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ABSTRACT  

Children’s experiences of migration are largely shaped by their experiences of schools in the 

host society. The present study aims to explore experiences of 15 Iranian immigrant children 

between the ages of 8-18 living in Trondheim, Norway. More specifically the study seeks to 

address challenges and difficulties that children face in the host country’s schools, the factors 

posing such challenges, and the ways that the children negotiated their everyday lives at 

school. The social studies of children and childhood, and structuration theory have provided a 

theoretical framework based on which this study has been conducted. Given this, an attempt 

has been made to recognize children as active agents in their experiences of migration, as well 

as a social group influenced and restricted by the structural conditions surrounding them. 

Furthermore, the study tries to explore the experiences of migrant children from the 

perspective of inclusion\ exclusion.  

This is a child-focus research, hence, a qualitative research approach, particularly, the 

ethnography method is used in the process of data collection. Consequently, participant 

observations, focus group discussion, and in depth semi-structured interviews have been 

chosen to capture the school experiences of the individuals in detail.  

The study has found that the feeling of the exclusion has been the most common challenge 

faced by the participants. Such a feeling has been aroused due to a variety of reasons, such as 

feeling of isolation on arrival, experiences of bullying or peer rejection, experiences with 

being stereotyped, and separation from peers due to taking mother tongue classes. 

Furthermore, the findings of the study have highlighted three underlying factors behind 

inclusion/ exclusion experiences of the migrant children that can be grouped as effects of 

un/familiarity with the host language, role of the parents, and the role of the teachers and the 

schools. 

Comparing three different types of schools in Trondheim, it was concluded that the schools 

with large number of migrant children are more successful in absorption and inclusion of their 

pupils. Study findings also confirm the importance of friendships on the migrant children’s 

experiences of school. Having intimate relationships enable children to cope better with their 

challenges and difficulties. In addition, playing and games as means of communication 

mediator have crucial  roles in establishing friendly relations among migrant children, and 

thus their better inclusion and adjustment to the new situation.  



iv 
 

TABLE OF CONTENT 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT ........................................................................................................ I 

ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................... III 

TABLE OF CONTENT ......................................................................................................... IV 

LIST OF ACRONYMS ........................................................................................................ VII 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 1 

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY ............................................................................................ 1 

1.2 IMMIGRATION .................................................................................................................... 3 

1.3 TERMINOLOGY EXPLANATION ........................................................................................... 4 

1.4 PROBLEM STATEMENT ....................................................................................................... 4 

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY ........................................................ 6 

1.6 JUSTIFICATION OF THE STUDY ........................................................................................... 7 

1.7 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS ................................................................................................ 8 

CHAPTER 2: STUDY CONTEXT ....................................................................................... 11 

2.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................ 11 

2.2 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF IRANIAN MIGRATION ...................................................... 11 

2.3 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF IRANIAN MIGRATION TO NORWAY .................................. 15 

2.4 DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF IRANIAN IMMIGRANTS .......................................... 18 

CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTS AND THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ............................ 21 

3.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................ 21 

3.2 THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL STUDIES OF CHILDREN AND CHILDHOOD ............................ 21 

3.3 APPROACHES WITHIN CHILDHOOD STUDIES .................................................................... 23 

3.4 AGENCY / STRUCTURE ..................................................................................................... 26 

3.5 STRUCTURATION THEORY ............................................................................................... 27 

3.6 INCLUSION / EXCLUSION .................................................................................................. 31 

3.7 CHILDREN’S PEER CULTURE ............................................................................................ 33 

3.8 FRIENDSHIP ...................................................................................................................... 36 

CHAPTER FOUR: METHODODLOGY ............................................................................ 39 

4.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................ 39 

4.2 QUALITATIVE METHODOLOGY ........................................................................................ 39 



v 
 

4.3 METHODS USED FOR COLLECTING DATA ........................................................................ 40 

4.3.1 Participant Observation ........................................................................................... 41 

4.3.2 Focus Group Discussion .......................................................................................... 42 

4.3.3 In- Depth Semi-Structure Interview ......................................................................... 43 

4.3.4 Narrative Interview .................................................................................................. 44 

4.4 ACCESS AND RECRUITMENT OF INFORMANTS .................................................................. 45 

4.5 DATA TRANSCRIPTION AND ANALYSIS ............................................................................ 46 

4.6 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS .............................................................................................. 47 

4.6.1 Informed Consent ..................................................................................................... 47 

4.6.2 Confidentiality .......................................................................................................... 48 

4.6.3 Consequences ........................................................................................................... 48 

4.6.4 The Role of the Researcher ...................................................................................... 48 

4.7 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY ............................................................................................ 49 

CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION ......................................... 53 

5.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................ 53 

5.2 CHILDREN’S CHALLENGES AND DIFFICULTIES ................................................................. 55 

5.2.1 The Challenges of Isolation and Frustration on Arrival ......................................... 56 

5.2.2 Experiences of Peer Rejection ................................................................................. 57 

5.2.3 The Challenges of Being Stereotyped ...................................................................... 62 

5.2.4 The Challenge of Having Mother Tongue Lesson (Morsmål) ................................. 65 

5.2.5 Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction ............................................................................... 68 

5.3 UNDERLYING REASONS FOR EXCLUSION EXPERIENCES OF MIGRANT STUDENTS ............ 73 

5.3.1 Language as a Key to Enter a New Community ...................................................... 73 

5.3.2 Role of Parents in Inclusion/Exclusion of Migrant Children .................................. 76 

5.3.3 Role of Schools, Teachers, and Inclusion Policies .................................................. 80 

5.4 COMPARISON OF EXPERIENCES OF MIGRANT CHILDREN IN DIFFERENT TYPES OF SCHOOLS

 .............................................................................................................................................. 84 

5.4.1 Implementation of Inclusion Policies ....................................................................... 85 

5.4.2 Identity Matching ..................................................................................................... 88 

5.5 CHILDREN’S PEER INTERACTIONS IN CULTURALLY DIVERSE SETTING ............................ 92 

5.5.1 Importance and Functions of Friendship ................................................................ 92 

5.5.2 Befriending Strategies/ Migrant Cultural Bubble .................................................... 94 

5.5.3 The Development of Peer Interaction through Activities ........................................ 97 



vi 
 

5.5.4 Gender Matters- Game, Play, Football ................................................................. 100 

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUDING REMARKS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ................ 105 

6.1 RECAPITULATION AND CONCLUSION ............................................................................. 105 

6.2 THE MAIN FINDINGS OF THE STUDY .............................................................................. 107 

6.3 SOME SUGGESTION AND RECOMMENDATION ................................................................. 110 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................................................ 111 

APPENDIXES ...................................................................................................................... 123 

APPENDIX 1: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDELINES ............................................................ 123 

APPENDIX 2: LETTER OF CONFIRMATION .............................................................................. 126 

APPENDIX 3: PARENTS’ INFORMATION & INFORMED CONSENT FORM................................... 127 

APPENDIX 4: CHILDREN’ INFORMATION & INFORMED CONSENT FORM ................................. 129 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 
 

LIST OF ACRONYMS  

(AID)                                     Norwegian Ministry of Work and Integration  

(IMDi)                                   Directorate of Integration and Diversity 

(IOM)                                    International Organization for Migration 

(MoP)                                    Iran Ministry of Petroleum  

(NAFO)                                 National Centre for Multicultural Education  

(NIOC)                                  National Iranian Oil Company  

(NTNU)                                 Norwegian University of Science and Technology  

(OECD)                                  Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(SOPEMI)                              Continuous Reporting System on Migration (French acronym) 

(UDI)                                     Norwegian Directorate of Immigration  

(UN)                                       United Nation  

(UNCRC)                               United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNHCR)                               United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  



1 
 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study         

My childhood was full of memories of movement from one city to another because of my 

father’s job, who was an employee of customhouse. When I grew up, if somebody asked me 

where I am from, she/he would pose a challenge to me.  As I had not lived in a city for a long 

period, I could not find a definite answer. This situation can be described as follows: “People 

may refer to themselves by describing what country they live in, what city or town they come 

from” (Hauge, 2007, p. 1). However, it is only one part of the story; the most important 

feather of these sudden movements was the difficulties and challenges that I had to deal with. 

As James Deegan, argue: “to be and have friends is a fundamental human interest and 

concern”. For children, friendships and friends in school are even more important than their 

success and learning (Deegan, 1996, p.1). For me, forsaking old friends and making new 

friends, has been a very challenging experience that I faced in my childhood. Of course, in 

many aspects my internal migration experiences are not comparable with those children who 

have moved to the other countries. The lack of their familiarity with a new language and the 

behavioral codes of the new society probably impose them much more difficulties and 

challenges than I faced during my childhood.  

Despite of all the differences between my childhood experiences and international migrants, I 

feel that having common sense and more importantly being a master student in the childhood 

studies are in fact the main reasons, which make me focus on this issue. It seems important to 

know how children deal with new situations when they as strangers enter to a different 

country where almost everything is absolutely unfamiliar to them. How they adapt themselves 

to changes quickly while they do not know the language and there is significant cultural 

differences between their homeland and the host country. How they cope with the challenges, 

which they face with and what the impacts of these significant challenges in their lives are. 

Furthermore, the importance of this issue for me is not limited only to my childhood. As an 

international immigrant with numerous concerns about myself, my family and particularly my 

only child, living here has taught me that it is not easy to be an immigrant. Regardless of 

being able to speak the language of the host country very well, having high education, a well-

paid job, and having good social status, one may encounter many challenges. It can be true 

even for those who choose to leave their country by their own will, and not necessarily 

because of political, economical, or social situations. One has to prove his/her abilities to the 
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others only because of being an immigrant. Children may run into more serious difficulties, 

since we usually expect them to be more vulnerable, they have no choice, and have to follow 

their parent’s decisions. Many parents like me choose to live abroad because they think that 

their children will have better situations and more opportunities in their future life. Living in a 

free and well-developed country such as Norway may make me feel more comfortable, or at 

least I may worry less about my child’s future. Nevertheless, there can be lots of new 

concerns and anxieties. Sometimes I wonder if we have the right decision in choosing to live 

abroad.  

When I arrived in Norway, my mind was filled with a myriad of questions and concerns. I 

was really worried about how my three year-old son can adjust himself to his new life and 

deal with possible challenges. I was wondering whether he can make good friends and feel 

welcome in the new environment, since friendship could play an important role in social and 

emotional development of children (Ferrer & Fugate, 2007). Our children are often growing 

up while they are deprived of grandparents or other relatives’ affection. They are suspended 

between two different cultures; they are totally confused between two different social as well 

as cultural values and norms. I came here with all these concerns. Since living in Norway, I 

have observed or heard about the children who face with different problems or suffer from 

what the parents interpret as isolation. In addition, reviewing other studies about immigrants 

have intensified my concerns and made me think that this subject may be a valuable topic for 

the investigation.  

According to Ali Sahebi (cited in: Azimi, 2007), Iranians historically have never been 

satisfied immigrants due to the intense emotional interest to the homeland. They do not go 

through the processes of immigration very well because of their looking back on their old 

days with a certain amount of nostalgia. They tend to stay in their own past and culture rather 

than looking forward and trying to be absorbed in the culture of the host society. This does 

not mean that Iranians are not good citizens, but acceptance of this geographical movement 

has always been difficult for them. It is argued that returning to Iran has always been one of 

the main concerns for a majority of Iranians. This can turn into a big barrier for the cultural 

adaption to the new society, especially when the cultural differences is high. This cultural 

heterogeneity makes children more vulnerable. Due to the first generation’s failure to 

establish a logical communication with the host community, children- the second generation 

migrants- encounter more difficulties (Azimi, 2007).   
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These concerns can demonstrate only one side of the coin, from the adult’s point of view. 

However, what are the children’s own experiences and interpretations of being an immigrant 

child? I think they deserve careful consideration. Their opinions should be heard, because 

they may not have the same feelings and ideas. They may be are very happy and satisfied with 

living here as an immigrant child. In fact, this is the most important concern in my study, 

which I am trying to investigate and explore.  

1.2 Immigration 

The topic of migration and its advantages and disadvantages is not a new phenomenon and is 

not something unique related to a particular time period and specific place. Humans have 

migrated across the world throughout history due to various reasons, such as finding new 

lands, learning new ways of farming, escaping from hunger and wars, enjoying more religious 

and political liberty, greater economic opportunities, or just curiosity and exploring new 

things (Barter, 2002; Lazzerini, 2005). Indeed, limitation or negative factors in the community 

of origin and opportunities or positive factors available in destination might enforce or attract 

people to migrate (Lee, 1966; Anarfi et al. 2009).  

Everett S. Lee (1966) defined migration “as a permanent or semi-permanent change of 

residence”. This definition is very broad and not confined to a specific type, reason, or group. 

In this definition, no distinction between voluntary and involuntary act of migration, no 

restriction on the moving distance, and no differentiation between internal- and international 

nature of it can be found (Lee, 1966, p. 49). The United Nation (UN) defines human 

migration as “The movement of people from one place in the world to another for the purpose 

of taking up permanent or semi permanent residence, usually across a political boundary”. 

Regarding this, there are many types of migration including urbanisation, family 

reunification, impelled or reluctant migration, labour migration, student migration, forced 

migartion, return migration, chain migration and seasonal migration  (cited in: Kimberley & 

Claydon, 2012, p. 1).  

I am not going to go into details of each type of migration, but historically prior to 1980s, 

attentions were focused on internal migration which is a movement within national borders 

including rural-rural, urban-rural and urban-urban migrating and mostly from rural to urban 

area toward urbanization (Skeldon, 2006). According to Anarfi et al. besides the importance 

of migrant’s agency in deciding to migrate, other factors such as imbalance in resources, 

facilities and income level as structural elements are powerful causes of internal immigration 



4 
 

(Anarfi et al. 2009). Since 1980s, attentions have shifted towards international migration from 

developing countries into developed countries, due to some reasons such as decline in the 

birth rate that resulted in a shortage of labor forces and high standard of living in the country 

of destination (Skeldon, 2006). 

In this study, the term immigration refers to international immigration and an ‘immigrant 

child’ includes both immigrants’ children who were born abroad as well as those who were 

born in Norway, in both cases with two foreign-born parents. 

In order to clarify the above-mentioned definition some of the most common terms that are 

used in this study will be explained as below. 

1.3 Terminology Explanation  

Child: Every human being below the age of 18 years unless under the law applicable under 

the child majority is attained earlier (UNCRC). 

Immigrants: Persons who are born abroad to two foreign-born parents, and who have 

moved to Norway, are defined as immigrants (Statistics Norway, 2011). 

Norwegian-born to immigrant parents: Those born in Norway with two immigrant parents 

are defined as Norwegian-born to immigrant parents (Statistics Norway, 2011).This definition 

is very broad and involves a wide range of reasons for migration including labor migration, 

family reunification, refugees, and study (ibid).  

Asylum seeker:  Person who on his or her own initiative, and without prior notification, asks 

the authorities for protection and recognition as a refugee, the person is called an asylum 

seeker until a decision has been made on the application (UDI, 2006). 

 Refugee: in the legal sense, the term “refugee” applies to resettlement refugees and asylum 

seekers who have been granted asylum. In connection with refugee assistance in Norway, the 

term “refugee” is used for resettlement refu¬gees and persons who, following an application 

for asylum, have been granted asylum, protection, or residence on humanitarian grounds 

(UDI, 2006) 

1.4 Problem Statement 

Human migration has always been and is still a specific phenomenon among different 

communities, since the situation of both sides of the transaction undergoes some 
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transformation, i.e. both the country that its people migrate in the hope of a better tomorrow 

and the country that is chosen as destination (Khosroshahi, 2007).  

Nowadays, many national and international institutions and treaties support different needs 

and rights of children including migration. For example, UNCRC defends the rights of 

children in this regard; under Article 10 and 11, migration is one of the fundamental rights for 

every child.  

 Article 10: “States Parties shall respect the right of the child and his or her parents to leave 

any countries, including their own, and to enter their own country”.  

Article 11: “States Parties shall take measures to combat the illicit transfer and non-return of 

children abroad”. 

On this basis, every year many children around the world leave their home, and reside in a 

foreign country in the hope of a better life. As an example, I can refer to a new wave of 

migration in recent decades from Middle East countries to the West as a result of political 

tensions and pressures (Ní Laoire et al. 2011). Parts of this specific group are Iranian children 

who have moved to Norway, whom the main focus of this study is dedicated to. These 

movements would bring its own challenges and difficulties for both adults and children. 

Children of immigrant families may share many difficulties concerning adapting to the new 

environments (Komarov, 2004). 

Furthermore, one of the basic rights of children including migrant children is education, 

which is emphasized in Article 28 of UNCRC. 

Article 28:“States Parties recognize the right of the child to education, and with a view to 

achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity”.  

Emphasis on equality means that programs and policies should be designed in such a way that 

all children including immigrants to be able to absorb in nation’s schools (Reynolds, 2008). 

However, giving children equal opportunities does not mean that they really enjoy these 

opportunities, since inherent differences among migrant and native children such as language, 

physical appearance (e.g. hair, facial features, skin color) and cultural differences may act as 

barriers that prevent children from gaining equal rights. 
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In sum, a defining characteristic of contemporary life style is ‘mobility’. Children may 

perceive mobility in different ways in their lives. For migrant children, some challenges might 

follow. They therefore find themselves confronted by a new tricky situation and living 

condition. They should adapt to new school system, learn new language or knowledge (Ní 

Laoire et al. 2011). Migrant children require rebuilding their identity to feel happy or 

comfortable in their new situation, they also need to establish new relationships, which are 

possible in the light of support, sympathy, and understanding (Ibid). Although policies, 

national and international laws support immigrant children and their families, they may face 

various challenges in some area such as: “finding new friends; dealing with loss and 

loneliness; adjusting to a new teacher and new school system; adjusting to a new cultural 

environment and racism or anti-immigration sentiments” (Reynolds, 2008, p.5). What they 

have experienced and how they perceive their situations, is the main subject, which this study 

attempts to address.  

1.5 Research Questions and Purpose of the Study  

This study makes an effort to investigate the experiences of some Iranian migrant children in 

the school setting. The major concern is to find out what challenges and difficulties exist for 

them in order to be integrated into Norwegian society, particularly, with regard to friendship 

building. What causes such challenges and to explore how migrant children deal with the 

problems in the new society will be touch upon, as well.  The main research question that the 

study seeks to answer is: 

What are experiences of the Iranian migrant children in schools in Trondheim/ Norway? 

Finding proper answers to the main question, requires getting answers to a series of more 

detailed questions such as: 

 What do children like or dislike regarding their school?  

 How is their relationship with their peers, teachers, and the other school staff?  

 What kind of behaviors do these children expect from their peers and teachers?  

 What strategies do children use to deal with their challenges? 

 What kind of strategies do teachers and the other school staff use to help these 

children to overcome their difficulties in order to be equal in value to the school 

community? 
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These research questions can be answered through the following particular objectives: 

 To find out difficulties and challenges that children may face with in the school 

setting, particularly in building up the friendships 

 To explore most common reasons behind such challenges and difficulties 

 To understand children’s satisfaction or dissatisfaction of being involved in the new 

environment 

 To examine the role of the school in creating/solving the challenges  

 To find out the possible differences in the experiences between the Norwegian-born 

and foreign-born children 

1.6 Justification of the Study  

Contemporary migration is different from earlier types of human movements. As a result of 

modern communication and transportation, people travel easier and faster (Mohammadi et al. 

2006). Consequently, there are around 214 million international migrants worldwide today, 

which reach to 3.1% percentage of the world’s population. A significant number of them are 

children (IOM, 2010). The increased number of the immigrants, and new patterns of 

immigration, on the other hand offer some challenges and create a major worry for 

governments and scholars so that ‘the problem is getting out of control’. Hence, in order to 

control the negative effects of this mass migration, immediate actions on different levels such 

as physical, mental health and social service seem necessary (Mohammadi et al. 2006). 

Consequently, many studies have been conducted in the field of migrant children. Each study 

has approached the problem from different side of view and has led to different results. A 

quite large number of them have examined features of immigrant children in the domain of 

social and cultural psychology, education, health care, and social services (Mohammadi et al. 

2006). For example, from the psychological point of view, friendship is very important 

contributor to psychological well-being of adolescents, whereby close friendship with peers 

positively lead to self-esteem and negatively link to depression risk (Chan and Birman, 2009). 

