may also highlight non-verbal and bodily cognition, which are missed here:

The teaching and training shall ensure that the pupils are confident in their language proficiency, that they develop their language identity and that they are able to use language to think, create meaning, communicate and connect with others. Language gives us a sense of belonging and cultural awareness. (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017, p. 5).


With regard to being part of a community, language is presented as central to feeling a sense of belonging. However, it is not clear whether this applies to both verbal and non-verbal communication. In drama and theatre, the body and voice are a person’s most important means of expression, and one is therefore concerned with developing these in tandem. A way of working actively with language is through storytelling (Bakke and Lindstøl, 2023). By exploring, telling, and listening to personal stories, participants get to know themselves and each other better (Lyngstad, 2016, 2017; Lyngstad and Solbue, 2021). But stories can be shared in many ways, including non-verbally. Examples of this are provided later in the chapter.

According to Horsdal (1999), meaning is created not in isolation but in encounters with others. She contends that people must know who they are in order to know what to do and where to go. One way to find out is by focusing on creating and sharing personal stories. Horsdal sees “personal identity as a narrative construct based on experiences and memories” (Horsdal, 1999, p. 11).

In my earlier research on storytelling workshops with immigrants (Lyngstad, 2016, 2017), participants worked with personal stories in pairs, in smaller groups, or in group sessions. It was crucial to start with something all participants knew and would think acceptable to share, such as the story of their name, their favourite food, a place where they liked to play when they were little, a person they cared about, and so on. I have found that it is important to focus on positive stories, as this creates a greater sense of safety and joy for both the storyteller and the listener. In the encounter between the narrator and the listener, a space of opportunity arises (Lyngstad, 2017) where the stories of both the narrator and the listener meet. Since people are reflected in each other’s stories (Lyngstad, 2017), their stories allow them to form new relationships and build bridges between people and cultures, and people can find resonances with their own stories in those of others. As Dahlsveen’s research shows, community and aesthetics lift the memory (Dahlsveen, 2014).

In the planning and implementation of these storytelling methods, it is important to choose tasks that captivate the participants and challenge them to share personal, but not private, stories (Lyngstad, 2017). The choice of storytelling tasks and the way the stories are told are also decisive for whether a storytelling space is opened up between the storyteller and the listener, and whether the latter is reflected in the story being told.

Bakke and Lindstøl (2023, p. 65) highlight the importance of learning through the body:

The body is connected to the experience of space, and the body is linked to the senses and imagination. We experience and understand what is said and done in teaching, through the body, both linguistically, emotionally and physically. When we are present and thinking, experiencing senses. Experiencing and acting, it happens with and in the body, and therefore the body can be the starting point for creating and making meaning in a dramaturgical context.





Methods

My research methods were observations, logs, and interviews. Observations and logs were used to describe the workshops and helped me prepare the interviews and better understand the interview objects. The data material from the interviews was thematic analysed.

At the AEC where we performed our research, teaching must follow and comply with the Norwegian Education Act and the core curriculum of the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, which states that “school shall allow the pupils to experience the joy of creating, engagement and the urge to explore, and allow them to experience seeing opportunities and transforming ideas into practical actions” (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017, p. 8).

This principle also applies to Norwegian primary and lower secondary schools, forming a central part of my preconception about the school’s responsibilities. It guides both my teaching and my observations of teaching. By engaging with what I observe and analysing the interview material, my understanding changed as a result of the intervention and findings.


Observation

Data were collected through participant and non-participant observation: participant observation when I was leading the drama workshop myself and taking part in the practice, and non-participant observation when I was observing the two teachers leading the drama workshop. It was important to combine these two forms of observation, as there are advantages and disadvantages to both. A teacher may get closer to the participants and the exploration of the material by leading the drama workshop and actively participating. However, it can be challenging to manage the role of teacher and observer at the same time. Alternatively, as a non-participating observer, it is possible to concentrate on the observer role, but then it may be not as easy to get so close to the situations.

Observers take notes in different ways. Ours were mixed, in key word form and more detailed word-by-word form. As a storyteller, narrative researcher, and professor of drama and applied drama, I have long experience of studying student activities in fiction and I am trained to present my observations in narratives. Our observation was important for a better understanding of the interview material.



Interviews

To obtain a better understanding of the outcome of the café dialogue in the main research project, Ravneberg, Solbue, and I conducted interviews with people in different positions, such as the café host, the R&D leaders, and a language host (Ravneberg et al., 2021). The interviews were conducted mainly at the AEC immediately after the workshops, but in some cases they were carried out later by telephone.

Interview guides were created before all of the interviews with the people attending the café-dialogue. Although we mainly adhered to the interview guides, new questions arose in response to interview feedback.

There were always two researchers attending the interview, with one concentrating on leading the interview while the other took notes. Ravneberg and I collected the data material together from the interviews with the people attending the ordinary café dialogue and the people attending the drama workshop as part of the café dialogue. But while Ravneberg was analysing the data material from the interviews about the ordinary café dialogue in her article (2024), this article is based on my analysis of the interviews about the drama workshop. Observation notes and logs helped me to get a better understanding of the situations in the classroom and prepared me for the interview process.

The Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research (SIKT) approved the procedures for data handling and storage. We ensured compliance with ethical guidelines such as anonymity in all of the studies.

I analysed the interviews about the drama workshop as part of the café dialogue with two teachers, one of the students who participated in all three drama workshops and one language host who attended the drama workshop.



Analysis

My research question relating to drama in café dialogue formed the basis for the analysis of the data material: What are the potential and the limitations of using drama and theatre as part of café dialogue in an adult education centre?