Study of prevalence of psychiatric disorders in Iranian immigrant children in the UK have 

shown that they seem to suffer from psychological problems more in comparison with the 

average of their peers in Tehran/Iran (Mohammadi et al. 2006). Furthermore, from social 

researchers’ point of view, close friendships may provide a favorable environment for young 

people that help them achieve a healthy growth and greater educational results (Vaquera & 

Kao, 2008). 
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Despite of a large number of studies, which were addressing immigrant children in the areas 

of psychology, sociology, health, etc, there is not much research done in the field of the 

childhood studies. (Particularly, there is not any research about Iranian immigrant children 

living in Norway). According to Allison James and Alan Prout (1997): 

“There must be theoretical space for both the construction of childhood as an institution and 

the activity of children within, and upon, the constraints and possibilities that the institutional 

level creates”                 

                                                                   (James and Prout, 1997 p. 27 in Dar and Cox, 2011) 

James and Prout’s argument emphasizes on children’s agency and their active participation in 

meaning construction. They are able to participate fully in the decisions that affect their lives 

(Deegan, 1996). Therefore, their actions, negotiation, and challenges, in relation to one other 

within their social institutions are very important and worthy of serious study. Regarding this, 

it seems essential to the researchers to conduct further studies about immigrant children, 

which is based on considering them as social actors in their own lives and within their 

communities, since they actively participate in shaping their experiences of immigration 

(Christopoulou & Rydin, 2004).  

As mentioned above, not much is known about the Iranian children immigrants in Norway. 

My desire was to fill the gap in this context, although it may not shed much light on the issue, 

and further studies will be necessary in future. I would like to investigate how Iranian children 

express their memories and experiences of migration in Norwegian society and how they 

represent their social relationships in mainstream school. I am highly hopeful that my study, 

as one of the very first researches about Iranian children in Norway, can make some 

contribution to enhance the variety of available researches and stimulate further research in 

this area. 

1.7 Structure of the Thesis 

This study is structured as follows: Chapter one presents a brief introduction to the study, 

including sub-topics as problem statement, terminology explanation, research questions and 

purpose of the study, as well as justification and organization of the study. Chapter two gives 

an overview of the Iranian migration. First, it takes a look at the historical background of 

Iranian migration in general and specifically in Norway. Then, it presents demographic 

characteristics of Iranian immigrants in Norway. Chapter three pursues a comprehensive 
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discussion of theoretical and conceptual perspectives that influence the direction of the study. 

The main concepts include friendship, peer culture, agency/ structure as well as exclusion/ 

inclusion. In addition, the main theoretical framework, in this study is based on the social 

studies of children and childhood, and Structuration Theory. Chapter four presents the 

methodological framework of the study. It attempts to explain and justify the use of 

qualitative research approach and the role of the researcher in this regard. Furthermore, it 

focuses on some strategies to gain access and recruitment of the informants, data analysis, 

methods used in collecting data, limitations of the study and some ethical considerations. 

Chapter five presents the analysis of the data collected and discusses the findings. It identifies 

the major challenges faced by the study participants, tries to discuss the underlying causes of 

such challenges, and presents children’s negotiations of their everyday lives at school. Lastly, 

the sixth chapter provides a brief recapitulation of the whole study and a few concluding 

considerations. In addition, an attempt has been made to relate the empirical findings to the 

theoretical perspectives, introduced in chapter three. It presents a summary of the main 

findings as well as some suggestions and recommendation. 
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CHAPTER 2: STUDY CONTEXT 

2.1 Introduction 

The primary concern in this chapter is to describe a historical perspective of emigration from 

Iran to abroad, particularly to the western countries, with regard to reasons and time 

classification. Here, a descriptive review of the migration to Norway, the country where this 

study has been done, is the focus of attention. Then some demographic profiles of Iranian 

migration are addressed.  

2.2 Historical Background of Iranian Migration  

Migration is deeply rooted in the Iranian history and date back to AD 936 when the Arabs 

invaded and conquered Persia (former name of Iran until 1934, which was changed to Iran as 

a result of Reza Shah’s modernization reforms). At that time, Parses (Persians) who were the 

followers of Zoroastrianism, were forced to flee to western India. Because of accepting to be 

Muslim, they were in danger and killed. Another phase of migration has happened after 

establishing Bahá'í Faith in the mid-19th century in Iran whose followers faced persecution 

and had to leave their home and take refuge in Ottoman Empire (Hakimzadeh, 2006).  

Iranian diplomatic relationship with Europe began in the early seventeenth century when a 

group of Iranians travelled to France in order to have an official visit. Nevertheless, it lasted 

until the early 19th century that ordinary people became acquainted with western culture 

(Alyasan, 2000). In order to identify the situation of modern Iranian migration, I think that it 

is worthy to take a brief review at a series of historical incidents affecting the processes of 

emigration from Iran.  

First of all, military conflict between Persia and Russia  (1804-1813) came to a dramatic end 

for Iran, in which the Russians defeated Persian army and this led to the signing of a peace 

treaty (Golestan), whereby Persia had to recognize Russian sovereignty over some parts of 

Iranian territory (Alyasan, 2000; Wikipedia, 2012). Afterward, Persian governors realized the 

importance of technical excellence. Consequently, some Iranian students were sent to Europe 

to learn modern technology (Ashraf, 1997). A number of them chose to live abroad for the 

rest of their lives (Kamalkhani, 1988). Those returned home, occupied important positions in 

the government and tried to follow methods and ways that European countries had already 

passed. The expansion of the western values and ideas, which was highly supported by some 

newspapers of the time, moved the country towards modernization. It was a movement that 

led to Iranian Constitutional Revolution in 1905-1910 (Alyasan, 2000), with the objectives of 
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democratic liberty and autonomous development. Although, the Constitutional Revolution 

failed due to contradictions that arose, such as clash between modernity/secular demands and 

traditionalist thinking in the shadow of clerical power (Afary, 1996), but it was the beginning 

of a series of transformations towards Western modernization. For example, during the 

Pahlavi dynasty, Reza Shah (1925-1941) created a series of socio-economic changes such as 

establishment of the modern and western style of educations, facilities, administrations, and 

military (Abrahamian, 2008). During the reign of his son, Mohammad Reza Shah (1941-

1979), modernization and urbanization’s process developed rapidly, which led to the growth 

of a new and broad middle class with a modern life-style. Traditional economy and its 

replacement by modern method, eventually led to weakening of the religious institutions and 

those who support them financially, like Bazar (kamali 1998 in: Alyasan, 2000). Besides, the 

resumption of the oil production after Second World War and the revenue earned from 

exporting the oil, improved the economical status of the country and created sudden and 

significant changes in the society. These changes, led to the transition from traditional to a 

modern society in which many higher-class and middle-class families tended to send their 

children overseas for higher education. The main purpose behind this was to ensure that when 

their children returned home, they could hold secure social, political, and economical 

positions (Hakimzadeh, 2006).  

It should be mentioned that the ‘modernity’, which was introduced in the Pahlavi era in Iran, 

was not the same with the ‘modernity’ in the West. In Iran, Shah had tried to modernize the 

country by introducing a ‘cultural revolution’, while it did not keep pace with the economic 

modernity. For example, Shah attempted to modernize the countryside without providing 

modern services for agricultural production. Whereas, modernity in the countryside in the 

West started by mechanization and economical revolution. Hence, despite all positive and 

important changes that occurred during the Pahlavi’s reign, which provided a new way of life, 

many Iranian were not satisfied with the semi-modernity of the Pahlavi’s era (Alyasan, 2000). 

Moreover, at that time radical religious groups did not accept those significant reforms. This 

can be considered as one the causes for the Islamic revaluation in 1979, a revolution that 

created many significant changes in the society and has became the main reason for 

emigration of many Iranians to the other countries including Norway. Indeed, Islamic 

revolution can be considered as the beginning of a new wave of the immigration, which did 

not exist before.  
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Thus, to classify Iranians’ migration by the period and reasons for the migration, it can be 

mentioned that before the Islamic revolution in 1979, migration to Western countries mainly 

was because of education, since there was a great demand for skilled and high educated 

people in Iran. Accordingly, Iranian emigration to European countries should not be regarded 

as labor migration by means of “as the movement of people from one country to another for 

the purpose of employment” (IOM, 2011)
1
. Western European countries such as England, 

West Germany, France, and also North American countries have been the main destination for 

Iranian emigrants, where they usually could complete their high-level studies. Some of them 

remained abroad, got married and established a business there through their professional 

educations. However, a significant number of them returned home and stayed for a while in 

Iran, but later they left Iran again due to dissatisfaction with the existing conditions. For 

example, working conditions for those who were willing to provide useful services to their 

homeland were not satisfying (Kamalkhani, 1988). 

Indeed, desire for education is inseparable part of the Iranian culture. In the past rural or urban 

lower classes tried to have religious education in order to promote their social class. But in the 

recent time, having modern secular education improved a person’s prestige and social status 

(Kamalkhani, 1988). However, during and after Islamic revolution in 1979, the reasons for the 

emigration changed.  

According to Ahmadis (1995 cited in Alyasan, 2000, p. 10), the emigration of Iranians during 

and after the foundation of Islamic republic of Iran in 1979 can be categorized in four periods. 

The first group includes those people who left the country in the initial phase of the revolution 

in 1978. These upper classes were related to the monarchy regime, owners of the fundamental 

and important industries, investors and had owned massive capital. The second group left Iran 

when the clergy came to power in 1979 and they therefore lost their hope that imperial army 

could take the control and win. Some members of the minority ethnic and religious groups 

such as Bahá'í, being harassed by the new government, fit into this category. The migration of 

the third group happened in the summer of 1981 after impeached and removal of Bani Sadr 

(Iran’s first president after Islamic regime) by the ruling clergy. This group consists of 

activists of various political parties such as “socialist, liberal democrat and even Islamic 

groups and parties, which were not in line with new regime” (Alyasan, 2000, p. 10). The 

                                                           
1
 http://www.iom.int/cms/en/sites/iom/home/what-we-do/labour-migration.html (retrieved 

22.01.2011) 
 

http://www.iom.int/cms/en/sites/iom/home/what-we-do/labour-migration.html
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fourth wave of migration started around 1984 after the intensification of the conflict between 

Iran and Iraq, (Iran-Iraq’s war during 1980-1988). This group is mainly made up of young 

men who avoid being involved in the military service and its lateral pressures (Alyasan, 

2000). In addition, many young women and their families fled the country due to gender 

restrictions, introduced by the Islamic regime such as forced veiling and their exclusion of 

many academic disciplines and government jobs (Hakimzadeh, 2006). 

Iranian migrants during and after the revolution mainly consist of a significant number of well 

educated, high skilled and professionals. Emigration of these groups accelerated the rate of 

‘brain drain’, a term that defined as the emigration of high educated, skilled human capital 

from a country for seeking a better opportunities in a foreign country. According to the 2000 

census of the Iranian Studies Group, “more than one in four Iranian Americans over the age of 

25, hold a graduate degree or above, the highest rate among 67 ethnic groups” (Hakimzadeh, 

2006)
2
. A large number of them consider their departure as temporary movement, in other 

words, they locked the doors of their homes and only took up some baggage, because they 

hoped that the new government would be overthrown soon. However, after passing relatively 

long time they have lost their hope to return home permanently. Consequently, both many of 

these groups and their relatives in Iran decided to live abroad (Ibid).  

Another wave of emigration has occurred since 1995, including two very distinct groups. First 

group, as the same as the pervious groups consisted of highly skilled professional, such as 

university professors and researchers who in the continuation of the earlier tendency left Iran 

and settled in western countries. The second group includes ‘working-class migrants’ and 

‘economic refugees’. Economic refugees according to the Investopedia refers to “A person 

who leaves their home country for a new country, in search of better job prospects and higher 

living standards”
3
. They left the country, because it was hard to establish a high quality living 

conditions inside the country due to the economical downturn, and they moved to abroad to 

escape poverty with the hope of having better income. Indeed, in this period some shift 

emerged in the pattern of immigration from upper and middle classes immigration to lower 

classes in the society (Chambers & Ganesan, 2005; Investopedia). These groups did not have 

high education and their skills were not applicable compared to the previous ones.  

                                                           
2
 http://www.migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=424(retrieved 17.01.2012) 

3
 http://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/economicrefugee.asp#axzz1lcGFArxS (retrieved 

06.02.212).  

http://www.migrationinformation.org/feature/display.cfm?ID=424
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/economicrefugee.asp#axzz1lcGFArxS
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Generally speaking, the wave of immigration from 1995 occurred due to economical crises, a 

reduction in the employment opportunities, and an increase in the unemployment rate.  

Worsening human rights situations, and conflict between the reformist and conservative 

parties intensified it. The distinctive feature of this wave is to increase the overall number of 

asylum applications in Western European countries. Only in 2001, there have been 300 % 

increases in asylum applications in Britain (Hakimzadeh, 2006). 

With the increase in the rate of asylum applications and migration rate, European Union 

countries increased their restrictions for asylum seeker; i.e. not everyone is permitted to get a 

refugee claim. Therefore, Iranians who are not granted refugee status often go to other 

countries remain illegally in the country where they have applied for refugee status, or they 

may return to Iran (ibid). In fact, for these groups, leaving the country was not easy, because 

sometimes they had to choose illegal ways to fled. For example, many chose to be smuggled 

out of the country from Turkey’s border. Some other converted their religion from Islam to 

Christianity that legitimizes applying for refugee status, since changing religion from Islam to 

another faith is regarded as an act of apostasy and deserving severe punishment (Hakimzadeh, 

2006). Nowadays, some of them returned to the traditional way of emigration, i.e. education, 

which is rooted in the Persian values and culture. For many Iranians, education is the only 

way to depart the country that they love, but they cannot stand with existing pressures. Some 

of the informants in this study fall into this category. Hence, by increasing domestic 

difficulties in the country, the flood of immigrants to the West is growing every year.  

2.3 Historical Background of Iranian Migration to Norway  

The First Iranian migrants resided in Norway during 1966-70. At first, they were very few but 

after 1984, there has been a significant increase. Zahra Kamalkhani categorized Iranian 

migration to Norway into three periods: the first period started before 1979 and continued 

shortly after Islamic revolution in 1980, the second period lasted from 1980 until1984 and the 

third period from 1984 to 1986 (Kamalkhani, 1988). According to Alyasan, a new wave of 

migration to Norway occurred during 1986-1994, with the assistance of United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), in Iran’s neighboring countries such as Turkey and 

Pakistan (Alyasan, 2000). Statistical review illustrates that the annual average of immigration 

to Norway was in its highest level during the period of 1986-1990 (see table 3; Immigration, 

by country. 1966-2010, Statistics Norway, 2011)
4
. However, after that, the process of 

                                                           
4
 http://www.ssb.no/innvutv_en/arkiv/tab-2011-05-05-03-en.html   

http://www.ssb.no/innvutv_en/arkiv/tab-2011-05-05-03-en.html
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migration to Norway slowed down due to changes in the Norwegian immigration policies. In 

this period, Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI) introduced several restrictive 

asylum policy measures.  

Iranians who came to Norway before and the early years after Islamic revolution include 

members of religious minority groups (particularly Bahá'ís and small group of Christians), 

businessmen, and those who had a Norwegian spouse. They came directly from Iran or from 

other countries, mainly from England. Most Iranians who married to a Norwegian were 

mostly students in England, where they were either studying or working. Some other Iranian 

married to Norwegians used to work as employees in the oil industry in Tehran-Iran.  

 

As I mentioned earlier, socio-economic changes inside Iran were the leading causes of 

migration in this period. Closure of industrial facilities, which occurred due to long-term 

industrial strikes as well as disorders and closure of academic institutions led to migration of 

significant number of highly educated and semi-skilled population. They mostly returned to 

the countries that had been before. Some of them later moved to Norway (Kamalkhani, 1988). 

According to Kamalkhani, these groups should not be considered as refugees but as 

immigrants, since they were mainly students or spouses of the Norwegians. They moved 

abroad voluntarily and they did not want to stay permanently, but they changed their mind 

due to political crisis in Iran (Kamalkhani 198; Alyasan, 2000).  

 

Conversely, the later groups of Iranian mainly belonged in the category of refugees and their 

number rose dramatically compared to the earlier immigrants. They were more heterogeneous 

and including different ethnic minorities (such as Kurds and Turks) or religious minorities 

(such as Bahá'ís), and “mainly Shia Muslim such as young dodgers and political activists. 

They left the country because they were somehow in conflict with the Islamic republic of 

Iran” (Alyasan, 2000, p. 12). Unlike previous groups, they were less educated; some had 

academic education but were mostly high school graduated, had no familiarity with European 

culture or foreign languages like English, and majority of them had never been abroad before. 

Most of Iranians who arrived in Norway during 1984-94 were refugees who came here by 

assistance of UNHCR or with the help of the smugglers. They usually went to Iran’s 

neighboring countries like Turkey, stayed there for a while, and then travelled to Norway 

through UNHCR or through a mediator who smuggled them into other countries such as 
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Norway. Consequently, many Iranian who arrived in Norway in this period did not have legal 

resident permit unlike the previous groups of the immigrants (Alyasan, 2000). 

 

Based on my own experiences, I can say that despite the previous migration flows of asylum 

seekers, currently a new wave of migration from Iran to Norway is ongoing, which has started 

since 2000. In 2000, small groups of Iranian engineers were sent to Norway by Iran’s 

Ministry of Petroleum (MoP) and followed by the Ministry of Science, Research, and 

Technology, to be trained mostly at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology 

(NTNU) in Trondheim. They have been sent to Norway as master or PhD students. The aim 

behind this cooperation was that these students would return to Iran after their graduation and 

work as professionals in the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) or as university 

professors. In fact, majority of them did not return home. They arrived in Norway with their 

families or came alone and their families joined them later. They stayed here for several years. 

During their educations, their children grew up here and started to go to school, they 

completed their education and got job in Norway. Therefore, many of them decided to stay 

here for the rest of their lives. This flow of migration coincided with a series of social, 

economical, political issues that happened in Iran, and in turn accelerated the migratory 

stream of Iranian students to Norway. Economical factors such as severe shortage of job 

opportunities and high rate of unemployment as well as human rights violations, social 

discrimination, intellectual suppression, together with the lack of civil, political, and social 

freedom, which has been increased during the presidencies of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, have 

been considered highly effective in rising the emigration of the students and specialists 

(Hamseda, 2009). Since President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s election in 2005, there has been 

a 20-30 % increase in the applications for the USA or European countries residence permit 

(Hakimzadeh, 2006). It deserves to be mentioned that during Ahmadinejad’s presidency, the 

rush to depart the country significantly increased not only to the western countries, but also to 

the other countries such as Australia, New Zealand and even to Malaysia, Dubai, Hungary, 

Czech Republic, Ukraine, etc.  

 

Consequently, for many Iranians education is the only way to escape from the existing and 

increasing pressures inside the country. The Internet provides a very efficient tool for young 

people to search for better opportunities outside Iran. As a result, nowadays many young 

people move to a foreign country like Norway to study. However, unlike the first group of 
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Iranian students, which I discussed earlier, they do not intend to return home again. Only in 

2010, 68 Iranian students (totally 139 people with their families) arrived in Norway (Statistics 

Norway, Table 1). In the next section, Iranian immigration in general and to Norway in 

particular, will be stated in terms of the statistics.     

2.4 Demographic Characteristics of Iranian Immigrants  

The exact number of Iranian migrants living abroad is not known, but it is estimated to be 

around four to five million people (Press TV 2010; Esfandiari, 2004). They spread all over the 

world mostly in the North America and some Western European countries such as Norway. 

According to Statistics Norway, Norway’s total population at the beginning of 2011 estimated 

to the number of 4 920 305, of which 600 922 of them are immigrants, which means12.2 % of 

Norway’s population are immigrants. This consists of (500 500) immigrants and (100 422) 

Norwegian-born to the immigrant parents (Statistics Norway, 2011)
5
.  

 

Classified based on the country of origin, Iranians are the ninth largest immigrant group in 

Norway at the beginning of 2010, after Polish, Swedish, Pakistani, Iraqis, Somalis, German, 

Vietnamese and Danish (Henriksen et al. 2011). During the period of 1990-2010 the number 

of 10 537 Iranian moved to Norway, of which 293 people came here as labor migration, 6 674 

as refugees, 2 378 by the reason of family reunification with refugees, 313 for training, 872 

people by family reunification with students, and 7 resided by other reasons ( see table 2; 

Immigrations by reason for immigration and citizenship, Statistics Norway, 2011)
6
.  

Statistics indicate the growing trend of Iranians population in Norway, as average annual 

number of Iranian arrivals in Norway in 1966-1970 was the number of 27, and it increased to 

the number of 533 in 2010 (see table 3; Immigration, by country. 1966-2010, statistics 

Norway, 2011)
7
. These statistics indicate that taking refuge and family reunification are the 

main reasons for immigration of Iranians to Norway. Indeed, crisis and unrests around the 

globe as push factors are motivating or forcing people to leave their own countries to seek for 

security and better quality of life.  Norway is one of the popular destinations, because of its 

rigid economy and public social supports. Every year lots of people around the world 

including Iranian apply for asylum or refugee status in Norway.  

                                                           
5
 http://www.ssb.no/english/ (retrieved 08.01.2011) 

6
 http://www.ssb.no/innvgrunn_en/arkiv/tab-2011-08-25-02-en.html 

7
 http://www.ssb.no/innvutv_en/arkiv/tab-2011-05-05-03-en.html  

http://www.ssb.no/english/
http://www.ssb.no/innvgrunn_en/arkiv/tab-2011-08-25-02-en.html
http://www.ssb.no/innvutv_en/arkiv/tab-2011-05-05-03-en.html
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At the end of 2010, UNHCR estimated that there were 68 791 Iranian refugees and 16 065 

asylum seeker in the world (UNHCR, 2011). During 2010, UNHCR and different 

governments received 19 004 new asylum applications or refugee status from Iranians, of 

which 429 applications were submitted to Norwegian directorate of immigration (UDI) 

(Iranian Refugees’ Alliance, 2011). Norway is ranked ninth among eleven main destination 

countries for asylum seekers from Iran. The other countries that receive the most asylum 

applications by Iranians are United Kingdom, Turkey/UNHCR (Turkey has the role of 

intermediary), Germany, Sweden, Belgium, the Netherlands, the USA, Austria, Cyprus, and 

Canada (Iranian Refugees’ Alliance, 2011).  

 

Statistics Norway has different definition of the people with refugee status including asylum 

seekers, resettlement refugees, family reunification, and accompanying person, marriage 

establishment, and unspecified (see table 1 Different definitions of persons with refugee 

status, Statistics Norway, 2011)
8
. Iranian settled in different parts of Norway mainly in Oslo 

5521, Bærum 896, Trondheim 786, Bergen 703, Stavanger 552, Fredrikstad 399, Kristiansand 

384, and Asker 295 (see table10; selected municipalities, Statistics Norway, 2011)
9
. 

 

In the next chapter, I will present the main concepts and the theoretical perspectives on the 

basis of which this study has developed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/02/01/10/flyktninger_en/arkiv/tab-2011-08-25-01-

en.html 
 
9
 http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/02/01/10/innvbef_en/arkiv/tab-2011-04-28-10-en.html 

http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/02/01/10/flyktninger_en/arkiv/tab-2011-08-25-01-en.html
http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/02/01/10/flyktninger_en/arkiv/tab-2011-08-25-01-en.html
http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/02/01/10/innvbef_en/arkiv/tab-2011-04-28-10-en.html
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CHAPTER 3: CONCEPTS AND THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

3.1 Introduction  

Theory and practice goes hand in hand, hence the role of theory is very important in any 

research study. Strauss & Corbin (1990) argue that theory helps us to make sense of our data 

and enable us to understand and distinguish between relevant and not relevant issues (cited in: 

Nilsen, 2005). In qualitative research interviewing there is an emphasis on the interviewer’s 

skill, creativity and “personal judgment” of the kinds of the methods and techniques to use 

and when. Hence, interview can be considered as a craft and interviewer as a craftsman. 

C.Wrights Mills argues that, social research is “intellectual craftsmanship” which expertise in 

the use of relevant methods and theories are very important. To be a good craftsman, we 

should “let theory and method again become part of the practice of a craft” (cited in Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, pp. 82-87). 

This chapter attempts to present the key concepts and theories influencing the direction of the 

study. Based on the research questions and the aim of the study, some theoretical concepts 

such as friendship and peer culture need to be clarified. Moreover, the main theoretical 

perspective that has guided my study is the social studies of children and childhood that 

recognize children as competent social actors with agency (James and James, 2004). In this 

respect, a historical overview, different approaches within childhood studies, and the 

relationships between agency and structure seems worthy of mention. Particular attention will 

also be given to structuration theory to look at the interplay between the structures of a society 

and the human agents within it. An attempt has been made to find out how individual persons 

exercise their agency and how they are influenced by the structural conditions in which they 

live and interact with (Giddens, 1984). Furthermore, this study tries to explore the experiences 

of the migrant children from the perspective of ‘inclusion’, that is how they perceive social 

exclusion/ inclusion in the school settings.  

3.2 The Emergence of Social Studies of children and Childhood 

There are different perspectives about the notions of children and childhood. Different 

disciplines, particularly psychology and sociology have contributed to contemporary 

understandings of childhood. By the end of the 19
th

 century, children and childhood attracted 

a lot of attention, and many studies carried out in this regard. Jean Piaget’s theory of stage 

development has been very influential in constructing the concept of childhood over time. 

According to him, all children everywhere develop through “a series of predetermined stages 
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which lead towards the eventually achievement of logical competence” (James and Prout, 

1990, p. 11). In Piaget’s theory, in fact, there were biological factors which lay the bases of 

childhood. These biological facts were used to explain the social facts of childhood without 

ever considering cultural differences. In such an account, children were regarded as helpless, 

immature, and dependent (James and Prout, 1990). However, James and Prout argue, although 

“the immaturity of children is a biological fact of life but the ways in which this immaturity is 

understood and made meaningful is a fact of culture. It is these facts which may vary and 

which can be said make of childhood a social institution” (1990:7). It means culture provides 

huge kind of variation which influence not only the children’s growing up but the ways 

children and childhood are understood. By culture, I mean a ‘way of life’, which make sense 

to people in a particular society (Williams 1961, 1989 in: Kehily, 2004), as well as a ‘form of 

action’- it is not only something that individuals have, it is also what they do (Kehily and 

Swann 2003 in Kehily, 2004 p. 9). In this sense, childhood is not fixed and universal, but 

rather a cultural product, and therefore varies across place and time (Kehily, 2004).  

In the 1950s-1970s, the model of socialization theory became the dominant paradigm for 

studying children. Socialization is often seen as a very functional model. It is trying to explain 

how societies continue, and how children internalize society’s norms and values and learn to 

become adult members in a particular society in which they live (Woodhead & Montgomery 

2003; Adler & Adler 1998). In this theory, children’s position is still very passive. They are 

seen as immature, incompetent, dependent, and irrational beings. The socialization concept in 

this sense is the process in which children become mature, rational, comportment, 

independent and social adult. Children receive the adult’s culture, and this culture indeed 

shapes the child development. In this model, the family and the school as socializing agents 

are the key figures in shaping children in particular ways (James and Prout, 1997).  

In such a perspective, socialization is seen only from the adult perspective, and children were 

on the margin and their voices were not heard. Hence, a new way of looking at children and 

childhood was required, a new way to give children a voice, to acknowledge children’s 

agency, to understand their world from their own perspectives (James and Prout, 1997).   

Then, in the 1970s, a new paradigm emerged, a paradigm, which is the base of what we know 

today about childhood studies. Social studies of children and childhood very much have 

learned from previous established mainstream researches, by criticizing concept of 

development and socialization. Unlike the traditional ways of thinking about children and 
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childhood, which involved looking children as incomplete adults, the emergent paradigm had 

an active view of children. It says children are not passive, but rather active in the 

construction of their own lives; they have social relationship and a peer culture (Woodhead & 

Montgomery 2003; James and Prout 1990) and as Sutton-Smith argues, their peer interaction 

“is not a preparation for life, it is life itself” (Adler and Adler, 1998 p.7). The emergent 

paradigm says that ‘children’s relationships and cultures are worthy of study in their own 

right’, independent from adults’ concerns and perspectives (James and Prout, 1990 p.8). In 

addition, contrary to the development and socialization models that looked at childhood from 

the perspective of understanding adulthood, childhood represents a socially constructed 

category, and not only adults, but also children themselves participate to this construction 

(Qvortrup, 1990 in: Adler and Adler, 1998). Hence, we need to understand the children’s 

world from their own perspective, because it might be quite different from how the adult see.  

3.3 Approaches within Childhood Studies 

James and Prout (1990, 1997) set out a new approach to the study of children and childhood, 

named ‘the new paradigm’. Their arguments illustrate a need to move beyond 

‘psychologically–based models’, which see childhood as a period of development towards 

looking at children as active agents who are able to construct the structures and processes 

around them (cited in: Morrow, 2008 p.50). The emergence of the new paradigm made big 

shift in the way of studying children and childhood, and it was very effective in the 

foundation of childhood studies.  

Many researchers, in fact, contributed to the emergence of the social studies of children and 

childhood. They worked to place children in the center of attention, to be studied in their own 

rights, and not as appendices to the social world of adults (Alanen, 2004). James, Jenks, and 

Prout (1998) identified four approaches of theorizing childhood and understanding children, 

and related these to the ways in which children are conceptualized in research, which include 

the socially constructed child, the social structural child, the tribal child, and the minority 

group child. These four approaches, then, can be split into two pair: social structural and 

socially constructed approaches (James et al. 1998 p.32). 

The socially constructed child focuses on the ‘variable content of childhood’ (James et al. 

1998 in: Morrow, 2008 , p. 51). This approach views childhood as a social category, which is 

socially constructed and rooted in specific social, historical, and cultural contexts. In this 

respect, it is opposed to the positivist approach that believes children are shaped by natural 
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social forces, and sees childhood as a natural and universal category (Jenks 1996; James et al. 

1998 p.32; Kjørholt 2004). In the framework of socially constructed child approach, 

childhood is not considered just as a biological stage of development and children are not 

considered as human becomings, rather acknowledge them as human beings on its own rights. 

Then, instead of emphasizing on child future orientation, it is focusing on the present life of 

the children. According to social constructionist approach, children live in a world of meaning 

which is constructed by themselves and through interacting with adults (James et al. 1998 

p.32). 

 

The tribal child is a view that emphasize on differences between children and adults and 

celebrate children’s relative autonomy and child-child relationships. This view asserts that 

children social actions are structured, but unfamiliar to adults (Morrow, 2008 ). As Opie and 

Opie argue (1977), “the children’s world is to be seen as not unaffected by, but nevertheless 

artfully insulated from the world of adults; it is to be understood as an independent place with 

its own folklore, rituals, rules and normative constraints. This is the world of the schoolyard, 

the playground, the club, and the gang” (cited in James et al. 1998, p.29). Under this 

approach, children are not passive recipients of a culture created by adults; they are not 

becomings, rather they are human beings who are active agents in their own rights with 

culture (James and Prout, 1990). 

The minority group child looks at children as a group who has a minority status, and has very 

little power in the society. As a group, they have been subjected to discrimination and 

marginalization just like women, some ethnic minority and migrants, which has a demand to 

be heard. The minority group child seeks to challenge existing power relations between adults 

and children instead of confirming it (James et al. 1998). To have a minority status does not 

necessarily refer to the quantitative sense in the society, because there might be even more 

children in the society than adults. But In terms of power, they are considered as those who 

have the least power. “The key point is thus that they collectively, as a category is denied 

rights and opportunities that are at the disposition of the corresponding power groups” 

(Qvortrup 1987, p, 9). 

The social structural child starts, with the assumption that “children are not pathological or 

incomplete; they form a group, a body of social actors, and as citizens they have needs and 

rights” (James et al. 1998, p.32). They are seen as a universal category with specific universal 

features, which is determined by their society. Indeed, children live within the social 
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structures and society creates particular kind of condition for children (ibid). In this approach, 

children are constant characteristics and component of all societies. Regarding this, Corsaro 

argues that childhood is a temporary period for children themselves, but for the society, it is a 

permanent category or structural form, which always exists and never disappeared even 

though children or its members change (Corsaro, 2000). It means childhood is permanent 

even thought each individual child lives childhood in the biographical sense, but childhood as 

a social phenomenon is not supposed to come into existence and continues as a social 

structure in society. As a social structural form, childhood is an integrated part in the society 

and constitutes a category that children are its members. 

Nevertheless, childhood is also not just a permanent phenomenon. We should be aware that 

childhood is changing historically and politically and all these material, social, and political 

changes affect the way that childhood is constituted. We should consider how the different 

social structures affect children’s lives (Ansell, 2005). Therefore, while studying children, 

they should not be considered independent from the various contexts where they live in. Then 

we can study childhood in relation to other social macro phenomenon that childhood belongs 

and interacts with for example, social class, race, gender, ethnicity, etc (James et al. 1998). 

As James et al. argue, four above mentioned approaches could be seen “within a set of 

dualism: structure and agency, voluntarism and determinism, identity and difference, 

continuity and change, global and local, change and continuity, universal and particular” 

(1998: 199). In other words, these approaches are not isolated, rather they “combine elements 

across boundaries in understanding children” (ibid: 26). 

 

Within the social studies of children and childhood, this study has made an attempt to 

understand children as social actors and active agents in their own rights, as qualified research 

participants with particular social skills, and as a social group with specific needs and rights 

who are restricted by structures and practices of adults (Morrow, 2008 ). Indeed, combining 

elements from all four categories provides me with a background to this study. In other words, 

this study will look at Iranian migrant children as competent social actors who are able to 

exercise their agency in order to adapt themselves to the Norwegian schools. Furthermore, it 

will attempt to explore the effects of the existing structures of the host society on my 

informants’ experiences of migration.   
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3.4 Agency / Structure 

Agency and structure are connected to each other. Agency is connected to the structure of the 

society. Jens Qvortrup (1987) has argued most intensively about the necessity of structural 

perspective on childhood. He mainly focuses on macro structure. From the structural position, 

structures are regulating people’s lives. Within this line of thinking, one should be aware of 

who have the power to control the resources and who do not have such a power. Most of the 

resources are indeed available for the adults who make decision about children and about the 

way that they live. Qvortrup says children as a minority group are in a unique position that 

have very little power in society. He discusses about, “the minority group par excellence: it is 

they who provide the minority paradigm for other minority groups, in that the latter are 

stigmatized as children” (Qvortrup 1987:11). Therefore, to be stigmatized as a child is a sort 

of underscoring the lower positions. However, the important thing about children is the type 

of adult they will become and the process of becoming those adult. As a result, there is 

emphasis on the children’s growing-up process and their position as ‘becomings’ rather than 

‘beings’ (Qvortrup, 1994 cited in: Moran-Ellis, 2010).  

Leena Alanen and Berry Mayall take a slightly different view than Qvortrup. They take 

account of social structure while at the same time taking into consideration the children’s own 

agency. They emphasize on generation as a relational concept, arguing for the notion of 

generational structure and looking at “social structure as a system of relationships among 

social positions” (Porpora 1998 in Alanen 2001:19). Leena Alanen argues “the notion of a 

generational structure or order refers to a complex set of social processes through which 

people become (are constructed as) ‘children’ while other people become (are constructed as) 

‘adults’ (…). “Construction involves agency (of children and adults); it is best understood as a 

practical and even material process, and needs to be studied as a practice or set of practices 

(Alanen, 2001, pp. 20-21). Alanen argues that children have agency, and their agency can be 

focused like adults’ agency. However, this raises some questions, for example, what kind of 

practices make a child, child? And what set of practices make an adult, adult? Furthermore, 

what is the interconnection between agency and structure? Are people free to act as they will, 

or are people formed and controlled by structure? How are social structures determining and 

governing people’s lives? 

Many scholars in social sciences are struggling to theorize and grasp fruitfully the recursive 

relations between both agency and structure, both active actor and power and control. This is 

because the relationship between agency and structure seems the most important theoretical 
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issue within the social sciences, that there is no escape from that. Colin Hay (1995) argues, 

“Every time we construct, however tentatively, a notion of social, political, or economic 

causality we appeal, whether explicitly or (more likely) implicitly, to ideas about structure and 

agency” (cited in McAnulla, 2005, p. 2). As discussed earlier, from a structural position, 

human being is relatively passive and the structure seems as a series of external factors that 

determine the community members’ lives. In other words, in this approach agency disappears 

(James et al. 1998). Nevertheless, if we study empirically, we might see very complex 

relationships between agency and structure, between an everyday life level and a 

structural/societal level (Giddens, 1984). Therefore, to find the answers to above questions, it 

is worth mentioning the famous British sociologist Anthony Giddens, who has made efforts to 

overcome the dichotomy between agency and structure in his theory of structuration. 

3.5 Structuration Theory 

The structuration theory developed by Anthony Giddens has tried to move beyond the 

structure/agency dualism. According to him, structure and agency are not two distinct 

phenomena; rather they are two sides of the same coin, which are internally related and 

mutually dependent on each other (Giddens, 1984).  

Giddens argues, “The basic domain of the social sciences, according to the theory of 

structuration, is neither the experiences of the individual actor, nor the existence of any form 

of societal totality, but social practices ordered across space and time. Human social activities 

(…) are recursive. That is to say, they are not brought into being by social actors but 

continually recreated by them via the very means whereby they express themselves as actors. 

In and through their activities agents reproduce the conditions that make these activities 

possible” (Giddens 1984:2). As we see, the important point in Giddens’ theorizing is social 

practices, which are ordered across time and space. Therefore, what we do as an agent is 

within some frames, within frames of space and certain time schedule.  

Giddens points out to the balance between agency (action) and structure as the duality of 

structure in the sense that social action is possible through social structures, and at the same 

time social structures created by social actions (Giddens, 1984). Regarding this, structure 

exists only through agency and the activities of human actors. The human agents have 

structures between them (which are defined as rule and resources), that facilitating or 

constraining their actions. These actions, in turn, can result in the reconstruction of the 

structures /rules and resources. Then, the rule and recourses in turn, will affect the future 
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action (McAnulla, 2005). Thus, the created structures both enable and open up new 

possibilities, yet they also constrain and limit individuals to behave in certain ways (Tucker, 

1998).  

Giddens believes that individuals are purposive and knowledgeable agents who are highly 

conscious about the conditions and consequences of what they do in their day-to-day lives and 

their reasons for doing it. Therefore, they can participate in highly complex social interactions 

(Tucker, 1998; Rose 1998; Giddens 1984). At the same time, individual actions are embedded 

in social context (Giddens 1984, p. 258). For Giddens, “actions are ‘situated practices’ which 

connect the person and social structure. Structures are not external to human action, but are 

integrally involved in the everyday practices, which bind time and space together in ever-new 

combinations. Structures organize the social action, but they do not exist outside of social 

practices. This is basis of Giddens’s argument about duality of structure” (Tucker, 1998, pp. 

84-85). In other words, Giddens placed the time and space at the center of social analysis and 

this means that individuals are not separate from the social structures that they actively 

recreate. Therefore, social structures are both the condition and the results of the activities that 

people do; there cannot be one without the other (ibid).  

Even thought the structuration theory appears as a useful approach in understanding social 

phenomenon, it has received some criticisms. For example, Hay (1995) criticizes Giddens’s 

conceptualisation of structure, and argues that there are problems with Giddens statement by 

saying that structure cannot exist independently of the knowledge that actors have about their 

day-to-day activity. The problem here is that many people would argue that the powers and 

tendencies of structures could exist independent of agents’ awareness of them (cited in 

McAnulla, 2005). Furthermore, Margaret Archer (1995) criticizes Giddens’ conflationary 

approach and argues for the analytic distinction of structure and agency. According to Archer, 

agency and structure are irreducible to each other and are separable by definition because 

each of them has unique set of powers and properties (McAnulla, 2005).  

To understand the interplay between structure and agency, Nick Lee’s concept of 

independency-dependency offers a useful concept to bridge the relationship between these 

two concepts. Lee has been discussing the Qvortrup’s argument and criticizing the dichotomy 

of children as ‘human becomings’ and adults as ‘human beings’. He has pointed out 

characteristics of the human being, which “is, or should be, stable, complete, self-possessed 

and self-controlling, capable of independent thought and action, an independence that merits 

respect”. At the same time, he has referred to characteristics of the human becoming “as 
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changeable and incomplete and lacks the self-possession and self-control that would allow it 

the independence of thought and action that merits respect” (Lee, 2001, p. 5). In Lee’s view, 

the distinction between human being and human becoming is that between the complete and 

independent person and the incomplete and dependent person (ibid).  