I conducted thematic interviews in the tradition of Braun and Clarke (2022). Thematic analysis “offers an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to analysing qualitative data” (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p. 77). I familiarised myself with the data by reading and re-reading my data material several times while trying to “identify, analys(e) and report pattern (themes) within (the) data” (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p. 79). I attempted to collate codes into themes and checking the themes against this research question: How and why to implement drama in café dialogue?

I attempted several ways into the data material. I hoped to experience the thematic analysis as “a flexible and useful research tool, which can potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data” (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p. 78). In my first attempt I started with the data material from the interview with the teachers with a drama background and then with the material from the interview with the students. I used different colours to find the patterns. I then found that the teachers’ use of drama language was similar to mine, and the students’ voices became too silent. Then I tried turning it around and started over again with the data material from the student. Then I found another pattern. I also compared the findings from the various interviews and thematised the findings.

I have developed an understanding through a continuous process where the interpretation of the parts and the whole takes place in dynamic interaction. This process, where I moved back and forth between the parts and the whole, meant that my interpretation developed and became increasingly nuanced over time. In this way I gained a more in-depth understanding of the material.



Ethical considerations

In this research project, I was concerned about making ethical choices, such as anonymising the informants and being aware of my role as a professional.

I would prefer to have obtained interview material from more than one of the students that took part in the drama workshop so as to get a more nuanced picture, but the one student voice I obtained is important even so. In the context of the interview with this student, it was important for me to be aware of the skewed power relationship, both to create security within the situation and to keep it in mind when interpreting the answers.

In some of this research I have been researching my own practices, since some of the drama workshops were led by me. The first workshop was led by two learning centre teachers with a drama background while I observed. These two teachers were experienced in conducting drama with students but not in connection with café dialogue. The other two workshops were led by myself, with one teacher with a drama background as a co-teacher. However, I was glad that two of the teachers knew the drama field, the class, and café dialogue; they were active in their own workshop, and one of them was active in the workshop that I led and co-led the last workshop with me.

On the one hand, the teachers’ drama background may have influenced the research results because the teachers are so positive about the use of drama at the learning centre. On the other hand, it may have made the teachers more capable of expressing their opinions about the results of drama in the classroom.

In the thematic analysis, I may have overlooked some significant patterns or themes while focus overly on the research question.



An introduction to the drama workshops in the café dialogue

Presented here are the drama workshops in the café dialogue, supplemented with comments from the log and the interviews about the workshops. The three drama workshops are presented and discussed to determine whether this is a suitable way of using drama in café dialogue.

In the drama workshop with the intercultural group, it was not possible to have an interpreter for each language represented. We therefore wished to focus mainly on non-verbal communication and embodied experiences (Freebody and Finneran, 2021), such as presenting one’s interest not through words but through action: dancing, swimming, cooking, walking, playing videogames, relaxing, and so on. Rather than just listening to one another’s stories, participants played them out by stepping into someone else’s shoes (Heathcote, 1984, p. 49) or through creating and exploring new stories together. Through this form of activity, we hoped the participants would obtain new understandings, inspire each other, and also perhaps repeat one another’s movements to acquire an embodied experience of each other’s interests. Director, theatre practitioner, activist, and author Boal, the founder of the Theatre of the Oppressed, is critical about what verbal communication alone can accomplish in a situation. His advice is to show what you mean rather than to tell what you mean. He constructed forum theatre (Boal, 2002), a theatre form where participants create a play with several situations in which the protagonist is oppressed. The audience is then invited to change these situations by taking the oppressed person’s place in the play and exploring different options for action. The distinctions between the actor and spectator have been erased, and Boal therefore created the word “spectactor” (Boal, 2002).



Using drama to explore topics together

In these drama workshops the participants explored different entrances into fictional work. We used drama conventions that complement each other by activating the participants in different ways, such as through fabulating, improvising, creating different still images, assuming different roles, and acting out different scenes.




Workshop 1

The topic of the first drama workshop was care. The two teachers with a drama background led the workshop, and the participants were of different ages and came from different countries. They prepared the room together. The students were not accustomed to coming to a classroom without any desks—this seemed to surprise them—but they seemed to handle the situation well. The two teachers gathered the students in a circle so that everyone could see each other.


Name and a movement

The first thing everyone did in the circle was to say their name and make a movement. Then the rest of the class repeated their own names and made a movement straight afterwards. This may be like a ritual where everyone collaborates to create a common rhythm where everyone practises being looked at. It was interesting to observe how active they were, and they inspired each other.

Later, when all the students were walking around in the room to different types of music, it was up to the students to choose who they dared to look in the eye. After a while, the teachers split the class in two and gave them different tasks: half of the class was allowed to look each other in the eye, and the rest were not. After a while they did the opposite. This made changes in the group; you could see how those who were allowed to look others in the eye were more open and relaxed.

The students were also invited to stand in two lines opposite each other, forming an alley, before the students, one at the time, went through the alley while being applauded by the class. When I first observed the teacher introducing this exercise so early in the workshop, I became sceptical. I considered it daring to introduce this exercise so early, but surprisingly it seemed to bring a lot of them out of their shells and led to a lot of laughter in the group. There was a lot of energy, sound, and laughter, and the whole class was supportive when individual students had to face the room alone.



Mirror

All the students were challenged to work in pairs and mirror each other’s movement. Some people feel safer working in small groups, while some may feel it is too close. They were encouraged to work on different levels and change between small and big movements. Theatre director Boal (2002) highlights this exercise because it trains people to look at each other and lead each other. They practise giving up control.



Mime

The whole class gathered and started to mime what makes them feel joyful. This challenged them to share something personal. One after the other, they had to show the others their mime. Here they had to improvise, but those who showed their mime last had more time to decide what to show. After this, the students were miming together and miming “how do we look when we are happy?” Here they were able to see the differences in the class.



Pictures of care

The subject for exploration was joyfulness. The teachers shared many pictures of people gathered together. The students had to choose the picture they liked best and then share their reason for choosing that picture.

Then, in smaller groups, they chose a picture they wanted to work with more closely, and together they made a still image (a tableau) inspired by this picture. In this kind of work, students can work non-verbally by just studying the picture and creating it together by placing themselves one after the other into the picture. What we saw here was that the group worked very well together across age and cultural background.

A way to get deeper into the situation and develop and expand stories based on the picture is to ask the students several questions connected to the picture: if one person left the situation in the picture, who left and why? What did the people in the picture see from their position? They could also make a series of tableaux telling a story. How would the movement change from one tableau to the next? And they could even make small movements. The short example at the beginning of this article came from this exercise. The students started to play and create from these pictures, such as what happened before or after this situation. It was a strong and beautiful little scenario that brought out a lot of fun.

The students were all active and seemed to understand the task the teachers gave them. Beforehand, the teachers had some worries:

We want to get the students to make a small dramatisation of a situation that may not initially be so pleasurable, but which turns to joy. It could perhaps be a picture of a woman or a man who looks sad, what is missing in life, and what it took in this person’s life to make them happy.The challenge will be to get them to understand the instructions, or what they are going to do, but it will be as it is. It is not certain that it will be as we had planned, but it can be good anyway. The goal is for them to gain an understanding of the issue of images, and that we can use [them] when we work with poetry, and that they are able to step into a different role, take someone else’s perspective. (Teacher 1)





Workshop 2

In the second workshop, we made statues individually and a still image (tableau) together. According to Neelands and Goode (2015), the drama convention of stills (tableaux) can provide a unique opportunity to explore the meanings of different words and also expand participants’ way of expressing themselves. Still images are:

A very economical and controlled form of expression as well as a sign to be interpreted or read by observers; groups are able to represent more than they would be able to communicate through words alone; a useful way of representing ‘tricky’ content such as fights; simplifies complex content into easily managed and understandable form; requires reflection and analysis in the making and observing of images (Neelands and Goode, 2015, p. 28).


When participants are given the task of creating still images of a topic, the person leading the class must be careful about the words they choose. Do the words highlight community or do they do the opposite? Is it possible to find words that allow for dialogue and exploration rather than creating conflict? In verbal language, a greater sense of difference can be created between participants. The purpose of creating still images for various themes is to seek a concrete understanding of the words or concepts. Participants should show this through action, not hide it through words (Boal, 2002). For the participants, this opened the way for new ways of expressing themselves, regardless of their competence in the Norwegian language.

By making still images with the whole group, participants experienced creating and improvising together without words. They decided when and how to join the pictures. First, they were encouraged to make the still image, then the movement, and then the sounds. A three-step journey may make it feel safer to follow the process. Boal (2002) emphasises the importance of introductory exercises to warm up the body and be able to understand and follow the process. Here they trained to accept each other’s ideas. In smaller groups, participants were challenged to explore certain themes and moments by creating still images in layers and studying these more closely. I proceeded to challenge the participants to bring the still images to life by, for example, reinforcing the image by adding a movement and repeating it, or by those standing in the tableau saying out loud the thoughts of their character or their character’s line. Participants also lined up behind the figures in the tableau to say a thought or line they thought those figures might have said. In addition, they interviewed some of the figures in the tableau and they answer in role. The students took also used the “hot seat” method, where one student was placed in the “hot seat” and tasked with answering questions the other students came up with, responding to challenges or solving problems under pressure.

In the second workshop, we worked collectively with creating stories. We started by choosing one picture from many to look into more closely. The students chose a picture of a woman with long blonde hair standing on the beach, scowling and looking out to sea. Together we created this woman: we built up the character, who she was, her age, her thoughts, her dreams, her life situation, etc. We also made up a story about who she was, what she was thinking about, waiting for, and longing for. The participants quickly came up with the idea that she had a heartbreak. We created the home she had left and composed a letter that had been delivered to her. Furthermore, we created scenes from her life, including an encounter with a man in a café. The participants created the café and took on different roles at the café, and a man and a woman from different countries played a couple. More of the participants moved into the café scene and start acting and improvising as other café guests. This scene led to a lot of laughs and built bridges between people of different cultures and ages.

We also made a space for this woman’s home and made scenes outside her door. As a teacher, I tried to introduce some conflict—her boyfriend delivered a letter to her door, what did he write? We created his letter together.

By bringing in the convention of the “thoughts tunnel” (Heggstad and Heggstad, 2022), the students stood opposite each other in two lines with a space between the two lines as in a tunnel. Then I as “teacher-in-role” of the young girl went between the two lines of participants and, as I passed them, they constructed the thoughts of this character and spoke them out loud. I repeated their thoughts so that everyone could hear them. I walked through the tunnel again, assuming the role of this young woman, and the students gave advice to the young woman as I passed by.


A day in the life of a person of special interest

The convention “a day in life” provided us with the opportunity to study a person over time. After the participants had worked in groups with different images, I chose one of the images to proceed with. This involved splitting everyone into new groups and giving them a time of day for that person and creating a play for that time, in order to explore the person further. Here, the participants were challenged to add elements of excitement and turning points to the play: “drawing attention to the influences and exposing the forces that drive a character to a moment of conflict or decision: emphasising how inner conflicts and tensions shape the events and circumstances of the narrative” (Neelands and Goode, 2015, p. 37).