Furthermore, within the historical perspective, Lee describes the growth of the division 

between two kinds of humans: adults and children. He talks about “standard adult which is 

understood to have all properties of an independent human beings and children are understood 

to have all the properties of human becomings” (Lee, 2001, pp. 5-6). Given this, childhood is 

as period of investment for the future of the state, a future that states are eager to control for 

their purposes and ambitions. So children must be protected from any impurity that may 

reduce the investment return. Consequently, this view lead to exertion of strict control over 

children and isolation of them from the wider society and this eventually makes children 

weak, vulnerable, and dependent (ibid).  

However, Lee argues that there are changing ways of thinking and acting, the new ways of 

constructing both adult and children. It is clear that both adults and children have 

dependencies to some extent. No adults are completely independent of others; they need 

assistance from other people in their daily lives due to the circumstances in which they live. 

Children are also dependent, they are physically weak, and so in the need of support and 

protection; they are often economically dependent on the adults because of being fed, clothed, 

and provided shelter. They are dependent on their parents or other adults to make important 

decisions for them, as well. Hence, both adults and children can move in and out of 

dependency. This might be because the societies these days are different from what they use 

to be, as we have entered an age of uncertainty that the lives of adults became more flexible 

and adulthood became less stable and less complete. For example, through technical 

mediation, new technology, internet, etc, children are much more competent than their own 

parents. Concerning the migrant children, I would say that many children learn a new 

language more quickly and easily than their own parents do. Hence, in some situations, adults 

can be less competent, and children can be more mature. Therefore, it does not necessarily 

need to think of human being as a standard adult, and human becoming as deviant. In this 

situation, both “children and adults can be moved in and out of competence, in and out of 

maturity, and in and out of the social inclusion that these characteristics afford” (Lee 

1998:474). In such situation, states are experiencing a decline in their autonomy and their 

power to control and plan for children as future success of the states (Castells 1997 in Lee 
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2001). The reductions in states’ power give children an “identity as dependents that can be 

held in independents of states” (ibid: 22).Children might be changed according the situation. 

In fact, “Changing contexts changes children’s potential for social and economic action and 

participation” (Lee, 2001, p. 56).  

As we see, Lee criticizes the line of thinking, in which children are only viewed as incomplete 

and dependent becomings, or only viewed as complete and independent beings. In this way, 

he tries to bridge the relationship between agency and structure. 

From the previous discussion on the social studies of children and childhood and review of 

different approaches, I found that Giddens’s structuration theory, which focuses on the mutual 

constitution of structure and agency, despite its limitation, might be the best-fit approach to 

my exploration of migrant children’s experiences in the school setting. 

The main concern in the social studies of children and childhood is how we are theorizing 

children and childhood. As Leena Alanen argues, most of the new and corrective research on 

children indeed have concentrated “directly on ‘real’ children, their activities and experiences, 

understandings, knowledge and meanings” (Alanen, 2004, p. 4). Children’s functions in their 

social world, contribute in the social life, and they participate in the construction of the events 

around them. Therefore their relationships and negotiations within themselves and with the 

world that they live in should be in the center of attention (ibid). On the other hand, 

“particular childhoods are produced through particular institutions, ranging from global 

political-economic structures to families and communities” (Ansell, 2005, p.22). Hence, 

Instead of studying children apart from their context, there is need to investigate how social 

structures can affect children’s lives from their perspectives, and how children, as active 

agents, form their societies and shape relationships with their environment and wider social 

structures. Children live their everyday lives within the social structures and they are 

influenced by the attitudes and structural conditions in their environment (ibid).  

As Giddens (1984) argues, social structures have both enabling and constraining effects on 

individuals’ lives. Being a migrant child is a structural condition that can have big impacts on 

the lives of children. Child’s family economic structure and political structure of host society 

such as child rights, education, and migration policies, as part of wider social structure affect 

the experiences of migrant children.  
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In terms of this study, there are both constraints and possibilities that migrant children are 

meeting up in their lives when they exercise their agency. When constraining structures limit 

children, they may not have many opportunities to resist. Nevertheless, children might act in a 

way that they are resisting the constraints, rather than just complying with the expectations 

and the constraints. Regarding this, some questions raise here; how the structure of 

Norwegian society constrains migrant children and shapes their practices and how it can open 

up possibilities for them. On the other hand, how migrant children exercise agency under 

existing social structures and how they, can create and recreate social structures and actively 

shape the world they live in. Whether my informants, as individuals, are free to act 

independently of structure of Norwegian society and make their own free choices, or they live 

in a situation in which structure is the predominant factor that determine or limit their actions 

and decisions. Based on Lee’s (2001) concept of independency-dependency, I argue that 

migrant children can not only be viewed as incomplete and dependent becoming that are 

influenced and determined by the structures around them; or only viewed as complete and 

independent beings that are able to act or make decisions independently.  

3.6 Inclusion / Exclusion 

Devine and Kelly argue that to understand the context of children’s social relation in school, 

we should address the experience of inclusion /exclusion in peer relations and concepts of 

sameness/difference (Devine & Kelly, 2006). Inclusion and exclusion are directly connected 

to each other. If thought of as a continuum, at one end of this continuum is the exclusion and 

at the other end is inclusion (Kearney, 2011). This study makes an attempt to explore the 

experiences of the migrant children from the perspective of ‘inclusion’. To put it another way, 

it is aimed at figuring out how they perceive social exclusion / inclusion in the school settings. 

The concept of ‘social exclusion’ has become one of the most important issues for debate in 

social policy in Europe. Despite this, there is still a substantial lack of clarity as to what the 

concept means. In the 1970s, the term used to refer to disabled individuals who were excluded 

from equal participation in community (Klasen, 1998). However, in the recent years its 

application has been expanded as a central attention of ‘social policy’. Different authors have 

their own way of looking at the issue. For example, Graham Room (1995) uses a right-based 

approach to define the term. According to him, social exclusion means “denial or non-

realization of civil, political, and social rights of citizenship” (cited in: Klasen, 2001, pp. 414-

415). Amartya Sen (1992) defined the term based on capacity approach, and “sees social 

exclusion as the failure of the people to have access to critical capabilities relating to their 
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integration into society”. With regard to children, the term can be defined as children’s 

deprivation of equal participation in society and recognition by the society (cit3ed in: Klasen, 

2001, p. 414-418).  

At the other end of the continuum is the inclusion, which Wainscot et al. (2006) has 

introduced as  an “elusive concept, meaning different things to different people, and varying 

in its execution from place to place” (cited in Reynolds, 2008 p.7). In the school setting, 

inclusion refers to “the right to quality education for all (…), inclusion is about access, 

participation, and achievement of all students, with special emphasis on those who are at 

greater risk of being excluded or marginalized for various reasons” (Blanco & Takemoto 

2006, p.56). Doreen Lawrence talks about the school curriculum, which should respond to 

each individual child’s background, and to give them self-steam to be proud of who they are 

(cited in: Richardson & Wood, 2000, p.v). Her statements illustrate the need for inclusive 

education and inclusive school.  

In fact, the concept of an inclusive education is not well defined. However, its main 

characteristic is providing high quality education for all pupils. This is based on the ideas of 

non-descrimination and equal opportunity. Moreover, an inclusive school is “characterized by 

mutual listening and respect – among staff, between staff and pupils and among pupils” 

(Richardson & Wood, 2000:5; Reynolds, 2008). In an inclusive school, the curriculum needs 

to be organized in such a way that creates a welcoming and accepting atmosphere and 

respects the diversity, all needs, and identities of its students. Thus, in such multicultural 

setting, students from different background will have equal opportunities and equal right to 

participation, and also they are able to introduce, maintain, and develop their “cultural 

identity” (Richardson & Wood, 2000:5; Reynolds, 2008). 

On the other hand, inclusion strategies can be problematic and complex. Some critics argue 

that if we put all students together to achieve the above-mentioned inclusion goals, indeed we 

overlook the needs of particular groups. Thus, students are forced to assimilate to school, 

while inclusion means that the school should adapt itself to diverse group of students 

(Wainscot, 1999 in Reynolds, 2008).  

Migrant children as a minority group can be an example of those at higher risk of exclusion. 

Social life of migrant children is associated with a variety of experiences of being ‘excluded’ 

or ‘different’ that they have to cope with. Since they are different from native students, they 

can be particularly vulnerable to exclusion that they are willing to deal with (Christopoulou & 
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Rydin, 2004). In order to be included in mainstream school, migrant children require 

conforming to social rules such as exploring new world, having to understand new code of 

behavior, and mastering the language of host society etc. Fear of being exposed to unknown 

issues, often put children in a position that they prefer to refuse their past as well as push them 

forward to discover new world (Christopoulou & Rydin, 2004). Therefore, school structure 

should be organized in such ways that could take full responsibility for diversity of their 

learners (Clark et al. 1999). 

Furthermore, the dynamic of inclusion and exclusion deals with the concepts of ‘normality’ 

and ‘otherness’. It means the norms and expectations structure the social interaction within 

the context. Hence, interaction of children in school can be related to the experience of 

difference (‘otherness and ‘sameness’), in their communication with other peers. It can be 

influenced by different variables such as ethnicity, class, gender, age, and sexuality. For 

example, in a multicultural school setting, migrant children as a minority ethnic group may be 

considered as those who are outside this norm and perceive as ‘other’. Children’s experiences 

of being stereotyped and labeled as ‘different’ can be as an example of this (Devine and 

Kelly, 2006). Based on the topic and the research questions, the main focus will be upon 

ethnicity and gender as variables of the analysis.  

3.7 Children’s Peer Culture 

Studying the social worlds of children has attracted the attention of researchers on the 

children’s racialized attitudes and the extent to which these affect both the way and the 

amount of children’s interaction with each other in multiethnic classrooms. This means that, 

children’s social relationships can be fully understood only by studying and understanding of 

children’s culture (Devine & Kelly, 2006). Corsaro defined peer culture as “a stable set of 

activities or routines, artifacts, values, and concerns that children produce and share in 

interaction with peers” (Corsaro and Eder 1990:197; Corsaro 2009: 301). This definition 

illustrate that the concept of peer culture varies from the concept of peer group. Children are 

members of their own peer groups yet they also collectively create their own peer cultures.  

Indeed, there has been a major change in children’s worlds in many parts of the world in the 

sense that childhood is institutionalized. Children, thus, are spending considerable time with 

playmates in organized playgrounds and childcare centers. Through these institutions and by 

interacting with the peers, children produce for the first time in a series of peer cultures in 

which, knowledge, attitude and practices of childhood turn into the knowledge and practices 
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required for adulthood. Several studies in France, Italy, and Norway document how very 

young children not only create and embellish a routine of peer culture among them, but also 

challenge adult authority (Corsaro, 2005;Corsaro, 2009; Corsaro & Eder, 1990).  

Corsaro has studied children’s peer interactions in the context of daycare centers in Italy and 

the USA. He and his colleague found that children developed several play routines (i.e., little 

chair routine) that all of the children participate in them with varying degrees. They also saw 

that the routines provide children a sense of control over their environment and teachers’ 

authority. Corsaro argues “the simple participant structure of play routines corresponds to a 

central value of peer culture: doing things together”. In his view, children are capable of 

producing a peer culture on their own from very early in their life. Children produce and take 

part in a range of peer cultures, which are influenced by social circumstances and different 

setting such as neighborhoods, schools, city streets, villages, etc (2005:140).  

In addition, children’s peer cultures are not isolated from the adult world, and are not sort of 

tribal childhood posed by James et al. (1998), rather children’s and adult’s cultures are 

interwoven in complex ways across time and space (Corsaro, 2009). Children do not simply 

imitate and consume adults’ culture. They actively produce culture through appropriation of 

information from adults’ culture. This is a creative appropriation because it causes the 

generation and extension of peer culture and at the same time contributes to the reproduction 

and expansion of the adult culture. This process of creative appropriation is called as 

‘interpretive reproduction’ (Corsaro, 2005; 2009) and it is in line with the notion of a duality 

of structure developed by Giddens (1984), which has been extensively discussed in the 

previous sections. Giddens argued that “structural properties of social system are both 

medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). This 

means that interpretive reproduction sees “social structure as both constraining and enabling” 

(ibid). This process is interpretive because children do not merely internalize the culture of the 

adults, in fact, they are at the center of societal preservation and its change (Corsaro, 2009).  

According to interpretive perspective, “children discover a world endowed with meaning and 

help to shape and share in their own developmental experiences through their participation in 

everyday cultural routines” (Corsaro & Eder, 1990, p.199). Based on this approach, children 

interact and negotiate with others. They create understandings that become the social 

knowledge and by which they enter into a social relationship. The importance of this concept 
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is that unlike traditional child sciences, children are active agents in their own development as 

well as agents in their locality and in society (Qvortrup, 1998). 

Another example of research on peer interaction can be referred to Gunvor Løkken study of 

toddlers in Norwegian day care centers (barnehage) in Trondheim. Løkken found many 

interesting and meaningful ways that very young age children communicate with each other. 

Children at an early age do not speak so much, but they really interact with each other through 

what she called the typical social style of toddlers (Løkken, 2000a). They are running, 

jumping, trampling, twisting, bouncing, romping and shouting, falling ostentatiously, 

laughing ostentatiously, and through these stylish ways, they construct games, rituals, or 

routines, and promote peer culture, peer relations, and peer society (Løkken, 2000b, pp. 531-

2). Løkken provides example of ‘Glee-concert’, that is described a group behavior which “is 

interpreted as the children’s making music together, with no adult ‘conductor’ present” 

(Løkken, 2000b, p. 531). 

A similar study made by Randi Dyblie Nilsen, to develop the concept of ‘we-ness’ is another 

example. Nilsen, wanted to grasp children’s perspective and to recognize the ways in which 

they construct their social relations. She did participant observation of child-child interaction 

in Norwegian day care center, and found an “undergrowth of spontaneously created groups, 

where the children repeatedly constructed social relationships with one another” (Nilsen, 

2005, p. 122). She found a strong dynamic in this social action among the children, in which 

they seem to use variety ways of establishing this social relation. For example, they could 

share their knowledge, interests, secrets, and objects, they could engage in play or other 

activities, they could use their bodies or voices (i.e. talking, making up rhymes), they could 

quarrel, argue, and break the rules and regulations initiated by adults. The term ‘we-ness’ 

refers to an intimate relationship, with the meaning of ‘we are together’ and ‘we are friend’ 

(Nilsen, 2005, pp. 122-123). But, it is a dynamic and fluid relationship; depending on the 

situation this definitions might change. The established relation might be broken and then 

reestablished again. Different we-nesses are part of everyday life and they are not permanent 

relationships. Children establish we-ness when they are seating together right now, but next 

moment this we-ness might be changed (Nilsen, 2005). As Nilsen says, “there is a movement 

between (…) inclusion and exclusion in groups of we-ness” (ibid: 123).  

To sum up, I would like to refer to Corsaro’ argument about two central themes that 

continuously appear in peer cultures: Children make continuous efforts to gain and increase 
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control over their lives, and try to share the control with other children (Corsaro, 2005; 

2009:302). Corsaro argues that the wide varieties of peer routines are in line with these two 

features of peer cultures across historical time and in different places in the world (Qvortrup 

et al. 2009). Through these routines and activities of peer culture, children start to talk about 

and develop friendships. In fact, friendships and social participations are main elements of 

peer culture through childhood (Corsaro & Eder ,1990). They will be discussed in more detail 

below. 

3.8 Friendship 

My study is aimed at analyzing children’s school experiences, and focusing on what children 

are actually doing in different kinds of everyday situations. In doing this, we might look at 

how children are participating in cultural practices such as play and friendship. We should be 

aware that everyday life and culture necessarily connect to the place where children are i.e. on 

the playground, home, school, neighborhood, etc.  

 

Research into children’s perspectives on the issue of friendship as a social relation has 

increased in recent years (Nilsen, 2005). Friendship is a basic, certain type of social relation. 

However, to understand its formation, dynamic, and terminations requires broader structural 

knowledge of its development in other social areas (Foot et al. 1995). Philosophers describe 

friendship “as an ideal or idealistic social relationship”. Ann Elisabeth Auhagen (1996) 

defined the term as “a dyadic, personal, and informal social relationship”. Regarding this, 

friendship is a mutual relation between at least two people (friends), and it has its own 

characteristics. For example, it is a ‘voluntary’ act whereby people are free to choose, 

configure, and continue their relationship. It has ‘time perspective’, which has both past, and 

future aspects, and it stimulates ‘positive emotion’ among people (Auhagen, 1996, pp. 230-

233). 

 

As I discussed earlier, children’s culture is identified by both inclusionary and exclusionary 

factors, which can be developed by a range of rules and regulations (Devine & Kelly, 2006). 

These rules and regulations are introduced and understood by children themselves and are 

illustrated through friendships patterns. Within friendship, children both explore their own 

identity and recognize the dynamics of interpersonal relationships, position, and intimacy of 

their school lives (Devine & Kelly, 2006). Hence, to build on the perspective of children and 
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to acknowledge the manners they created social relationships, the dynamics of their 

interactions should be taken into account (Nilsen, 2005).  

Corsaro’s work about friendship in day-care settings documented that children “are actors on 

a number of stages they are friend and foe, they are doing things together, but sometimes in 

conflict, which is quite normal for human beings and not necessarily worrying” (Qvortrup, 

1998, p. 319). To him, friendship among children is a ‘collective and cultural process’ 

(Nilsen, 2005, p. 124), so, children’s social interactions with their peers can differ widely 

from culture to culture (Gaskins, 2006). In line with this, Suzanne Gaskins, argues that 

friendships “can be re-conceptualized as a culturally specific form of providing children with 

close daily social interaction with other children rather than a unique, and presumed universal, 

social construct”(2006: 301). She, therefore, underlined the importance of context and cultural 

diversity, in which friendships appear and grow (Gaskins, 2006; Corsaro, 2009). Friendship 

has a particular social meaning in children’s peer group, and different social factors contribute 

to its occurrence. To children, friends mean entertainment, a sense of belonging and identity 

foundation (Adler and Adler, 1998). What it is like to be or have a friend and the concept of 

friendship is embedded in the children’s peer culture (Corsaro & Eder, 1990). Children 

interact with their peers, and in this way, they learn how to adjust their social bonds based on 

their personal needs and demands of the social context. They also learn that often, they are not 

immediately be accepted by their peers, rather it is essential for them convince others of their 

merit as a playmate or friend. However, it cannot be regarded as something that necessarily 

happen easily. Sometime children must accept to be excluded from peers or do not have 

friends (Corsaro, 1985).  

In this chapter, I have presented the theoretical framework, which my study is based upon as 

well as the key concepts that are relevant to the topic of my research study. The next chapter 

aims to present the various methods used in the study to understand, and explore the 

experiences of Iranian migrant children at school in Trondheim, Norway.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODODLOGY 

4.1 Introduction  

Many authors have written about what methodology is and refers to, for example, David 

Silverman states, “A methodology refers to the choices we make about the cases to study, 

methods of data gathering, forms of data analysis etc in planning and executing a research 

study” (2005:15). Furthermore, Connolly and Ennew express that a methodology is “The 

body of theory that determines what should be researched and what research techniques are 

appropriate” (1996:141). Therefore, a methodology deals with the processes used by 

researchers to study a phenomenon. Methods, on the other hand, are particular research 

techniques, which may include quantitative techniques like statistical correlations as well as 

qualitative techniques like observation, interviewing, and audio/tape recording. Both 

qualitative and quantitative techniques are more or less useful. However, depending upon 

what we are trying to achieve, we should choose techniques that are appropriate to our 

selected research topic and the used theories and methodologies (Silverman, 2005). 

As this specific study aims to obtain a deep understanding of the lived experiences of the 

migrant children in the school setting, the qualitative methods seems more appropriate in 

answering the research questions. For this purpose, the study employed a range of qualitative 

methods, including participant observation, focus group discussion, and in-depth interviews. 

This chapter is therefore concerned with the description and justification of the qualitative 

research approach, methods used in collecting the data, access and recruitment of the 

informants, transcription and analysis of the data, and some methodological considerations 

such as the ethical issues and the limitations of the study. 