Workshop 3

The third drama workshop was led by one of the teachers with a drama background and myself. The group composition changed a bit but still included many of those from the first drama workshop.


Hi, Ha, Ho

We started by gathering the participants in a circle. The first exercise was the game Hi, Ha, Ho, where participants begin by saying Hi and reaching both hands towards the person they choose to look at in the circle, who reciprocates by raising both hands and answering Ha, while the people beside this person are moving their own hands towards the person while saying ‘Ho’. In this exercise, participants need to concentrate, look at each other, and train themselves to be seen. The words they say do not mean anything and they are easily mixed up, so this creates a lot of laughter. The game starts at a slow tempo and accelerates as soon as they are more trained and the rhythm and movement start to settle.



Game with name and interest

Because there were some new participants, we had a game where everyone shared their name while dramatising the things they like to do. This was meant as a way for participants to get to know each other better and help them to memorise some facts about each other.



Mime words

The teacher says some words that they will make individual statues of. The words used were “baby,” “old,” “mum,” “father,” “youth,” “teacher,” “travel,” and “pupil.”

This exercise was intended to warm up the body and let the participants get an understanding of their own body language and study each other (Boal, 2002). It was also a way to get a better understanding of words.



Storytelling

As the students’ Norwegian language skills varied, we did a lot of work non-verbally to give them embodied experience (Freebody and Finneran, 2021). Instead of choosing personal stories in the beginning, we chose to create a fictional story together, and we chose an activity that everyone felt they could be a part of. In this common fiction-making, we improvised together, and it became everyone’s story.

As soon as we had an overview of the students’ language skills, we were able to introduce some storytelling activities, such as storytelling workshops (Lyngstad, 2017; Lyngstad and Solbue, 2021). The participants worked with personal stories in pairs, in small groups, or in plenum sessions. It was crucial to start with something they all knew and would find acceptable to share, such as the story about their own name, their favourite food, a place they liked to play when they were children, a person they cared about, and so on. In this work I found it important to focus on the positive stories, as this creates a greater sense of safety and joy for both the storyteller and the listener. In the encounter between the narrator and the listener, a space of opportunity arises (Lyngstad, 2017), where the stories of both the narrator and the listener meet. Since people are reflected in each other’s stories (Lyngstad, 2017), the stories can enable them to form new relationships and build bridges between people and cultures.

When planning and implementing drama and storytelling work, it was important to choose tasks that captivate the participants, as highlighted in previous café dialogue research (Elvekrok and Smith, 2013; Hvatum et al., 2021). In the drama workshop, we encouraged the participants to share stories that were personal but not private. The choice of storytelling tasks and the way the stories are told are also decisive for whether a storytelling space is opened up between the storyteller and the listener, and whether the latter is reflected in the story being told.



Creating fictional stories

I covered the floor with several pictures. Each of the participants was given the task of choosing one of the pictures and trying to create a story about the people in the picture. Who are they, what do they think, what do they say, what put them in this situation, what happened just before the picture was taken or straight after, who else is around them that the camera cannot see? The participants individually made statues or mimed some part of their picture. After their individual work, they made tableaux together inspired by some of the pictures.

We wanted to listen to music that the participants liked but found this difficult because we received no response to the question about what music they liked. When we put some music on—“Jerusalema”—something happened. As the teacher wrote in her log:

It turned out that the music is from South Africa and one student knew a dance that was linked to the music. Thus, she instructed us in the dance. Some of the students opted out. It was a well-known situation and is probably due to the fact that there were both men and women in the same class. Too bad, as this could have been a real “icebreaker” (Teacher 1).




Active assessment choices

An alternative to fiction work that is often used in drama workshops is active assessment choices where the teacher makes statements that the participants must make decisions about. The purpose of this exercise is to activate and engage the participants and make them aware of their own and others’ attitudes. One of the exercises we worked on was a four-corner exercise on the theme of friendship. Here, the teacher presented a statement and gave four possible answers. The students positioned themselves in one of four corners, each indicating one of the four possible answers. For example, the hardest thing about friendship is: being a good friend (corner 1); making new friends in Norway (corner 2); keeping friendships (corner 3); none of these—you have a different idea (corner 4). The fourth corner is always open—it is where you stand if none of the other corners fits and you have another idea.

A fellow drama teacher and I designed some games at the learning centre that we played with the participants. Afterwards, the participants were able to make games on a theme of their choice. In the subsequent discussion with the participants, the teachers’ involvement and presence were highlighted as particularly important.



Forum theatre as a dress rehearsal for reality

In the last part of this workshop, we were working with forum theatre, a theatrical form founded by Boal (2002). According to Boal anyone can do theatre, even actors. And theatre can be done everywhere, even in theatre (Boal, 2002).

Forum theatre is a part of the Theatre of the Oppressed: “The Theatre of the Oppressed is a system of physical exercises, aesthetic games, pictorial drawings and special improvisations whose aim is to protect, develop, and transform the human vocation by transforming the practice of the theatre into an effective tool for the understanding of social and personal problems and the effort to find a solution to them” (Boal, 2000, p. 28) (my translation).

Participants create forum play with situations where the protagonist are oppressed and play it out for people who are given the opportunity to try out and explore these situations and change the outcome. It is crucial that the topic be something that matters to the participants, so forum theatre can be a way to look at ourselves and each other to get a better understanding of life.