4.2 Qualitative Methodology 

Qualitative research interview, as a research method, is now increasingly used in many 

disciplines, such as education, psychology, anthropology, sociology, etc. It is a specific form 

of conversation, through which knowledge is constructed socially in the interaction between 

interviewer and interviewee (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). In other words, it “attempts to 

understand the world from the subject’s point of view, to unfold the meaning of their 

experiences, to uncover their lived world prior to scientific explanation” (ibid:1). Based on 

Mishler (1986), interview is not only data gathering, but it is a situation where partners meet 

and talk to each other, and through sharing viewpoints and listening they jointly construct 

meaning (cited in: Gudmundsdottir, 1996). The qualitative research interview focuses on the 
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subject’s experience of theme, to understand the everyday life themes from the actor’s own 

perspectives. This mode of interviewing is inspired by phenomenological philosophy, which 

focuses on understanding social phenomena from the subjects’ own perspective, with this 

assumption that ‘important reality is what people perceive it to be’ (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2009, p. 26). Hence, the present study has employed a qualitative approach as it focuses on 

the children’s lived experiences of immigration in school context. 

As James et al. (1998) argue ethnography is a useful qualitative approach in the studies of 

children and understanding the world of childhood. Ethnography is a “research process based 

on fieldwork using a variety of research techniques [participant observation and/or relatively 

informal conversations as the main ones], but including engagement in the lives of those 

being studied over an extended period of time” (Davies 2008, p. 3; Hammersley & Atkinson 

2007, p. 3). Therefore, in order to make the data collection, this study has used ethnographic 

research methods to answer the research questions.  

This study employed a multiple research methods to improve the overall quality of the study 

and the validity of the findings. The choice of multiple methods has been influenced by this 

idea that “Using more than one method will open up several perspectives for promoting 

quality in qualitative research compared to a single methods study” (Flick, 2007, p.54). In 

exploring the experiences of the Iranian migrant children at schools, data obtained by 

different methods may complement each other and can result in bringing forth some delicate 

issues which may be ignored. 

4.3 Methods Used for Collecting Data 

Different data collection methods were used in this study including participant observation, 

focus group discussion, narrative and in-depth semi-structure interviews with informants. The 

data were collected over a period of three months- October 2011- December 2011. In all, 12 

girls and 3 boys were interviewed for the study. In order to pinpoint the reasons why the boy 

participants are fewer than the girls, it should be mentioned that the number of the Iranian 

migrant girls at school is more, and besides, the boys were less willing to participate in the 

study. All interview discussions, and even almost all informal conversations carried on with 

children under observation at school were voice-recorded, and later transcribed and translated 

into English. 
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4.3.1 Participant Observation  

Participant observation can be used as a practical method to collect valuable data from 

children (Fine & Sandstorm, 1988). Hanne Warming (2005) states that participant observation 

is an ethnographically inspired method that its objective is to learn about ‘the other’ (those we 

are observing), through participation in their daily lives. Taylor and Bogdan (1984) also refer 

to participant observation as “research that involves social interaction between the researcher 

and the informants in the milieu of the latter, during which data are systematically and 

unobtrusively collected” (cited in: Fine & Sandstorm, 1988 p.12). Given this, participant 

observation is a qualitative method that has considerable potential for listening to children 

(Warming, 2005). In this study, the purpose of listening is to give children a voice regarding 

their understanding of their daily life as migrant students. As I mentioned in the theory 

chapter giving voice to children is a part of the childhood research paradigm (James et al. 

1998; Warming, 2005).  

Given to the above mentioned methods, as a starting point, I used participant observation as a 

data collection method, which is necessary for understanding the context of data (Ennew, 

2009). It seemed to me a useful way to explore lived experiences of migrant children, which 

might not be accessible through interview. It could help me to find the position of immigrant 

children among their classmates. As the nature of participant observation requires that the 

researcher gain access to the research field (Fine & Sandstorm, 1988), I established contact 

with one of the schools that consists of a large number of foreign students. It is worthy of note 

that Trondheim has five receiving schools for newly arrived immigrant students, three 

receiving schools at primary level (Kattem, Saupstad, Ila) and two receiving schools at 

secondary level (Huseby and Rosenborg) (from the website of Trondheim municipality)
10

. In 

these schools, there are separate classes (Mottak) which provide intensive training in 

Norwegian. After arrival, immigrant students should attend these reception classes for 6 

months to two years. After learning the Norwegian language, then they will be transferred to 

ordinary Norwegian classes (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1981; UDI). According to the school 

principal (the school that I attended as an observer), 23% of the school students were 

foreigners, therefore, it could be considered as a multicultural school. From now on, I will use 

the term ‘reception/ receiving school’ for these schools to differentiate between these schools, 

regular Norwegian schools, and English international school. Immigrant students should stay 

                                                           
10

 http://www.trondheim.kommune.no/skole/minoritetssprak/ retrieved 17.02.2013 

 

http://www.trondheim.kommune.no/skole/minoritetssprak/
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at receiving or reception schools as long as they learn Norwegian language well enough. Then 

they can continue in the schools near their houses (Anders, 2006). I would like to compare the 

experiences of the children in these three types of schools to detect the possible differences in 

each school.  

I tried to attend the school two or three times per week over a period of two months-from the 

end of September to the end of November. I used to sit the classrooms and followed the 

children in the playtimes. Sometimes, I watched their play and sometimes even joined them in 

their games, helped them to climb the rope, spin around a bar or walk with walking sticks. 

Sometimes, we walked and talked together in the schoolyard. Other times I observed them 

from a distance. I sat on a bench in the schoolyard or I stood on the stair landing and from the 

staircase window watched them carefully. From the staircase windows, I could see all the 

schoolyard and I was able to keep an eye on the subjects when they were walking, playing, 

and chatting. I stopped the observations (in the end of november) since they did not seem to 

lead me to obtain further useful information. While doing the observations, I carried on a lot 

of informal conversations with the children, which provided me with unique information.  

4.3.2 Focus Group Discussion 

The group interview “is characterized by a non-directive style of interviewing, where the 

primer concern is to encourage a variety of viewpoints on the topic in focus for the group” 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 150). The purpose of the focus group is to allow the 

participants to bring different perspectives to an issue. Focus group interview is a valuable 

research method  for exploratory research. This is because the lively interaction among 

individuals may pose more spontaneous expressive and emotional viewpoints than in 

individual interviews. Especially, when we are researching sensitive or taboo subjects, the 

group interaction may facilitates self-expression of individual viewpoints that usually are not 

accessible via individual interviews (ibid).  

As this study is an exploratory research, a reason given for using focus group was based on 

this idea that the “dynamic of group discussion often brings out feelings and experiences that 

might not have been articulated in a one-to-one interview” (Kitchin & Tate, 2000, p.215). In 

this way, I could encourage the participants to take part in the discussion, talk freely about the 

topic without fear, and bring out their personal experiences and feelings that in a one-to-one 

interaction might not be possible. Hence, a focus group guideline was developed with a list of 
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the main questions or themes to be covered in the session. It also helped to keep the session 

on track (see Appendix 1).  

According to Kvale and Brinkmann, a good interview question should lead to knowledge 

production and promote a good interview interaction. Thus, the question should be simple, 

short, and free of academic language. A good question motivates interviewees to continue 

conversation and talk about their experiences and feeling (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

Indeed, “open questions provided the fullest answers” (Ibid, p. 134). Therefore, I designed 

some open-ended question to encourage full and meaningful answers. 

The interview session was conducted in my house with three participants, a 17-year-old boy, 

and two 16 and 18 year-old girls. The interview session was supposed to be held with four 

participants, one of whom withdrew to take part in the session one day before the interview’s 

appointment. The session lasted approximately an hour and a half. As a moderator, I tried to 

facilitate discussion, keep the discussion focused on the major issues, keep time, and ask 

appropriate follow-up questions in order to obtain participants’ cooperation. In addition, I 

attempted to remain as neutral as possible. However, despite my effort to give the same 

opportunity to all participants, one of them was not very active. He was silent or his answers 

were too short or repeated words just said by others. Therefore, it appeared that another 

interview with him was required in order to get more information about the research topic. As 

a result, I asked him to meet me separately for a second interview.  

 

I ended the interview session by asking the questions if they want to change or add something 

to their previous statements, or if there were something that they would like to share but 

forgot to say during the interview session.  

4.3.3 In- Depth Semi-Structure Interview 

Research interviews can be conducted with varying degrees of structure, from well-structured 

interviews that follow a sequence of standard and formulated questions, to open interviews 

that focus on specific themes, but without a predetermined sequence and formulated questions 

(Kvale, 1996). A semi-structured interview “is neither an open everyday conversation nor a 

closed questionnaire” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p.27). Rather, it is a qualitative method of 

research that is designed to have a list of interview questions prepared in advance. However, 

such questions are only partially prepared in advance. It means that they must be adequately 

open so that the subsequent questions cannot be scheduled in advance, but must be largely 
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improvised by the interviewer in a careful and theorized way. Given this, in such semi-

structured interviews, most of the participants’ answerers cannot be predicted beforehand. 

Rather, this is a joint production of knowledge by the interviewer and the interviewee. 

Therefore, designing and conducting a successful semi-structured interview requires 

thoughtful planning and preparation, as well as creativity in the interview session (Wengraf, 

2001). 

The semi-structured interviews provided me with in-depth information on how the school 

experiences of Iranian children in Norway are. Therefore, based on the participants’ age, and 

duration of their stay in Norway, several interview guides (in Persian) were prepared 

including a number of questions and themes. However, as Kvale  (1996) states, it is crucial to 

encourage an openness to change of sequence and form of questions in order to follow up the 

responses given by the participants. This interview method helped me to listen and understand 

the participants’ school experiences from their own point of view.  

Most of the interviews were conducted in Persian (native language of participants and me), 

and hence understanding each other very well. Only one participant was unable to talk 

Persian, which is official language of Iran. This is because she never went to school in Iran. 

She spoke local language of their parents at home. She understood me but was unable to 

respond, therefore, I asked someone to translate for me. I always did my best for all the 

participants to feel comfortable, therefore, based on participant’s decision, the interviews 

were conducted in different places such as school, library, my place, and the interviewees’ 

homes.  

4.3.4 Narrative Interview 

Narrative interview is a particular form of semi-structured interview. The interviewee will be 

asking to tell a story, produce a narrative of some sort about all or a part of their own life 

experience (Wengraf, 2001). “By telling, people recall what has happened, put experience 

into sequence, find possible explanations for it, and play with the chain of events that shapes 

individual and social life” (Jovchelovitch & Bauer, 2000, p. 58). In such interviews, the role 

of interviewer is to encourage and stimulate the interviewee to talk about their important life 

events and social context. Interviewers can help narrators to continue their stories with their 

silence, nods or questioning. In this way, interviewer is a co-producer of the narrative. 

Nevertheless, the interviewer should play the role of a listener more and avoid interrupting 



45 
 

participants. However, sometimes asking questions might be fruitful due to clarification of a 

meaning or encouraging the interviewees to continue their stories (Kvale& Brinkmann, 2009). 

In a narrative interview, research questions need to be broad and open-ended in everyday 

language to allow the interviewees freedom to express their own story in more depth (Elliott, 

2005). Open-ended questions allow the interviewer to investigate, seeking the why and how 

and engage the interviewee based on their personality (Stewart, 2009). Interviewer then 

continues the session by asking subsequent questions in order to clarify the main features in 

their stories. Indeed, as mentioned earlier “open questions provided the fullest answers” 

(Kvale& Brinkmann, 2009, p. 134).  

In this study, narrative interview has been used as a pilot interview to get more insight about 

the topic of research as well as inspiration to develop my ideas about the research objectives 

and questions. In this interview, an 18-year-old girl narrated part of her own memories of 

different schools in Norway. She recalled her experiences from the past- 11 years ago when 

she came to Norway for the first time- to the present. Conducting this interview has been very 

helpful both in terms of taking inspiration to improve research objectives and questions as 

well as in providing valuable and unique information regarding the issue under the study. 

4.4 Access and Recruitment of Informants 

In order to obtain permission for school observation, I provided the followings: a letter of 

confirmation from the university to confim my student status (appendix 2), an information 

letter about myself, study goals and objectives including an informed consent form for 

children as well as parents of children who participated or being observed in this study 

(appendix 3 and 4). In order to get parents’ consents, first, I obtained verbal permission from 

the parents through phone conversations, then they received and signed the forms of informed 

consent send by the school. Furthermore, during the observation period, I established contact 

with some Iranians, whom I knew in Trondheim.  

Accordingly, the total number of the participants increased to fifteen- twelve girls and three 

boys. Four of the informants were born in Norway and the others came to Norway between 

the age of five to fifteen years old. I chose the participants from both Norwegian-born and 

foreign-born children groups, in order to find possible differences in the experiences of these 

two groups. Out of the total number of participants, six were selected among my 

acquaintances, three were students under observation at school, and the rest were selected 

through snowball sampling and common friends. Due to the small number of the available 
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Iranian migrant children in Trondheim, I did not confine the participant’s properties to a 

specific gender or age group. Their ages ranged from 8-18 years. Out of the total number 

interviewed, concerning the age, they can be divided as follows: 3 aged 8, 2 aged 10, 2 aged 

15, 3 were 16 year-olds and five other participants were aged 9, 11, 14, 17 and 18, 

respectively. However, it does not mean that I simply accepted the ones I got. In fact, many 

children of friends or acquaintances were available, but I would prefer to select my 

participants among those whom I did not have previous familiarity with, as well as among 

children from different family situations and backgrounds.  

4.5 Data Transcription and Analysis 

This is a qualitative study on the school experiences of migrant children in Norway. Field 

notes from my observation and transcription of audio recordings produced the material for 

analysis. Data was analyzed to get an in-depth knowledge about experiences of Iranian 

immigrant children at school. The main objective of the data analysis is to move from raw 

data to meaningful understanding of what is going on within the data. This understanding is 

built through a process that involves discovering, exploration, and learning themes that run 

through the raw data, and interpreting the meaning of those themes on the research questions 

(Wangari, 2011). It should be noted that analysis does not necessarily occur after completing 

the data collection, but it occurs more or less simultaneously with the drafting process and 

includes referring to patterns, themes, and groupings in the data (Wangari, 2011).  

Analysis in this study started with transcribing the audio-recorded interviews into text format. 

According to Kvale & Brinkmann, “A transcript is a translation from one narrative mode-oral 

discourse-into another narrative mode-written discourse” (2009: 178). I listened to audio-

records several times, and read through the text from the observation fieldnotes over and over 

again to obtain a deeper understanding of my informants’ school experiences. As I had a large 

amount of voice-recording time, transcribing of interview material became very tiresome and 

time consuming. However, I took advantage of the time I spent on this process. This is 

because as Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) argue, researchers who take time to transcribe their 

own interviews will learn more about the interview style. They will also reawaken the social 

and emotional aspects of the interview situation, and in this way, they will already begin to 

analyze the meaning of what has been said. After word-by-word transcription of the 

interviews, they were read again and again to check for similarities and differences in order to 

uncover the main concepts and themes. After this, they were categorized and color coded with 

considering the research aims and questions. The analyzing process done along with reading, 
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re-reading and overviewing the relevant literature. Overviewing and the use of the relevant 

resources improved the data structures. Thus, data was sorted out and classified over and over 

again, to capture as Wangari states “the fullness of the experiences and actions studied” 

(2011: 25), and to create a meaningful story about the school experiences of my informants. 

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

The interaction of interviewer and interviewee is saturated with ethical issues (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). Ethical issues are at the centre of attention specifically in research 

involving children (Alderson & Morrow 2004; Abebe 2008), particularly in terms of informed 

consent and confidentiality (Punch, 2002). Ethics in research with children relates to, “the 

application of a system of moral principles to prevent harming or wronging others, to promote 

the good, to be respectful, and to be fair” (Sieber, 1993 in Morrow, 2008, p. 52). Children 

should be protected from those factors that have harmful effect on them, both during the 

investigation, or as a result of investigation (Morrow and Richards, 1996). Kvale & 

Brinkmann argue that the ethical issues go beyond the live interview situation; it goes through 

the entire process of an interview inquiry. Consequently, potential ethical concerns should be 

taken into account from the beginning of an interview research to the final stage (2009:61-62) 

Ethical awareness can also be considered as the main difference between the research with 

children and research with adults. This is because of an inherent and greater power imbalance 

between adult researcher and the child participants. Punch states, “The adult researchers have 

the power to determine which data from the children to include and how to interpret” 

(2002:329). It means that the adults are very likely to impose their power and viewpoints over 

the children. This kind of imbalance of power in relationships between adult researchers and 

child participants exists in all stages of a research inquiry. Hence, in order to protect the 

participants’ interests and welfare, following principles, which are at the foundation of ethics 

guidelines, should take into consideration that includes informed consent, confidentiality, 

consequences, and the role of researcher (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). They will be explained 

in more detail below. 

4.6.1 Informed Consent 

Informed consent means that someone voluntary agree to participate in a research project. It is 

researchers’ duty to inform participants about the objectives of the study and the main 

features of the project, as well as potential benefits and possible risks of participation. 

Participants should be informed about their right to withdraw from the study at any time for 
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whatever reason and without explanation. They also should be assured of the confidentiality 

of the research data (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).  

In this study, I tried to apply the above-mentioned principles. My participants were informed 

that the purpose of the study was to explore children’s experiences in Norwegian schools. 

They became aware of the outline and the nature of the study, as well as their rights to 

voluntary participation, withdrawal of study, privacy, and confidentiality. Furthermore, 

particular permission to voice-record was asked.  

4.6.2 Confidentiality 

Confidentiality means to prevent the disclosure of private information that identifies the 

participants. Therefore, researchers need to be cautious about the participant’s privacy (Kvale 

& Brinkmann, 2009). I assured my participants that their personal information will be kept 

private, and their anonymity will be respected. Since I had pervious familiarity with some of 

the informants, it was very important to assure them that the information will remain secure 

and not be revealed. After data transcription, the data was kept securely with restricted access 

on a password-protected computer to protect the identities of the informants. 

4.6.3 Consequences 

Researchers have ethical obligations to take into consideration the consequences of the study, 

possible harms, and benefits. They must attempt to minimize risks of participation and 

maximize the quality of information they produce (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This research 

study is somehow related to the friendship experiences of immigrant children. It can be 

considered more or less a stressful experience because of reminding children of hurtful 

experiences that they had in the past. Hence, I was very careful not to pose the questions 

which may put the participant under pressure. Since I had already done a pilot interview 

before, I could anticipate and minimize its potential harms. Accordingly, I made an effort to 

avoid hurting children by asking questions that revive painful memories.  Inspired by Leech 

(2002), if it was necessary to ask a sensitive question, I would include it in the middle or 

toward the end of the interview, and in an indirect way.   

4.6.4 The Role of the Researcher 

According to Kvale & Brinkmann, the quality of a scientific knowledge so much depends 

upon researcher’s “integrity, his or her knowledge, experiences, honesty, and fairness”. This 

is because the interviewer is the main instrument to gain knowledge. Researchers have a 

responsibility to take account of moral issues in practice, which is beyond the abstract moral 
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guidelines (2009: 74). On the other hand, the role of researchers is the production and 

publishing of valid knowledge. All these together may cause ethical violation. Having 

interpersonal interaction between interviewer and interviewee, which is the inherent nature of 

qualitative interview, might lead to the production of important knowledge. However, on the 

other hand, the interviewer may very closely identify with their participants that they do not 

keep a ‘professional distance’. Researchers’ personal friendship with their participants and 

show of empathy may become a means to get into areas of participant’s life where they were 

not invited. Consequently, participants may share experiences and feeling that they later 

regret having disclosed or they would rather to keep them secret.  It is meant to circumvent 

principles of informed consent, which should be maintained in a scientific study. Therefore, 

the role of the researcher is very important in a qualitative research study, and it is more 

crucial when participants are children (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 75). This is because 

children are more vulnerable and have marginalized position in adult society (Punch, 2002). 

Accordingly, in asking and stimulating the questions, I did not put pressure on the participants 

to gain their response; rather I tried to make participants feel relaxed and comfortable by 

talking about what they were perfectly willing to share. When they seemed hesitant towards 

answering a question, I gave them a little time to think about whether they were willing to 

answer or not. I also avoided stimulating strong emotional bonds in order to get the maximum 

results. 

4.7 Limitations of the Study 

As Martin Heidegger (1962) argues, researchers cannot collect data with “totally blank slate”, 

which means that we always carry our knowledege, experiences, values and theoretical 

background and these affect our interparetation of the data (cited in: Gudmundsdottir, 1996). 

This problem becomes more highlighted if the researcher is close to the issue. Researchers 

who work in their own culture, may carry lots of preassumption due to the familiarity with the 

issue of study. They do not have the ‘critical distance’ from what they study, and this deprives 

them from observing very important pionts (Mc Cracken, 1998, p.22).   

In my study, I was very close to the issue and it would have its advantages and disadvantages. 