A forum play has a protagonist and there may be many antagonists that oppress the protagonist. After the forum play has been played out once for the spectators, and before the joker, who leads the process, asks the actors to play it over again, the joker challenges the spectators to take responsibility for changing the situation. This means that a new role is constructed in the forum theatre, in which the spectator becomes the “spectactor” (Boal, 2002).

The forum play we constructed was about two sisters who were living together, but only one of them took responsibility and did the housework. The other sister did nothing except make disorder in the house and oppress her sister. The participants liked to see their teachers in role, and they laughed a lot, but it took a while for them to take the responsibility of coming on stage and trying out the situation.

After this, the students were asked to think about a situation in their life where they have been oppressed. The teacher wrote in her log that “they gave no response to this, and they did not understand the task.” But might it also have been that they did not dare to tell? We chose to change the task and instead study the pictures again to see if there were any oppressed people, The participants chose a picture of a couple by a table where the man was only looking at his mobile phone. They created the same picture live, and the students went into the situation and replaced the oppressed protagonist and tried to get in contact with the man and stopped and changed the situation where the woman was being ignored. The teacher commented on this in her log:

This is a pretty cautious group and I experienced them as quite slow in the beginning. They were probably a little unsure if they were doing it right. There were still soft smiles and laughter, and after a quarter of an hour most of the students thawed out. Several of the students participated voluntarily in the improvisation. Because of the low language level, we had to make the tasks easy. Dealing with oppression in our own lives was too difficult to understand. I still think that this can be a good task when they start to get used to the way of working (Teacher 1).


She commented on one student in particular:

A student who is reluctant to engage in activities with others was initially sceptical but thawed out afterwards. The boy participated several times in role-playing and improvisations. He was one of those who expressed afterwards that he wished we did this more often (Teacher 1)


According to the teacher, the feedback from the class was unanimous:

They want to do this more often. A student thought we could do this once a week. They thought this was a good way to learn Norwegian. They felt safe and happy. One student stated that she was a rather shy person, but that she was surprised at herself—that she participated as actively as she did (Teacher 1).


In all three workshops, the participants took part in several collective creative processes. Through various artistic approaches to the creative processes, they explored themes in teams both verbally and non-verbally. The participants worked across ages and cultural backgrounds and there was a lot of laughter and joy in the room. Some activities seemed to be more difficult than others, particularly if they needed to share personal stories or opinions.




Results and discussion

While processing the interview material, I attempted to identify meanings in the data by creating patterns in the opinions that could be linked to the research question: What are the potential and the limitations of using drama and theatre as part of café dialogue in an adult education centre?

In this article, I discuss the potential and the limitations of using drama and theatre as part of café dialogue as an alternative methodology in multicultural educational processes. Here are some of the themes that came up in the thematic analysis and observation that I would like to discuss.


The learning potential of drama

A language host mentioned the drama classes, stating, “They get more out of it, especially now that we have drama as well, and that you can bring out new sides through it.” Here we see that this fits under the theme Changes. The language host did not mention what kind of changes, but his statement that through drama it is possible to bring out new sides is in agreement with O’Neill’s (1982) comments that in drama they learn to “research and investigate topics, events and relationships between people” (p. 15). This is further supported by one of the teachers, who stated that the participants understood concepts better after exploring them in drama classes.

From the comments to the language host it seems that drama allows participants to explore new viewpoints, although it is not stated how or why. Is it because with fictional work, as with drama as highlighted by Heathcote, you can learn through another perspective by being in someone else’s shoes (Heathcote, 1984, 49)? According to one of the workshop teachers, it seems that the participants found it easier to create stories and action in fiction together. Might this have felt safer than dealing with each other’s personal stories? Several participants entered fictional situations in which they were acting. The potential of aesthetic doubling may have been realised (Szatkowski, 1985). In forum theatre it also seems easier to enter others’ stories than to share one’s own. While Horsdal (1999) states that meaning is created not in isolation but in encounters with others, the meaning the participants created for roles in a fictional world may influence their own life.



The joy of the activity

The language host stated that it was fun because they laughed and smiled. They worked across cultural borders, and they seems to get to know each other better. They found a connection not only with the theme changes but also with the theme emotions. The language host felt that the participants became better acquainted because they worked across the board. This could apply to their age, cultural background, or gender. In the ordinary café dialogue group they did not work across cultural backgrounds as they had to have a language host in the groups. The participant we interviewed also emphasised that drama was very fun, and when asked why it was fun, he replied: “Because what happened, how we went through all the tasks we were given, we were happy.” According to the teacher, they observed happiness in the creating. And so did I. This also accords with the core curriculum of the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, which states that “Schools shall enable pupils to experience the joy of creating, engagement, and the urge to explore, and enable them to see opportunities and translate ideas into actions” (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017, p. 7 (own translation)).



Exploring practical action through bodily experience

In the drama workshop, the language host took part in the creative processes on an equal footing with the others. He pointed out that it was scary at first, but that it was fine after a while. He highlighted that drama offers new opportunities in café dialogue. In particular, he highlighted that drama may provide a different understanding of things, stating that “they do not understand what the Norwegian word omsorg (care) is, but through drama they can understand it.” This probably came about as a result of the first workshop, where participants were asked to show care through the use of tableaux, as discussed in more detail above. One of the co-investigators who observed the first drama session described it as follows:

The concept of care was brought up […] and they were very good at coming up with ideas, braiding each other’s hair and they were from, I don’t remember exactly which countries, but they were incredibly corporeal, alive… (Observer).


The observer highlights that they were active, corporeal, and alive. This may connect to Bakke and Lindstøl’s (2023) focus on bodily learning that makes participants more engaged. It is also close to Boal (2002), since he prefers for people to show rather than tell what they mean or how they understand a situation (Boal, 2002).

Another drew a link between understanding and liking: “Thank you so much, that was really nice. They understand, they liked it” (Language Host).



Experiencing a new way of learning

According to the student, the drama workshops provided a new way of learning: “There was change, we had different ways of answering and different questions. We have different levels in the class and learn from the others’ questions” (Student). He sees the drama workshop as a new way of learning language and links it to his experience of being in this situation. “I was completely free; I was not afraid to talk and ask questions” (Student).

Both of the teachers with a drama background highlighted the opportunity for the students to show other sides of themselves, where creativity is central, and how this can give them a new sense of mastery:

He’s so very creative and it’s nice when he gets to express himself like that, because he’s more creative than theoretical so to speak, I don’t know if you can say that sort of thing, but at least he was, and it’s so nice that he can show off that side of himself, the man who used to jump out the window (Teacher 1).


Creativity is also highlighted in school curricula and is often linked to the urge to create:

It is thanks to the interaction between creative people with the urge to create that the world has been able to make material and cultural progress. This recognition also lays the foundation for the Government’s approach to current and future challenges (Meld. St 20 (2002-2003), p. 7).


Drama seemed not only to spark creativity and creative learning processes in café dialogue but also a greater satisfaction among the teachers with a drama background, with one saying she loved the café host role: “I think it’s incredibly fun to work with drama, that’s where I’m at my best, more than the normal café dialogue” (Teacher 1). She went on to say a bit more about what she likes about this setting: “I think this type of interaction is really nice, there’s kind of more interaction, I think maybe—that I kind of get them [better].” The other teacher’s commentary reflected something similar:

When someone surprised me, it wasn’t because I had a negative perception of them, but I knew the participants and saw how some guys, including the younger ones, dived into fiction. Most people surprised me. Strange. I thought this session worked out really well (Teacher 2).


The teacher connected her surprise at the students to fictional work, and that they dived into it. They were active and led themselves into the fictional plot. Heathcote highlights different sides of role-taking: “either to understand a social situation more thoroughly or to experience imaginatively via identification in social situations (Heathcote, 1984, p. 49). Not everyone went into a protagonist role, but they were somehow active within the group’s fictional work.

The teachers mentioned changes in the class, which became more active after a while. This seems to connect with the theory highlighting that a safe space is needed in order to show new sides of yourself and to open up (Lyngstad, 2017). Based on the comments from the observer and the teachers, it can be said that the students became more confident through this process.



Experiencing more comfortable participants

The teachers experienced a change in the students’ engagement and urge to express themselves:

Last time, he (the student) was very closed off and he looked so upset, maybe because he thought it was so awkward and felt so uncomfortable. But then he became warmed up and got into everything at the end. I think that was great to see (Teacher 1).


The student emphasised the dialogue in drama rather than the café dialogue: “I think the drama dialogue was better than the other because it gives an opportunity for talking to be completely free” (student). He also commented that this was totally different: “I felt very free, completely different from before. I was in theatre. Drama. The teacher and you. It gives us the opportunity to be free” (Student). When the students use the word free, it can connect to an emotion.

It is noteworthy that the student felt so safe, despite the fact that several participants did not know each other very well. “It was different with drama, only two from the same country. We were all in drama. Yes, we became friends with those who were in drama” (Student). This seems to have been an important change from the traditional use of café dialogue. In the café dialogue, they mostly gathered around the table with people from the same country because of the interpreting challenges, which was not an issue in the drama workshops. This is evident in the student’s statements:

Those café dialogues around the table were good. Questions in drama are better, give the opportunity for everyone to speak, feel safe, from different countries and cultures, to learn from the others. At the table in (café dialogue), same language same country. In drama, no coercion, now it’s your turn, decide for yourself when to join in and share/do something/say something (Student).


Even if the drama workshops were part of the café dialogue in our research project, it seems from the comments by one of the teachers that it is something besides the traditional café dialogue, and her wish is to include it more.



A place to explore difficult situations

The participants explored several topics through drama. They collaborated across age and cultural background. They made tableaux, dramatised, or participated in forum theatre, which inspired them to change their position from spectator to “spectactor” (Boal, 2002). They were not afraid to tackle difficult subjects. One of the teachers with a drama background commented on the changes through these processes:

The focus was on cultural diversity, identity, equality, creativity, engagement, and the urge to explore. The reason for this was that we wanted to raise awareness of the mindset and perhaps influence social control. In the beginning, it was a bit of trial and error, and we found that the students felt that we had an agenda. Then they started to see it as a positive breath of fresh air and we focused on diversity and stories that tie us together. The themes after that became more harmless. What we saw in the drama part of the classes, however, was that the students brought up situations that involved social control of their own accord (Teacher 1).


The student also agreed to explore topics in drama and theatre, and that gave him the opportunity to be freer. The language host suggested other topics to work with, such as “How can we solve misunderstandings at school?” or “What offends you?”



Mastery of non-verbal language

One of the teachers highlighted the participants’ extended opportunity to express themselves:

I think maybe everyone experiences mastery because they all use language in a different way for verbal or bodily communication, but at least it is communication. I think they experience mastery and because they can actually communicate without necessarily being that good at Norwegian (Teacher 1).


The other teacher also highlights body language and also links the activity to the community:

Working using the body: good for language learning and the environment in general. You get to practise standing in front of a group. Use every aspect of yourself and your emotions. That brings a lot of joy. The experience of community. Do something about the class environment. Promote inclusion (Teacher 2).