As we were from the same country, we shared a lot in common. A shared language and 

culture may prevent misunderstanding each other, on the other hand, there migh be a risk of 

influences of my prejudice. In order to avoide this problem, I had to step back and ‘create a 

critical awareness’ and be very careful about this familiarity. Based on McCracken, the most 

important way to create distance is the selection of informants. Researchers should select 
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‘perfect strangers’ who are unknown to the interviewer and other informants. Therefore, I 

made an attempt to choose unknown informants from different age groups, gender and status 

whom I did not know and the ones with no specific knowledge about the topic of the study 

and me (Mc Cracken, 1998). I was hoping the snowball sampling might help in finding non-

familiar participants. However, they were not always easily accessible. Some children who 

did not know me refused to participate in the study. This might be due to the participants’ age 

as many of them were teenagers. Consequently, nine out of fifteen participants were selected 

among the strangers.  

It would be very acceptable that children refused to participate, but it seemed a bit strange to 

me if parents refused to allow their child to participate in this specific interview topic. Among 

my participants, the parents of one child were very meticulous about their child. They were 

very skeptical about the study and me; therefore, I had to explain a lot to obtain their consent. 

They said they did not have any problem with the observation, but they wanted the child 

interview to be done in their presence. They were worried that the interview might hurt their 

child, since she had already overcome her challenges of adjusting to the new society. Finally, 

I could obtain their permission after I assured them of not asking any harmful questions. This 

caused me to rethink about my introductory presentation. As an Iranian, I know that some 

Iranians are very suspicious towards people they do not know very well. Therefore, I realized 

the significance of introduction is very important. Afterward, I tried to be more careful and 

chose more informal and friendlier way to get parents’ permission. For example, instead of 

using mediator such as school, I called them directly or I met them in their workplaces. 

Fortunately, this experience was not repeated about the other parents.  

Another restriction of this study was limitation on the number of male participants. Only three 

out of fifteen participants were boys, as mentioned before. This is because boys were less 

available and less willing to participate in the study. It restricted the comparison between boys 

and girls experiences, because the sample was relatively small to draw fixed conclusions.   

In addition, there were some limitations in getting access to the school observation. In fact, 

according to my initial plan, it lasted too long from my first contact with the school principal 

in June 2011 till I could start the observations at the end of September. This happened due to 

pragmatic reasons like long summer holiday and also the lack of enough Iranian students in 

the beginning of the school year. Indeed, there was only one Iranian student at the beginning 

of the school year. Two other students joined the school no sooner than the end of September. 
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The next chapter presents analysis and discusses the research findings made from the 

observations and the interviews, as described in the methodology chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: Data Analysis and Interpretation 

5.1 Introduction 

“The process of migration is a process of change, for migrants as well as host and home 

societies” (IOM, 2008, p. 14). In this process, both the migrants and the host societies are 

affected by the changes whereby immigrants are exposed to a new culture and environment, 

and host community become more diverse and heterogeneous. However, the important issue 

to be raised here is that how societies handle these changes, and how immigrants manage their 

migration experiences of new environments. The answer lies hidden in the process of 

‘integration’, by which these changes and diversities can be managed (ibid).  

Integration of migrants is a vague term that is perceived differently in various contexts. It 

broadly refers to processes by which immigrants become part of the new community (IOM, 

2008). The term uses in programs that generally follow the instructions on the successful 

integration of immigrant and minority groups in every sphere of life in community 

(Archambault, 2011). Integration indeed is a mutual process, through which both migrants 

and host societies are influenced, and in some sense must adapt to a new situation (IOM, 

2008). 

Integration and inclusion are two sides of the same coin. Therefore, it is very important for the 

children of the immigrants to be included and integrated into their new host society. This is 

something that the children who participated in the study would like to happen faster. Here 

are some excerpts from my informants’ interviews that somehow indicate their willingness for 

inclusion and integration in new environment.  

For example, Nora an 11-year old girl, who arrived in Trondheim / Norway one year ago, 

expressed her desire toward rapid integration into school and totality of the society through 

learning. In response to my question of “if she were the school principal, what would she 

change in her school that foreign students feel more comfortable” said:  

That, every child in reception class (Mottak) would be able to choose a child from normal 

class (the same grade), and they go to the Mottak class for a few weeks and help newcomer 

children…Therefore, reception children can learn faster, they learn the language faster and 

can go to the normal class faster, and this will be beneficial for them. 
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Similarly, Mahan, A 15-year-old girl, who started school just 2 months before the interview, 

thinks that in order to make a good progress, she should enter Norwegian regular classes as 

soon as possible. She said: 

I’d like to learn everything fast…it is not good to stay in the receiving class (Mottak) for a 

long time, it is boring, and also you cannot learn the Norwegian language properly, because 

each child speaks Norwegian with an accent of their native language such as Thai, Arabic, 

Eritrean.  

Negin a fourteen year-old girl, who arrived in Trondheim around four years ago, also 

mentioned that she does not like to be excluded from the mainstream classroom. For her, 

receiving extra care and attention from the teachers means to be different and it might bring 

up feelings of stigma and discrimination, which is a barrier to inclusion and integration.      

When I started attending the reception class, teachers were looking at me as a newcomer. 

They were extra ordinary kind. They cared too much. And this made me feel weak about 

myself. It was ok, but, I oppose the teacher’s being too much around you. Because other 

children think, you are not a normal girl. They think you are a weak girl who needs extra 

support from the teachers.  Here (in a Norwegian school) in grade eight my teachers look at 

me as a normal student. As someone who is the same as other students. This is good…I don’t 

want to be different. 

Nevertheless, the process of integration to a new environment is not easy, and despite all the 

effort being made, immigrant children still face some difficulties of adjusting to the new 

environment. Addressing the challenges encountered by the children participated in this study 

as well as underlying factors behind their challenges are usually the main focus. At the same 

time, despite of the fact that the adaptation process is a challenging experience, migrant 

children may perceive this from a positive angle. For example, feeling of freedom, security, 

and hope for more opportunities in future life are some examples that lead to children’s 

satisfaction with the new environment.       

Children’s experiences of migration indeed are greatly influenced by their experiences of the 

host-society educational systems (Ackers & Stalford, 2004; Reynolds, 2008). In this regard, 

implementing a policy of inclusion appears to create opportunities for developments of 

friendships and social acceptance and serving for the integration of migrant children in their 

new communities. Hence, it seems important to address the Norwegian government’s 
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educational policies towards integration and inclusion of the migrant children. Migrant 

children as active agents contribute to the process of integration in schools. Thus, this study is 

aiming to address the role of children in structuring their everyday life, and the strategies 

would they adapt to communicate appropriately with their peers.    

In this chapter, I will present information obtained from informants who participated in the 

study and my own interpretation of the material. Due to a wide range of age of the 

participants (8-18 years old) as well as their different dates of arrival in Norway (2000-2011), 

I would say that each individual has unique experiences that cannot be generalized to all 

migrant children. Although, I have mostly tried to mention those experiences that the 

participants have expressed repeatedly. 

5.2 Children’s Challenges and Difficulties 

It is a fact that all immigrants encounter some challenges regarding adjusting to a new 

environment, no matter where they come from or what skills and experiences they carry with 

them. It can be learning language of the new society or becoming familiar with norms, values, 

and costumes of the host society (NYU, 2009). Since children are more vulnerable, the 

difficulties and challenges they face in a new society may become more intense. Further, any 

child may face some challenges in a new school, but the challenges may become more 

difficult when the child is new in the country as well (Reynolds, 2008). Hence, adjustment to 

a new environment, new school, new culture, and a new language, can present unique 

challenges for the immigrant children (McCarthy, 1998).  

Based on the information obtained from the empirical data, feeling of exclusion was the most 

common and difficult challenge that children experienced during their time living in Norway. 

In the ‘theory chapter’, I extensively spoke about the concept of exclusion, which is defined 

as children’s deprivation of equal participation in society and being recognized by the society. 

Children as citizens have the right to benefit from the community services and capabilities. 

However, social exclusion directly violates children’s rights and their capabilities (Klasen, 

2001).   

My informants expressed their feelings of exclusion in multiple ways, as they touched upon 

the issue from a variety of angles. For example, they referred to the feeling of isolation, on 

arrival, pointing out the experiences of bullying or rejection in Norwegian schools. They 

complained about the stereotypical attitudes of Norwegians towards foreigners and also raised 
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the issue of having mother tongue lessons as one of their challenges in schools. I briefly 

describe some of them that were mentioned most by the participants under study.  

5.2.1 The Challenges of Isolation and Frustration on Arrival 

Many authors have written on ‘negative social and psychological’ difficulties that immigrants 

face in the new environments. Regardless of whether it is voluntary or forced, moving to a 

new society can be accompanied by a sense of loss of primary community, kinship ties, social 

networks and generally “the loss of taken for granted sources and systems of meaning” (Sonn, 

2002, p. 2). The impacts of these losses can cause migrant children to feel very isolated on 

their arrival. Furthermore, migrant students due to their lack of language proficiency have 

difficulty in forming friendships and therefore, they are more likely to be isolated and have 

such feeling of exclusion (Reynolds, 2008). Some examples from my field observations and 

interviews highlighting my informants’ feeling of isolation on arrival are presenting below.  

The first day of school was not good at all. You couldn’t talk with them (other students). In the 

beginning, it was very difficult. After one week, it became a bit better, but it was still very 

difficult. It was difficult to understand what the teacher would say, what your friends (means 

classmates) said, what they were talking about, what they meant by that, it was really hard. I 

wanted to cry but I could not, because if I cried, and somebody asked for the reason, I did not 

know what to say. All other children in the class had a friend but I was alone. I was really 

alone. I was in a very bad mood, now I feel a bit better. It is so. I, cannot do anything about 

that. [Mahan, 15 year-old girl, arrived 2 months before the interview] 

Three months later, when I was chatting with her on facebook she told me that she was upset 

over the loss of her friendship and kinship ties in the home country. She said that she missed 

her best friend (Sanaz) in Iran. She tried to call her, but no one answered the phone. She also 

talked about her grandfather that how much she loves him and how much she missed him.  

Sanaz (her best friend in Iran), ohhh (pity), Sanaz, I’ve missed her so much. I could not call 

her from here. I call her but I do not know why they do not pick up the phone…I’ve missed my 

grandpa. He was my best friend. I love him even more than I love my own father.    

Nora also talked about a birthday party that she was invited in the first months of her 

attendance in the class: 

As long as I was not Kyra’s close friend, it was very difficult for me… It was Ida’s birthday 

party… everybody came with his or her best friend … I was the only person on that birthday 
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party that did not have any close friend. It was very hard because, everybody was sitting next 

to a friend, all were together. [Nora, 11 year-old girl, arrived one year before the interview] 

The causes of such challenges will be explained further in the next section 

5.2.2 Experiences of Peer Rejection 

Feeling of being ignored, rejected, neglected, overlooked, bullied, and mocked were some of 

distressing experiences that described by many of the participants. Steven Asher (1990) 

argues, there are two forms of negative relationships among peers in relation to migrant 

children ‘active rejection’ and ‘passive neglection’ (cited in: Reynolds, 2008, p. 18). An 

active form of rejection includes bullying, teasing or ridiculing, and passive form is known as 

‘silent treatment’ or ‘being ignored’. The differences between active and passive forms of 

behaviors lie in behavioral intentions. It means the migrant students are prone to isolation and 

to be left out, either intentionally or unintentionally (Flaten, 2012; Asher 1990). In fact, there 

are several psychological basis of child rejection, but addressing them is not within the scope 

of this study. 

Children’s interviews and observations showed evidence of both active rejection and passive 

neglection in the schools in Norway. Here are some quotes from participants’ interviews 

about the experience of ignorance:  

They did not see me, meaning they did not care about me or they did not welcome me in their 

gathering. In general, they did not like to be with me. I mean they did not talk to me or invite 

me to be with them. If I asked about something, they just answered shortly and left me. [Neda, 

15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years before the interview] 

It was very difficult to be one of them and played with them, they did not like to invite me in 

their activities. For example when we played dodgeball, they did not even give me the ball or 

beat me with the ball to be forced to go off the game (she laughed with sadness). I was there 

but they ignored me, as if I were not playing. [Shabnam, 18 years-old girl, arrived 11 years 

before the interview] 

They do not care about you at all. They are only with their own friends. They are not like us 

Iranians. They do not come to you and not talk with you to get familiar with you. [Mahan, 15 

year-old girl, arrived 2 months before the interview]  
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Another informant in response to my question of “if she has ever tried to communicate with 

her classmates,” said: 

Yes, I did, but they don’t have any reaction; it seems as if I don’t exist at all. It seems that they 

don’t see me at all. [Elham, 10 year-old girl, arrived 3 months before the interview] 

As mentioned earlier, active rejection can be manifested in a variety of forms that include 

bullying, teasing, or ridiculing (Flaten, 2012). Olweus had defined bullying or victimization 

as follows: “A student is being bullied or victimized when he or she is exposed, repeatedly 

and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more other students” (Olweus, 1996, 

p. 265). Negative actions refer to a situation when someone deliberately imposes harm or 

inconvenience on someone else. The term ‘bullying’ can be used when there is an inequality 

or imbalance of power between students, in which case the victims often have difficulty 

defending themselves. Bullying can be done by a single person or by a group of individuals. 

Everyone also can be target of bullying, both an individual person and a group of people 

(Olweus, 1993).  

There are different types of bullying such as verbal actions that includes threatening, teasing, 

taunting, and name-calling; physical bullying includes damage to the body or property of a 

person; and social or relational bullying includes relationship-damaging behaviors like 

excluding someone from a group on purpose or embarrassing someone in public (Olweus, 

1993; U.S.Department of Health and Services). We should also differentiate between direct 

and indirect bullying. Direct bullying occurs when one or a group of students directly attack 

the others, but indirect bullying is characterized by intentional exclusion from a group 

(Olweus, 1993).  

There is no doubt that bullying and harassment among schoolchildren is not a new 

phenomenon and not specified in the context of this study. As most of the literature shows, 

bullying has traditionally been and continues to be ignored, or deemed as a normal behavior 

for child development (Elias et al. 2003). It was only until the 1970s, that it attracted the 

attention of the public and research as a “problem”. Scandinavian countries like Norway were 

pioneers in this field. However, for several years, just mass media, teachers, and parents were 

concerned about the subject of bully/ victim in Norway. Norwegian school authorities got 

involved in this issue in late 1982 when a Norwegian newspaper reported news on suicide of 

three schoolboys as a result of intense bullying by peers. This incident eventually led to 

initiation of a nationwide campaign against bullying in schools by Norwegian Ministry of 
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Education in 1983. It was then that efforts were made to study the issue systematically 

(Olweus, 1993).    

Addressing the negative consequences of bullying such as loss of self-esteem and having 

negative view on themselves and situation is not the focus of this study (Olweus, 1996). I just 

would like to refer to a number of experiences mentioned by the study participants with the 

aim of understanding how they perceived experiences of bullying and victimization in 

Norwegian schools. My participants spoke up about their own experience and about what they 

have seen or heard to others. Here are some examples of their expression that reveal existence 

of different type of bullying in schools, both directly and indirectly.  

Shima, an eight-year-old girl, who was born in Trondheim, claimed that she and two other 

girls (an Arab and a Chinese girl) had the experience of being ridiculed by some boys in 

school. The boys told them that they looked like turd because of their different skin and hair 

color. 

Sara also talked about her mocking experience just because of her foreign background. She 

explained how other children tried to tease her.   

At school, all children said, “you are an Iranian, hehehe” (Means they made a mock of her). I 

had already said to all that I was born in Norway, but they said, “you are an Iranian”. “You 

look different; your skin looks different; you can’t speak Norwegian well like us”, because at 

that time I didn’t know all the (Norwegian) words. I was in the first grade and in any sentence 

the children used; there was a word that I didn’t understand its meaning. They said why I 

didn’t go to English school because of being a foreigner… for example, when they wanted to 

play with boys; they said these games were only for Norwegians. [Sara, 8-year-old-girl, born 

in Trondheim] 

Shabnam also strongly criticized the Norwegian students’ behavior toward foreigners.  

After reception school, I was transferred to a Norwegian school, and there, I was being 

harassed very much. Because its environment was Norwegian and there were not any 

foreigners there. Children bullied me… for example; they said my hair looks like a horse’s 

tail. Then, I remember getting annoyed because of my close friend (Adina from Ethiopia), 

because she was a black skinned girl. Children said to her that her face looked like shit 

because she was black… when we talked and made a small mistake, they said, “oh, she is 

foreigner and she does not know anything”. I remember they threw snow at us; they threw us 
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and poured the snow on us with their feet. When we walked, they walked behind us and spat 

on us (She cried with a loud voice, paused) I do not have any problem with them now but it is 

very difficult when you are a child. (She continued crying). They tortured a child. They didn’t 

invite me to their birthday parties and then asked me why I didn’t go. Then they said, ‘oh, yes, 

you were not invited’. (They questioned deliberately even if they knew that she was not 

invited). They enjoyed teasing me. I just was with Adina… we changed our school and went to 

English international school. I did not experience bullying in English school but, Adina got 

bullied in international school…When Adina left (went back to her country), my mom though I 

would die, but I think when Adina left it became much better for me…I remember my friends 

in English international school said why I was friend with Adina since she was black and she 

did know anything. They believed that black people were wired and stupid. [Shabnam, 18 

years-old girl, arrived 11 years before the interview] 

In the example above, it seems that there exists a hierarchy of groups that are harassed. 

Children with dark skin appear to face more severe challenges due to their extreme 

differences in appearance as well as negative stereotypical beliefs about the black. 

Some participants claimed that they had not been bullied themselves, but several times 

observed how other foreign students had being bullied. As an instance, Nasim explained how 

the children were harassing a Muslim girl by removing her scarf or taking pictures while she 

did not like those taking pictures of her. Nasim also described how a serious fight occurred at 

school because a Norwegian boy said ‘Cacao’ to a black-skinned boy. 

All the experiences mentioned above somehow indicate the importance of ethnic background 

and skin or hair colour in a multicultural setting. Here a question arises: how children 

understand and conceptualize the notion of being Norwegian and Norwegian-ness in a multi-

ethnic and multi-coloured setting (Rysst, 2012). For more than fifty years, Norway and other 

Scandinavian countries have adopted anti-racist policies, and have developed racial liberal 

welfare states that have advocated equality as equity. The Norwegian conceptualization of 

equality focuses on cultural values that imply both ‘equality as sameness and equality as 

equity’ considering basic dimensions such as class, gender, and race (Rysst, 2012, p. 1). In 

line with this idea of equality, migrants from non-western countries, represent the opposite of 

sameness, at least in terms of appearance (ibid). 
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There are several perspectives on Norwegian and Norwegian-ness. For example, the 

Norwegian sociologists Anders Vassenden (2011), identifies four discursive oppositions of 

Norwegian –ness and not Norwegian-ness that need to be kept apart and distinguished 

between: 1) civic aspects (citizenship), 2) cultural aspects, 3) ethnic/racial aspects, 4) 

whiteness\non-whiteness (Vassenden, 2011p. 734; Rysst, 2012).  

 

Furthermore, based on 50 histories of young people of foreign background, Brit Lynnebakke 

and Kathrine Fangen (2011) found that whiteness is very important for being labeled 

Norwegian. Their study indicates that ‘origin and cultural practices’ are deemed to be the 

most important component of the Norwegian-ness, and only ethnic Norwegians who have 

white parents are considered as fully Norwegian. It means that having Norwegian citizenship 

is not as significant as ethnic origin (cited in: Rysst, 2012, p. 5). 

 

However, we cannot overlook one aspect of being different and that sometimes being 

different can come with some popularity. The following conversation with Sara is an example 

of this: 

I like my hair. My Norwegian friend says, “You are very, very beautiful, I want to be like you, 

because you can speak different languages, you are also beautiful.  You are different from all 

the rest”.... I like to be different, then they respect me more, they see me more. They can see 

me better when I have different hair or skin color. 

In addition, some of my participants noted that being bullied has nothing to do with being 

foreigners. Facing bullying may be a result of a weird behavior, no matter the person is 

foreigner or native. For example, Poya, a 10-year old boy who arrived four years ago, 

mentioned there is bullying in his school, but it is not towards foreign children. There is a 

Norwegian boy in his class that other kids have been making fun of, because he sometimes 

wears bad clothes (for example he wears socks with huge holes in them) or he smells bad.  

Anyway, being bullied is painful for all but it may be more harmful for foreign children 

because they simultaneously have to encounter numerous difficulties and challenges. In 

addition, migrant children may be more vulnerable to harassment because they have so many 

obvious differences.  
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5.2.3 The Challenges of Being Stereotyped 

Another challenge raised by the study participants was stereotypical view of Norwegians 

towards migrants. “Stereotypes can be conceptualized – on the macro level – as societal 

ideologies” as well as “on a micro level of analysis – as individual negative attitudes toward 

other individuals and other groups”. Social scientists use different terminologies when 

referring to this complex phenomenon such as “ethnocentrism, nationalism, xenophobia, 

racism, and nativism” (Heckmann, 2008, p. 30). In any case, the words ‘stereotype’ and 

‘stereotyping’ have been accompanied by a negative meaning and ‘expressed as prejudice’. 

According to Allport (1954), stereotypes can be either positive or negative. In both forms, 

stereotypes classify people, justify exaggerated beliefs, and validate discriminatory thoughts. 

“Stereotyping is a process of labeling or categorization”, which “negates differentiated 

opinion, generalizes a category, and portrays a specific image of a category or a group” (cited 

in Saran & Diaz, 2010, p. 3).  

Reynolds (2008) argues that stereotypes or generalization of a common behavior for a group 

of people is risky because indeed, a group is composed of distinct individuals. Reynolds study 

of UK schools revealed that the lack of understanding the needs and backgrounds of migrant 

students led to stereotypical view and generalization about them based on their ethnic, race, 

religious, or migrant identity. 

In the context of this study, stereotypical view of some Norwegians regarding foreigners was 

one of the upsetting issues to some children. They blame Norwegians for not having enough 

information about their country of origin. As an Iranian, I know that majority of Iranian, 

especially those who choose to migrate from Iran, are very upset about the Islamic Revolution 

of 1979 in Iran. A reason is that the revolution and the subsequent war with Iraq resulted in 

taking some steps backward in many aspects. They always talk about this important issue no 

matter where they. They are not satisfied with their current situation, since Iran was a 

respected country in the not-too-distant past, before Islamic revolution in 1979. Islamic 

revolution, and new government’s policies has changed the face of Iran to an underdeveloped 

country. Iranians claim that they deserve much more than this as one of the oldest 

civilizations in the world, and as a rich country, which is the holder of the major oil and gas 

resources. As Behnaz Jalali (2005) argues, generally speaking, most Iranians are proud of 

their ethnicity and cultural identity. Therefore, it is possible if the children of immigrant 

families, despite being born or living here for several years, are sensitive to the stereotypes 

and about what others might act or think about them and their country of origin. 
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There are many different ways that people stereotype others. Here are some examples of 

them: 

They have stereotypical thinking about us. For example, they thought that we are miserable 

people and nothing. As an example, that teacher in (X) school (a regular Norwegian school) 

asked me that;”Shabnam do you really want to return to Iran?” I said; “yes”… For example, 

she asked me “do you have TV in Iran?  Do you live underground? Or is your country like 

Afghanistan? Is your houses made by stone?” She (teacher) asked me all these things and 

when I went home, I asked my mother whether we are like the others or just we have special 

situation. My mother told me that; “no, it is not like this”. I clearly do remember that my 

teacher asked me these kinds of questions. [Shabnam, 18 years-old girl, arrived 11 years 

before the interview]  

Arezo a 16-year-old girl who was born and grew up in Trondheim mentioned a different type 

of stereotype that could be due to the lack of knowledge or curiosity about foreigners like 

stereotypical views on people’s religion. For example, Norwegians generally think all Iranians 

are Muslims. She raised the matter of the relationship between stereotypes among people and 

in the general discourse. Media seem to have huge impacts on the formation of public 

opinion, and in increasing the public knowledge. The media attempts as well as extensive 

public awareness strategies can be powerful methods to combat stereotypes about foreigners 

(NYU, 2012) 

It is strange to me, why people think that we (Iranian) are Muslims, while they see I don’t 

have hijab; my mother doesn’t have hijab; we shake hand, etc. But they still have something 

in their mind and they think that we are Muslims but do not say that…Those who know me for 

a while, for example three months, know that I am not Muslim, but during these three months, 

they thought that I am Muslim. [Arezo, 16-year-old-girl, born in Trondheim] 

Nora’s experience also pointed to the media’s influence on public attitudes towards Iranian 

immigrants. She mentioned that she prefer to be a Norwegian because of people’s negative 

impression of Iran. In response to my question about whether she had ever liked to be a 

Norwegian, she said: 

Yes… because others look at our country a bit bad, for example some people say that Nora 

comes from Iran, it may be (she paused), it hurt me… for example when I say that I came from 

Iran, others say “phhh”. (She made a sound with her mouth means others ridiculed her)… 
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elections in Iran, (and) killing people caused that people here think that there is a war in Iran, 

and all people are killing each other [she refers to the presidential election in 2009, which led 

to widespread protests inside Iran]. [Nora, 11 year-old girl, arrived one year before the 

interview] 

Negin also had a similar experience in this regard and she said: 

I have very bad feeling when my classmates talk about Iran. [Negin 14-year-old-girl, arrived 

around four years before the interview] 

Rozhin faced another type of negative stereotype. She claimed that some children in her first 

school in Norway (a city named Sunndal), believed that all foreigners are thieves. 

 (In my second school) I could find just one friend who was Polish, because Norwegians did 

not like to be friend with foreigners…they thought that all foreigners are thieves… yes, they 

said directly (that foreigners are thieves). [Rozhin, 16-year-old girl, arrived two years before 

the interview] 

While they felt that they were being stereotyped, most of the informants had a very 

stereotypical view of the native Norwegians. They stereotyped Norwegians as very unsocial 

people, who have unfriendly behavior toward foreigners even with each other. While they 

believe that Iranians are very social and friendly people. For example: 

Norwegians are very unsocial…we (Iranians) are very friendly and intimate but they 

(Norwegians) are not like us. [Nasim, 16-year-old-girl, arrived 2 years ago] 

 Norwegian friends are not like Iranians. They do not come to you to talk… they are not very 

social. [Peiman a 17-year-old-boy, arrived 12 years ago] 

You know they (Norwegians) are not very social. They are very cold people. [Negin 14-year-

old-girl, arrived around four years before the interview] 

In short, increase in migration and demographic changes often generate fear of strangers 

among the previous inhabitants. Consequently, people who have acquired long-term resident 

may easily have negative stereotype about new arrivals. This fear and stereotypes can have 

very harmful effects on social cohesion (NYU, 2012), and subsequently on the integration of 

migrants into new society.  
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5.2.4 The Challenge of Having Mother Tongue Lesson (Morsmål)  

Proficiency in the language of instruction is very essential for children of migrants, for whom 

the language of instruction is not their native language, because language is a communication 

medium for knowledge transmission (Ball, 2011). In the next section, I will extensively 

address the importance of fluency in the national language as one the underlying factors in 

exclusion/ inclusion of migrant children. However, here a question arises as how children can 

reach the proficiency level in the host country language as a second language (McCarthy, 

1998).   

There has been some debate over how migrant children can master the language of host 

community. Some European scholars have demonstrated that “first language acquisition 

supports the learning of second or additional languages” (Ball, 2011, p. 16). It means that if 

children have an opportunity to develop their mother tongue, they will be able to learn and 

master the second language easier. So, the first step for learning a second language is 

mastering their own native language (McCarthy, 1998).  

With respect to linguistic minorities in Norway, one of the main principles of the language 

education policy in Norway is the “inclusion of all linguistic and cultural groups in society” 

(Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2003-2004, p. 5). In order to accomplish 

this, and according to the Norwegian Education Act, students with a mother tongue other than 

Norwegian or Sami “have the right to adapt education in Norwegian until they are sufficiently 

proficient in Norwegian to attend the regular instruction of the school. If necessary, such 

pupils are entitled to mother tongue instruction, bilingual subject teaching, or both” 

(SOPEMI, 2010–2011, p. 53). In fact, there has been a shift in language education policy, so 

that until some years ago, all minority language or bilingual students had a right to educate in 

their native language. But now the students can only receive instruction in their mother 

tongues if they have not acquired enough competence in Norwegian to participate in regular 

classes. The purpose of having mother tongue lessons is to help students of minority origin to 

gradually integrate into the Norwegian schools and society through improving their language 

skills. Children of migrants have the right to study their own mother tongue as a specialization 

both at primary and secondary level. However, it will stop when the teacher determines that 

the student has learned enough Norwegian language to continue her/his studies in regular 

classes (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2003-2004). It should be noted, 

“Mother-tongue teaching may come in addition to the normal school day and may take place 

at another school than the one the pupil normally attends” (UDI, 2009). 
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Interview with the principal of the receiving school in Trondheim, where I conducted my 

observations, revealed that students from the grade 1 to 4 would have the possibility to learn 

to read and write their native tongue. From year 5 upward, the mother tongue teacher just 

helps children to develop their Norwegian skills and solve their Norwegian language 

problems. Indeed, students who have not fluency in Norwegian language might not 

understand the lessons taught by the teacher. Having an extra (mother tongue) teacher who 

translates the lessons into her/his native language, creates equal opportunity for immigrant 

children to develop their abilities on equal terms.  

In addition to what has been already said, the informants themselves expressed another 

positive aspects of the mother tongue lesson that having this lesson especially on their arrival, 

could give them the opportunity to be with children and teachers who have similar race and 

language. This could help them to improve both their language skill and somehow filling the 

gap of isolation on arrival.  

For me mother tongue lesson was the sweetest thing whereby I could be with other friends 

like me. [Shabnam, in receiving school] 

I remember having very good memories of mother tongue lesson, because I was with Iranian 

children… When the school became empty, and all children left the school, we (Iranian 

students) played hide and seek. [Neda, 15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years ago] 

They gave me mother tongue lesson very late. It was very good to start mother tongue lesson. 

The days that I have mother tongue are the best days of my school days. This is very good to 

be able to talk with someone in your native language. [Mahan, 15 year-old girl, arrived 2 

months before the interview] 

The public policy of Norway is to promote and respect fundamental rights of all children 

including migrant children. These policies seem very good in theory, as it respects rights of 

“minority children to learn about and practice their own language” [Article 30, UNCRC] as 

well as their rights “to education on the basis of equal opportunity” [Article 28, UNCRC]. 

However, at the same time, practically it may be different as in the case of this study, raises 

the question of exclusion. My informants did not always have such a positive opinion about 

mother tongue lesson. In some respects, having mother tongue lesson was a little problematic, 

since it excluded them from other classmates. As I mentioned earlier, children would like to 

be included in the class; they do not want to be separated from other students; they do not 
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want to attract others’ extra attention; they just want to be a normal student just like other 

classmates. However, providing this lesson sometimes act in the opposite direction, causes the 

separation of immigrant children from the rest, and consequently creates a sense of exclusion. 

Here are some quotes from the informants’ interviews:  

I hated mother tongue lesson. It was an agonizing thing for me, because it made me separate 

from the rest. For example, they (her classmates) asked me why I was going to stay at school 

after finishing the school day. And I had to explain the reason, because I had mother tongue 

lesson. It (Having mother tongue lesson) means “that you are second language”. I didn’t like 

it at all. [Shabnam in Norwegian regular school] 

Having mother tongue lesson means, you practice Farsi, means trying not to forgot Farsi. 

This is totally wrong because it really makes us isolated from the rest of the children. [Neda, 

15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years ago] 

In addition, children may not look into this matter from the angle of exclusion or difference, 

but it can be a bit problematic, since it disturbs their daily routines. Here are some quotes 

from the conversation with Poya, a 9-year-old boy who arrived around four years ago: 

Rozita: what is your opinion about your mother tongue lesson? 

Poya: smiling  

Rozita: do you like it? 

Poya: yeah, (while smiling and it seems to me he is not sure about that). Sometimes I don’t 

like to go (to the mother tongue classes) but now it is ok for me. It used to be on Tuesdays, the 

days that Erik (Norwegian friend) came to our place or I went to his place. But often I kept 

forgetting my class, because my mother tongue teacher used to come to school after school 

hours. But now it is better as she comes during the school hours. 

I have this lesson during the school hours and I have to go out from the class, but sometime, 

not always, I wouldn’t like to go out. [Negin 14-year-old-girl, arrived around four years 

before the interview] 

In addition to what has been already said about the mother tongue lesson, school attendance 

as an observer revealed another aspect of this course, which is about the location of the 
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classroom. To clarify this I will refer to some of my field notes during classroom 

observations: 

Nora had mother tongue class (morsmål). I got permission from the teacher to join the class. 

There were some small tables and chairs outside the classroom in the school hallway. They 

chose one of tables and sat. I sat next to them. I asked the teacher whether the class location 

is here. She answered: “Yes, in fact, there is not particular place for the mother tongue 

classes, since the number of student is very few. We should find somewhere quiet to sit. 

Sometimes we use library but today another group has occupied the library”.   

Then I became separated and sat behind a table away from them to write my notes, while I 

was watching them. I noticed Nora constantly looking around her, every time a student or 

teacher passed; she raised her head, or took a peek. 

Although I never heard any complaints about the location of the classroom from the students, 

but observation made me think that it could be an important matter, too. Being separated from 

other students and sitting in a place where people are constantly coming and going, may make 

them feel uncomfortable or disturbed. Consequently, they refuse to take this course in the next 

years. This is something that I have heard from the parents of the children participating in this 

study. Although I did not interview the parents formally, but during informal conversations 

they expressed their dissatisfaction with these lessons due to the short period i.e. 45 minutes 

per week, and not being formed regularly. Thus, having mother tongue lesson in itself is not 

problematic. It can even be very helpful in terms of children’s lesson and improvement of 

both native and Norwegian languages. However, the lack of adequate time, space, and 

conditions, may cause some problems.  

In this section, I briefly described and discussed some of the challenges that were repeatedly 

mentioned by the informants. However, addressing these challenges made me ask whether my 

informants eventually are happy, or satisfied with their situations at school as a migrant child; 

or to what extent they are satisfied with their current school status. These issues will be 

explained in more detail below. 

5.2.5 Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction 

As discussed above, adaption to new society is not an easy task, so that many challenges and 

difficulties lie ahead of the migrants and their children. Many studies in this respect have been 

centered on difficulties associated with the migration process. The general results from the 
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studies show that migration does not necessarily lead to negative adaptation consequences. In 

fact, most of the migrants are able to make a positive adjustment to new experiences and this 

ultimately will lead to their satisfaction with new environment (Sam, 1998). According to 

Shin and Johnson (1978), life satisfaction has been defined “as an overall assessment of an 

individual’s quality of life according to his or her own chosen criteria” ( cited in: Van Selm et 

al. 1997, p. 143). Regarding this, various factors may affect life satisfaction of migrant 

children. For example, study on life satisfaction of children of migrant workers in Shanghai/ 

China showed “relationship factors, social support, and self-esteem” serve a protective 

function and are important factors in the life satisfaction of migrant children (Wong et al. 

2010, p. 143). 

In relation to this study, it should be said that it is not easy to talk about the level of 

satisfaction with life and school in Norway. Satisfaction and dissatisfaction are relative, and it 

is indeed difficult to draw a line between the children’s satisfaction and dissatisfaction, since 

they are very happy in some aspects and simultaneously complain about the others. In fact, 

my informants expressed their satisfaction in comparison with their previous experiences. 

Many of them are satisfied with their current situation because it is better than before. 

However, it does not mean that they are completely satisfied with their situation as a migrant 

child.  

Generally, each individual child has a specific reason for her/his satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction. My informants pointed out to strict school system, existence of discrimination, 

lack of freedom and lack of facilities in Iran or Turkey (Intermediate country that some 

children lived before coming to Norway). They compare their present situation with their 

previous experiences and depending on the experiences that they already have, they may feel 

satisfied with the new environment. For example, Mahan as a Bahá'í student had many bad 

experiences of discrimination with some teachers and students in Iran. She also lived in a 

small city in the south of Iran where the quality of school was not good. In this sense, she 

highlights the importance of humanistic and democratic values on the one hand, and the 

limited democratic attitudes and practices on the other hand. Her previous experiences have 

an influence on her current view of the situation. Therefore, in spite of the difficulties and 

frustrations that she has suffered, she is still satisfied and has a dream about her future in 

Norway. 
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With all difficulties, I like school in Norway more. In Iran, there is no freedom at all. It was 

not good at all. We had physical education several times a week, but instead of exercising, we 

were just sitting and talking. There was no physical education at all…. I did not feel secure. 

Children used to poke their noses into others’ affairs; they reported anything we did to the 

school principal… I got harassed when I was in the fifth grade at primary school by my 

religion teacher… I didn’t want to pray but she forced us to pray… may be because I was 

Bahá'í … here you can do everything you want, no one interferes. [Mahan, 15 year-old girl, 

arrived 2 months before the interview] 

On the other hand, as I mentioned previously, her feelings of isolation and frustration on 

arrival due to loss of primary relationships, and living in a consumer society while many 

changes have been made to the economic status of the family, caused her dissatisfaction with 

the new environment.  

I wish I had not bought my cell phone first, if I didn’t buy cell phone, now I could buy a piano, 

I previously had a piano, so I could play piano. Now, I should wait a few months to buy a 

piano… I want to buy new cloths but my parent says that I should wait, here everything is 

very expensive, our income is not enough, I am in a sort of limbo… [Mahan, 15- year-old 

girl] 

Similarly, Poya, who introduced himself as a football fan, referred to the lack of facilities in 

Iranian school as the reason of his satisfaction. He likes Norway more than Iran, because of 

more football facilities and more freedom to play at school.  

I like schools in Norway more…One reason is football. There was not football pitch in my 

school in Iran. In the playtimes, we could not run. The playtime is for running. But, it was not 

allowed in Iran. [Poya, 9-year-old boy, arrived around four years ago] 

The above instance raises the question of gender. Whether it is easier for boys than girls to be 

integrated in a new environment will be discussed in more detail later. 

As another example, Nora, the daughter of a political activist talked about the reason for her 

satisfaction with the new situation and dissatisfaction with her life in Iran. She claims that she 

has been harassed in her childhood, but did not explain the reason. She just pointed to forced 

veiling in Iran. However, concerning the human rights in Iran, I would say children’s of 

human rights activists in Iran are suffering due to fear of their parent’s being arrested, 

imprisonment, or even worse. She had probably suffered from the consequences of her 
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parents’ political actions. She responded to my question if she could change something in the 

past, what it would be: 

 That, I insisted my parents to come here earlier… because I got a bit hurt in my childhood… 

(Pause) emmm, for example, in Iran we had to have hijab always, (pause) 

For Shabnam who studied in Iran for one year, satisfaction is associated with a feeling of 

freedom from strict schools and serious teachers. Despite many complaints about the 

difficulties and challenges that she encountered in Norwegian school like bullying, 

discrimination etc, she said: 

When I came here, I felt free. The teachers in Iran were very serious. But here it is better. 

[Shabnam, 18-years-old girl] 

Nasim raised another issue. She is satisfied with her current life in Norway, because she is 

looking into future and thinking about better future prospects. 

I like both Iran and Norway. I like Norway because I am sure that I can make more progress 

here. Because of high population in Iran, it is hard to make progress. The population here is 

only 4-5 million, while population in Iran is 60-70 million. So, I am sure that I can have a 

better future. But I like Iran more than here, because I was born there and  grew up there. …I 

cannot build up relationship with Norwegians; the same as what Norwegians have, because I 

haven’t been here for a long time. I was born in Iran so I certainly could build up good 

relationship with Iranians. [Nasim, 16-year-old-girl, arrived 2 years ago] 

Negin said that she did not like academic competition among Iranian students. She likes the 

idea of teamwork that is common in Norwegian educational system. However, she prefers 

Iranian school in some aspects: 

I love Iran. I love its atmosphere and its people. They are very social. If I were in Iran, at this 

time I could be in middle school. I know that middle school and high school are very cool in 

Iran. Here is more freedom, I mean freedom in everything, but I have contact with children in 

my age in Iran, and what they say show that (school in) Iran is very cool. However, my mom 

says if I go there and study for one year I will regret. [Negin 14-year-old-girl, arrived around 

four years before the interview] 

Elham a 10-year-old girl who just started school 2 months before the interview, talked about 

her current school and her previous experiences in Iran:  
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I like both schools somehow. In Iranian schools, some things are cooler than here. For 

example, you can be more playful, you can talk, and sometimes you can be naughty. It is 

interesting to be naughty sometimes. You can enjoy more. But here no one (means classmates) 

pays attention to you.   