The community seems to foster new understandings:

The camaraderie and energy that arose in the room provided a lot of energy. We had zero idea of how it might go. When you get to use your body language and senses like that, that’s different. It was magical. The dialogue and cooperation that can occur when you have drama was good. The shared experience, to get to know each other. There are many side effects of drama. Self-esteem, self-confidence. You are seen, it can be experienced as both positive and negative (Teacher 2).


The teacher emphasised the importance of the framework around the work: “It requires a good framework but must be flexible. Have a dialogue with them. Do not ridicule.” She believes that more people can participate in these groups: “It’s for everyone in the long run. You have to be a little bit playful at the start.” She also highlights the importance of spontaneity: “There were several of us in the room playing off each other.”

One teacher points out that the energy takes on a different form in the unfamiliar:

Something happens to the energy when you step out of your habits. Work with community and values in other ways. Create dialogue. Come forward. You can become more comfortable when you are in a different role. Open doors [for] lots of people in relation to language learning in café dialogue or otherwise. […] The right hemisphere of the brain is engaged. Taking in more unconsciously. Has lowered his shoulders. One is more relaxed (Teacher 2).


One of the teachers with a drama background wanted to integrate drama with café dialogue, not beside it. The reason she gave is that, as a supplement, “it creates interaction and multiple ways of communicating.”

In the drama workshop, the participants had the opportunity to use several of their languages in their communication, and the use of their body language linked them together. According to the teacher, they learned the Norwegian language in other ways in these workshops, and several of the students gained a sense of mastery from communicating through their body language regardless of their Norwegian level.

The teachers highlighted the drama workshop as a place to express oneself in a better way, and as a place to inspire each other:

Although some of the students were quiet and cautious at first, according to the teacher, their faces were alive, and gradually they became more active. The pupils as a whole became more relaxed, and the teacher believes the drama session had an impact on the classroom environment in retrospect as well. The teacher observed that people who otherwise did not talk to each other started communicating with each other during these lessons. Several of the students later said they wanted more drama in class.

The data were analysed and then compared to shed light on common features and differences in the data material. As a result, I created some patterns from the data material and these helped me to identify topics of importance for the research questions: What are the potential and the limitations of using drama and theatre as part of café dialogue in an adult education centre?

In the analysis of the interview with the participant, three main themes emerged after the coding and influence the potential of drama as part of café dialogue: emotions, actions, and changes. We can place these in a model:



Model 1: A triangle of learning points

I placed these themes in relation to each other and gave them subcategories. The theme of emotions was given subcategories in the form of words that the student helped to highlight when he said that in drama classes they were not afraid to talk or ask questions but happy and free. It was a new way of learning languages. Under action, we find subcategories that highlight activity where they used their body to describe. This helped to create a change. “I felt very free, completely different from before. I was in theatre and in drama” (Participant).

On the one hand, this can be a limitation for those that do not value being so active. On the other hand, they may learn by observing those who are |active, even the protagonist. The participant emphasises that there are different levels in the class, but that they learned from listening to each other’s questions. Moreover, they may learn by being so active in the drama dialogue.

The student also highlights that the drama workshops stood out in that “we were all in drama.” In these workshops, more countries were represented, and they worked more across countries: “We became friends with those who were in drama” (Participant). Can a limitation of this be that someone may find it even harder to handle the situation if they see all the others fitting in? Although there were several who did not speak the same language in the drama workshops, they were able to communicate with body language.

The teachers with a drama background highlighted several of the same things about the drama workshops. One experienced a change in the students who were quiet at first and became more active. The teacher is highlighting a change here. The teacher pointed out that, despite the fact that she liked the drama workshops best, she still dreaded them the most. The reason she liked the drama workshops best is that she felt that they were freer, and that she was freer. So even though she thought they were scarier, they were nice anyway. It may appear that the teacher also experienced more active students: “I think it’s very nice—with this interaction, there is in a way more interaction, I think maybe that’s it—that I kind of get them with me” (Teacher 1). She believes that everyone experiences mastery, because they use the language in a different way and they communicate. This according to her certainly helped to affect the class environment.




Ending

In this article, I have explored the potential and the limitations of bringing drama to café dialogue. By presenting and discussing the outcome of the drama workshops and by analysing and discussing the data material from the interviews, I can see that both the teacher and the participants find that drama brings new learning forms to café dialogue, creating a good group environment with positive, engaged students. Together, they create a safe space across age and cultural background in which to explore, and they create joy through the exploration of fictional work and the creation of embodied experience (Bakke and Lindstøl, 2023). Making use of all drama conventions, the participants in café dialogue had to collaborate and create stories together. They had to actively explore themes, words, and situations through their active identification with fictious roles and situations (O’Neill, 1982; Heathcote, 1984) and by being in someone else’s shoes (Heathcote, 1984) and being a part of aesthetic doubling (Szatkowski, 1985). Non-verbal language with a focus on showing and not telling (Boal, 2002) helped to expand their aesthetic formation. The teachers and participant highlighted how much fun the participants had and how they found new ways of expressing themselves.

The participant in particular observed that in drama one becomes freer and better acquainted with others, that one dares to be active, and that it was a lot of fun to work with drama and in multicultural groups.

The teachers suggested that drama should be integrated into café dialogue as a supplement. The drama work should be span ages and cultures and should also be voluntary. The storytelling workshop should, if working with personal stories, focus on positive experiences (Lyngstad, 2017), but if one wants participants to get a deeper understanding of a theme or a dress rehearsal for life (Boal, 2002; Lyngstad, 2015), they can explore fictional stories—that is, not their own stories but stories close to their reality. However, drama workshops depend on dedicated teachers who can actively use their body language and inspire the participants. Based on the experience gained in this project, the teachers experienced being very active. The teachers liked having two teachers in the drama workshop so that they could play off of each other (Lyngstad and Solbue, 2021). This allows for bigger groups with participants of different ages and from different countries, with drama serving as a bridge-builder between people and culture.
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Refugee parents

Nationality Fictive names Gender The sample in total
Syrian Zilan, Marwa, Haya, Women 4 Six women and six men, one
Zahra parent pair
Somali Isir Woman 1 Allhave non-western
X backgrounds.
Eritrean Dia Woman 1
Between 1 and 2, children attend
Syrian Adnan, Bashar, Kadnan, | Men 5 ECE: some also have school
Mustafa, Mohamad children.
Kurdish Aram Man 1 Allare refugees in a compulsory
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(1-3years) - Introduction
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“We have access
to interpreters
only 3-4 times a
year. During
those occasions,
we can address
complexissues
and engage in
‘meaningful
conversations
with the daycare
professionals.
However, there.
are often matters

that cannot wait”

We must do
1t

gs like
Norwegian, go
hiking, and
integrate
ourselves to have
agood life in
Norway”
(Adnan, Syrian
father)

“Iam not used to
others looking
after my children.
Atfrst, T was very
insecure and
scared. 1did not
know what they
expected and was
afraid my child
would be hur,
butnow

Tam more
confident that the
ECE takes safe
arcofmy
children” (Haya,
Syrian mother).

Data from ECE

professionals

Marie speaks of
how differences in
upbringing create
barriers, extra
stress, and
‘misunderstandings,
highlighted by the
case of the refugee
‘mother who wanted
to feed her child

breast milk.

“These parents often
need alitle extra
follow-up, especially
in the wardrobe
situations they need
to be informed that
they are the ones
who need to
undress them and
accompany them
into the ward, and
in terms of what
clothes the children
need in ECE”
(Pedagogical leader,
Lise).

In the beginning,
the parents were
both skeptical and
aftaid. They did not
want their children
to sleep outside in
the stroller. Also,
many refugee
parents feared what
could happen to
their children

when they played
out. They found it
different and scary
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played frecly,
running and
climbing in

threes.
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differences and
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However, with time
and experience,
they can build trust
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Scel

rio for lower grades

Imagine that a refugee child comes to your class and that the teacher tells him or her
ot next to you. Your friends in your class are excited that you will all meet the
refugee child and they encourage you to talk to him or her. At first s/he does not
Know what to tell you because s/he does not speak Croatian well, but you soon start
to have a good time together. Soon, the bell rings, which means that the class i
ending.

Imagine you are in your favorite park. It i spring, and the weather i nice and sunny.
You can hear birds singing and you can smell spring flowers. Your friends are not
there today and you are playing alone. Then you notice another child your age in the
park. You remember that your friends told you it was a refugee who moved to.a
nearby street, and who does not speak Croatian well. At the beginning, you do not
know how to approach them, but you start playing and having fun together soon.

Imagine that it is winter and that a lot of snow fell overnight. You are happy because:
you will go out and make a snowman! An older neighbor in your street comes out to
clear snow, and a child your age joins him and starts helping him. You recognize that
itisa refugee whose family has recently moved to your street. You also decide to help
your neighbor. Although the refugee child does not speak Croatian very well the two

of you are having a good time clearing the snow together.

Imagine that you are at a playroom for a birthday party of a friend. The room s full
of balloons and toys. You notice a child you do not know, who you heard was a
refugee. Soon it s time for a game, and the playroom teacher divides you into groups
where you are supposed to find as many balloons of the same color as possible.

You are in the group with the refugee child. At first you are not certain how it will all
g0 because the child does not speak Croatian very well, but you soon start to look for
balloons together and help each other, and you are having a great time! At the end of

the game, your group has won!

Scenario for upper grades

Imagine that a refugee your age comes to your class and that your teacher tells them
o sit next to you. Your friends in your class are excited that you will al meet him/her
and they encourage you to talk to the refugee. At first s/he does not know what to tell
you because s/he does not speak Croatian well, but you soon start to have a good time

together. Soon, the bell rings, which means that the class is ending.

Imagine you are walking around your neighborhood. I is spring, and the weather is
nice and sunny. You see neighbors passing by and cars in the street. As you come
closer to your house, you notice a child your age in the street. You do not know him
or her, but you have heard that he or she is a refugee who does not speak Croatian
very well. You are walking towards cach other, and you decide to stop and say hello.
‘Although you are not sure what to say to each other at first, soon you start to hang

outand have fun,

Imagine that you are returning from school and you are walking towards your house.
You see a child your age in front of you walking in the same direction. When you look
at them more closely, you realize this student is a refugee who came to your school
and attends another class in your school. Soon, several younger children run towards
you and ask for your help to get down a ball that got stuck in a tree. Although you do
not know each other, and although the refugee student does not speak Croatian very
well, the two of you decide to help the children together.

Imagine you are in the school playground. Itis summer, and the playground is full of
children your age. There is a child your age whom you do not know, but you have
heard that he or she is a refugee and that he or she does not speak Croatian very wel
You are all bored and you do not know what to do. Suddenly, someone suggests that
You organize a sports competition. You are in the team together with the refugee
child. You introduce yourselves to each other and you start working together to be as
good as possible in the game. You are helping each other and having a great time. At

the end of the competition, your team has won!

Additional information on the workshops is available at: https://urn.nsk.hr/urn:nbn-hr:131:848219.
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