Children’s statements on freedom in schools appear to be contradictory. On the one hand, 

they complained about the lack of freedom in Iranian schools, but on the other hand, they 

claimed that they had more freedom to enjoy the social life in Iranian schools. I have 

experiences of teaching and consulting in Iranian schools for many years and I am familiar 

with the school system and somehow with children’ behavioral codes in Iran. When children 

refer to freedom in Norwegian schools, probably they mean by freedom is getting rid of strict 

discipline in Iranian schools, serious teachers, harsh grading system, mandatory school 

uniform especially for girls mandatory veiling (hijab), large amounts of homework, very 

difficult midterm and final exams as well as dichotomy between family values and those that 

are defined by the school (for example religious values). Getting rid of all those stress and 

pressure that the school and the educational system impose on children brings a great sense of 

freedom.  

Despite the school strict system in Iran, and controlling the students’ behavior inside and even 

outside the school, they are familiar with their own country’s cultural codes. In other words, 

they have learned how to bypass the system and ignore the strict rules and regulations and are 

able to enjoy their social lives at school. On the other hand, however, their unfamiliarity with 

behavioral codes of Norwegian children may hinder both their full and effective participation 

in school and full enjoyment during school days in Norway. For example, in Iran, having 

friendship with opposite sex (especially with non-blood relatives) is not allowed or considered 

a taboo. Students in Iran go to single-sex schools, but this may increases their desire to build a 

relationship with the opposite sex. Most of the high school and even middle school students 

have a boy/girl friend. Talking about the opposite sex or about their boy/girl friends is one of 

the most popular entertainments for the students at Iranian schools, while they are deprived of 

this fun and pleasure in schools in Norway. This is implicitly acknowledged by some of my 

teenage informants.  

After addressing the challenges faced by my informants, it is important to point out the 

underlying causes of such challenges and the factors that influence their experiences of 

exclusion/ inclusion in school.  
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5.3 Underlying Reasons for Exclusion Experiences of Migrant Students 

The issue of inclusion or exclusion of ethnic minority students is very complex. Indeed, there 

are a number of factors affecting children’s experiences of exclusion/ inclusion at schools. 

According to John Micklewright, ‘parents, schools, employers, and governments’ are 

responsible for children’s exclusion of any kind. Of course, considering children’s own 

agency toward themselves or other kids deserves special attention, as well (Micklewright, 

2002).  

Based on the empirical data, substantial factors that contribute in my informants’ experiences 

of exclusion/ inclusion in schools can be grouped as following: Firstly, language and 

unfamiliarity with the host country’s language appear to be a substantial challenge on arrival. 

Language is one of the crucial factors and, indeed is the key factor to enter any society. 

Consequently, the lack of familiarity with the host language can offer unique challenges to the 

migrant children, such as feeling of isolation and frustration. Secondly, the empirical data 

revealed that both migrant and Norwegian parents play an important role in inclusion or 

exclusion of the migrant children. For example, children’s experiences of being stereotyped 

can be due to the effects of the parent’s opinions. Thirdly, teachers, schools, and educational 

policies are the other decisive factors that have important impacts on the exclusion or 

inclusion of the migrant children.  

It is worth noting that these factors are not entirely separate from each other, but rather, they 

my overlap. For example, children’ feeling of isolation can be influenced by all three distinct 

factor groups mentioned above. Likewise, overcoming the language difficulties is not separate 

from the school and its educational policies. They are each described in more detail in the 

following sections.  

5.3.1 Language as a Key to Enter a New Community  

It is widely acknowledged that the acquisition of the host country’s language is one of the 

crucial factors for integration of the migrants. The ability to speak the host language has a 

significant impact on almost all aspects of daily life, such as access and integration to the 

labor market, understanding the rules and the regulations of the society, accessing the 

services, and the exercise of human and civil rights (Ferguson, 2011). Indeed, fluency in the 

national language is very important for social participation in everyday life settings. Language 

as a carrier of information and as a tool helps to structure thought processes, and therefore is 

obviously essential for learning and development (Vedder et al. 2006). Language learning is 
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not simply a matter of education, rather a necessary condition for successful interaction with 

the people from other cultural and linguistic groups inside and outside the boundaries of a 

community (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2003-2004) 

Proficiency in the language of host community is also very important for children of migrants 

(Vedder et al. 2006). A literature review on adaptation of immigrant children to the United 

States has confirmed the importance of the nation language mastery by migrant children. 

Proficiency in the national language of instruction can lead children into mainstream 

education, helping them to excel in school, and increase their chances for success and 

meaningful employment after graduation (McCarthy, 1998).  

In addition, a research on a group of Bhutanese refugees from camps in Nepal and their 

resettlement in New Zealand illustrated that the main challenges on arrival for both migrants 

and their children were language and communication difficulties. To adult immigrants, 

unfamiliarity with the local environment, inability to understand other people, signs, and food 

labels for example, were extremely difficult. For their children, lacking someone to talk in 

their native language or play with was very frustrating (Ferguson, 2011).  

Similar to the above example, empirical data revealed that my informants’ feeling of 

exclusion on arrival was mainly due to unfamiliarity with the Norwegian language, which 

made it really hard for them to form close relationships with other peers, and in some sense 

created a feeling of isolation. Here are some of the informants’ opinions: 

The main challenge is the language. Learning the language is a key to solve my problems. If I 

knew the Norwegian language, I could be friend with Norwegians… This is too bad when you 

don’t understand or wrongly understand what other say, this is very annoying. I think the 

most difficult thing is the language...I feel I am very behind of the other students, because I 

don’t know the language. [Mahan, 15 year-old girl, arrived 2 months before the interview] 

The first days of my arrival were very difficult, because I did not know anything. I wasn’t 

familiar with the society, with the culture. It was very difficult in the beginning but it became 

better little by little. I couldn’t build up any relationship with others. But I learned little by 

little. Language is very important. Language is a key to enter into any society.  First, you have 

to learn the language to be able to communicate with the people. [Nasim, 16-year-old-girl, 

arrived 2 years ago] 
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My first school was in another city named Sunndal. It was worse than here (her current school 

in Trondheim). I couldn’t speak Norwegian. It was first time that I had come to Norway and I 

didn’t know Norwegian language… when I went to school, all others smiled at me, (means 

they welcomed her) they thought I could speak Norwegian. But when I started talking and 

they realized that I didn’t know Norwegian, they didn’t talk to me anymore. I was very quiet 

and I felt alone. No one talked to me. During the year, I just talked to one of my teachers and 

a Kurdish girl. But she (the Kurdish girl) didn’t talk to me too much since she already had her 

own friends. It was very difficult. When I went to school, I was upset. [Rozhin, 16-year-old 

girl, belong an ethnic minority group (Kurd), arrived two years ago] 

Besides doing interviews, attending school as an observer gave me an opportunity to watch 

closely the effects of the children’s unfamiliarity with the language on their peer relationships. 

I noticed that it was very difficult for those two girls who have started school just some weeks 

before my observation to communicate with their peers. I repeatedly observed that they were 

playing or walking alone in the playtimes. I also listened to their complaints and grievances 

about their feeling of frustration and isolation from peers due to language unfamiliarity.   

Ohhh (pity), yeah, if I knew the Norwegian language, I could be friend with all children, but 

because I don’t know the language, I can’t be friend with them and I can’t build up any 

relationship. 

In addition, during my classroom observations, I realized that newly arrived students had been 

excluded from participating in the class discussion because of not knowing the language. 

Children, who did not know Norwegian at all, had to be quite, and not participate in the class 

activities. Being a passive student made them bored, so when the teacher talked to other 

students, they were busy doing other things. For example, they played with their backpacks, 

books, and other stuff or they were busy with painting and drawing. Those who knew English 

may feel more comfortable to participate by using mix of Norwegian and English. At least 

they could say what they meant. However, this kind of exclusion was limited to the first 

months of their arrival. Little by little as time goes by, their language can be improved and 

consequently, they may turn into active students in the class.   

As we see, the knowledge of Norwegian language is crucial and unfamiliarity with the host 

country’s language is a big challenge for new comers, a challenge that can be reflected 

somehow in children’s peer relationships. As Archambault (2010) states, language skills 

development facilitate children’s inclusion in the Norwegian society. However, the question 
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arises here as how migrant children can reach the proficiency level in the host country 

language. As a response to this, it is obvious that the school norms, values, its environment, 

and support provided there, play a significant role in facilitating language learning, and 

adaptation in a wider concept, particularly for the newcomer students who are least familiar 

with the dominant culture and language (McCarthy, 1998). In this regard, The Norwegian 

Ministry of Work and Integration (AID) has clearly introduced its aims for integration of the 

immigrant children on the basis of language skills and language training from a very young 

age. To achieve this, municipalities are responsible for providing funds for the costs incurred 

by the schools in relation to children’s language support (Archambault, 2010). 

5.3.2 Role of Parents in Inclusion/Exclusion of Migrant Children 

Micklewright argues that parents have great impact on the progress of their children as well as 

their exclusion. For example, parents’ problems in finding a proper job with sufficient 

income; in spending money wisely; in paying enough attention to education, health, and 

nutrition of their children; as well as their failure in assisting them in learning, developing 

their social skills and relationships, all these may lead to social exclusion of children 

(Micklewright, 2002).  

In the context of this study, my informants argued that parental role has been very effective in 

their adaptability in the new environment as well as their experiences of exclusion. For 

example, Shabnam referred to the role of her own parents and influence of her family “socio-

economic status” in creating her experiences of exclusion as well as her sister’s successful 

inclusion (Adler and Adler, 1998, p. 47). Her parents’ high-paying jobs and improvement in 

family economic situation provided more opportunities for the second child of the family who 

was born some years later, to experience less difficulties in relation to economic-related 

challenges.  

When we came here, my dad was a master student. For example, we did not have a big house 

to set up a big birthday party. We had to live in a small flat for students. Therefore, there was 

a big difference between our flat and my Norwegian classmates who had bigger houses… we 

didn’t have trampoline or I didn’t know how to ski. I think it was their (my parents) fault too. 

At that time, I was a little girl; we just came here and did not know about Norwegian culture. 

We had Iranian life style at home. Now my younger sister (Shima) is much more comfortable 

than I was, because my mother and father changed their idea and also our life style. Now they 

can buy many things for Shima. For me it was not like this… Now my sister does not have as 
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many problems as I had. I always say to her that she is much luckier than I was. She can have 

the best birthday party among her classmates. She has everything she likes. [Shabnam, 18 

years-old girl, arrived 11 years ago] 

As another example, I can refer to Neda’s experiences. According to her, children’s 

adaptation is very dependent upon parents’ involvement and effort. Neda, similar to Shabnam, 

argued how situation of her sister became better as a result of changes in her parent’s 

involvement and integration.  

If I could change something in the past, I wished that my parents be more ‘involved’ in the 

Norwegian society. If my parents had that creativity to get more involved themselves in the 

activities in the society, it would be much easier for me. If they knew more about Norwegian 

schools; about what Norwegian children do; what they are allowed to do and what are 

Norwegian parents’ opinions. Mom and dad still do not know many things; therefore, I am 

given the permissions similar to my cousin in Iran… I think that my parents still could not 

understand that living in Norway is different from the living in Iran … (Although) now for my 

sister, is much easier. Her close friend is a Norwegian girl. This is because her mother is my 

mother’s friend. They (my sister and her friend) are always together. The mothers always 

arrange and set the time with each other, for example today they will be staying together. But 

when we came here some years ago, it was not like this. [Neda, 15- year-old girl, arrived 10 

years ago] 

Neda pointed out the cultural differences between her family and Norwegians on arrival that 

how she straddled two cultures. As Sam (1992), states, immigrant children come to learn their 

parental culture on the one hand, and the values and norms and customs of mainstream 

society on the other hand. “These two cultures are often viewed as opposing each other, a 

situation which is sometimes described as cultures in conflict” (cited in: McCarthy, 1998, p. 

12). Migrant children are often forced to make tough choices between the norms and the 

values of their own parents and the mainstream school cultures. In the case of Neda, however, 

the conflicts seem to be more severe on her arrival. As Neda describes, the situation of her 

sister has been far better now due to the effects of her parents’ familiarity with the culture of 

the host society and their relatively positive adaptation to the mainstream culture (ibid).  

Unlike the other two participants (Shabnam and Neda), Nasim had a more positive experience 

with her parental involvement. Her statements about her successful integration and friendship 
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building with Norwegians shows, how parent’s active participation into the society can 

accelerate the process of children’s social inclusion.  

My mom is very social; she can build up relationships with everybody very quickly. I have 

learned from my mom. She has many Norwegian friends. She invites them to our place and 

they invite us as well. [Nasim, 16-year-old-girl, arrived 2 years ago] 

However, the question is how parents can get involved themselves in the new society when 

they first arrive and are not very familiar with the host community, its culture, language, etc. 

They first need to adapt themselves to the new environment to be able to help their children’s 

adaptation process. Being in a new place where it has different traditions, religion, costume, 

and language, can be a daunting experience for anyone. The strategies they use to overcome 

these barriers are very important for their own adaptation, and consequently for their 

children’s adaptation. In the meanwhile, perhaps migration policies of the host society can 

influence the process of the adaptation. If the policies for new arrivals are designed and 

implemented in a way to encourage the newcomers to remain actively engaged in the new 

society, the adaptation process will probably, be accelerated.  

Nasim’s experiences prompted me to think about why her mother, unlike Shabnam and 

Neda’s parents, could easily adapt herself to the new environment, whether it is just because 

of her social personality or it may be due to different background or status. Nasim’s family 

(including her mother and 13 year-old brother) arrived in Norway because of having refugee 

status. In relation to refugees, the Norwegian Government is interested in rapid inclusion of 

adult refugees as ‘active adult citizen’. To do this, it makes positive efforts to provide support 

for them in their learning process and integration into labor market (Archambault, 2010, 

p.450). Once adult refugees settle in a municipality in Norway, they have the rights and 

obligation to undertake training, which includes language courses and classes about 

Norwegian society, the so-called ‘introduction program’- a full time programme provided by 

municipalities for newly settled refugees (Archambault, 2011, p. 100). Hence, Refugee 

families like Nasim’s mother had the privilege to benefit from free and compulsory language 

trainings.  

Based on Continuous Reporting System on Migration (known by its French acronym, 

SOPEMI) for Norway, since September 2005, it has been obligatory for newly arrived adult 

refugees to participate in 300 hours of lessons in Norwegian language training and social 

studies and it expanded to 600 hours after January 2012 (SOPEMI, 2010–2011, p. 58). Taking 
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these courses appears to provide opportunities for newcomers and help them to successfully 

settle, engage, and integrate into the new society. Whereas those adult migrants, such as 

Shabnam and Neda’s parents who came to Norway due to education or family reunification, 

and had not the right or obligation to participate in free Norwegian language training, may 

have faced more difficulties adjusting to the new environments. To confirm my argument I 

would refer to Valenta and Berg’s study of asylum seekers in Norwegian reception centres, 

which illustrated “organised activities, such as Norwegian language training and information 

programs have a pivotal impact on resident involvement in service provision and participation 

in various arenas of mainstream society” (2010: 13). 

Furthermore, my informants not only pointed out to the role of their own parents, but also 

emphasized on the role of the Norwegian parents in creating their challenges. They blamed 

Norwegian parents for their problems, because they believed that children are too young to be 

able to discriminate between foreigners and non-foreigners. In this respect, Shabnam points 

out to the impacts of Norwegian parental behavior on the inappropriate behavior of their 

children towards the foreigners.   

I think it is because of their families. For example, when I went to my classmate’s home, the 

reaction of her parents was not good. Perhaps they preferred that their child invited 

Norwegian friends rather than me. Perhaps parents felt more comfortable and secure if their 

child made a friendship with a Norwegian classmate…For example at that time, if there were  

a general parents-teachers meeting, it would be obvious that Norwegian parents did not like 

to talk to my parents or make a connection with them. [Shabnam, 18 years-old girl, arrived 

11 years before the interview] 

As another example of parents’ role in creating children’ exclusion can be referred to pajama 

or a sleepover parties that are very common in Norway. Although this is a party, most 

commonly held by children themselves, it needs parental consent. Children’s interviews 

revealed that Norwegian parents were not willing to allow their children to have sleepover in 

the houses of the immigrants. Some allow sleepover at their homes, but not at others. Here are 

some excerpts from interview with Sara an eight year-old girl who was born in Trondheim. A 

similar experience happened to Shima as well.  

Sara: For my mom and dad it is ok (to have a sleepover). But her parents (talking about a 

Norwegian friend) do not allow her to sleepover at our home. 
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Rozita: has she said that her parents would not allow her? 

Sara: yes, she has told me many times. 

Rozita: do they have a sleepover at other Norwegians’ homes? 

Sara: they have sleepover a lot but they do not come to my house. 

Rozita: what do you think the reason is? 

Sara: because (pause, thinking), for example, they think, for example, we are different. 

(Thinking again), they prefer to invite me to their homes for a sleepover instead of coming to 

my house. [Sara, 8-year-old, born in Norway] 

Example above shows that Norwegian parents are not willing and indeed prevent their child 

from having close friendships with children of foreign origin. This might be because they are 

suspicious about something new and unfamiliar. This is while Sara’s parents have no problem 

with their child’s close relationship with Norwegian children. Iranians are also more likely to 

be skeptical of such relationships, but by allowing their children to have sleepover at a 

stranger’s home, indeed they are taking a step towards integration into Norwegian culture.  

In fact, integration is a dynamic relationship between the host society and the immigrants, and 

successful integration is not possible without mutual interaction between them (IOM, 2008). 

It is not supposed to be like that only new comers should learn ways of life in the new 

community. The host society should also learn how to accept new people in their community 

(NYU, 2012). Given to what is being said, the role of the schools, the teachers, and the proper 

implementation of the inclusion policies become more prominent in the field of children’s 

social inclusion.  

5.3.3 Role of Schools, Teachers, and Inclusion Policies  

School age children spend much of their time at school, therefore their experiences of 

migration are greatly influenced, and shaped by their experiences of school and educational 

system (Ackers & Stalford, 2004; Reynolds, 2008). Integration policies, in general, believe 

that schools serve as the means of integration for newcomer children (Candappa, 2000 in: 

Archambault, 2010). “This may be because in a normalized situation, children are expected to 

be active and to contribute to society mainly by attending school and learning “(Qvortrup, 

1991 cited in Archambault, 2010, p. 450). According to Qvortrup (1990), school is one of the 

first main institutions in forming the different shape of childhood, where children socialize 
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and normalize to society (Qvortrup 1990 in Adler and Adler, 1998). Schools appear to be 

arenas of social interaction and identity formation (Reynolds, 2008). Archambault argues 

children’s identification through their interactions with peers, is a key element to their 

integration and getting insights into complicated issues of inclusion and experiences of 

difference (2011:55). In this regard, school can serve as a bridge towards cohesion as well as 

improvement of relationships between children (Reynolds, 2008). 

The number of the immigrants has been increasingly growing in recent years in Norway and 

resulting in an increase in the number of students belonging to language minority ( Norwegian 

Ministry of Education and Research , 2012). Based on SOPEMI’s report for Norway, 

“between eight and ten per cent of students in Norwegian schools, are immigrants themselves 

or children of immigrants” (SOPEMI, 2010–2011, p. 49). This means that Norwegian schools 

have to absorb the students with migrant background into their student populations. Under 

Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), all 

States Parties must recognize the right of every child to education based on equal opportunity. 

In line with this, ‘school for all’ is a major goal of education policy in Norway. The purpose is 

to provide learning opportunities for all pupils, with specific attention to particular groups of 

children such as language- minority children or children with special educational needs 

(SOPEMI, 2010–2011).  

However, according to Clark et al. (1999), education of immigrant children is problematic, 

due to existence of a dilemma between ‘commonality and difference’. “Schools must 

negotiate how to offer learners who are palpably different from each other something (an 

education) that is palpably the same for all”. (cited in: Reynolds, 2008, p. 2). It is schools’ 

duty to work toward aiding the process of building strong and positive relationships between 

students from different backgrounds, with the aims of inclusion. In this regard, teachers play 

an important role in providing an inclusive education. Teachers should understand 

background and needs of their students, and  not generalizing about them based on their race, 

ethnic, cultural or religious background (Reynolds, 2008).  

Many authors have carried out research on the role of the teachers on the children’s social 

development. Teachers as mediators can play an active role in children’s peer interactions. 

They can support and help children to build up friendly relationships with their classmates 

(File, 1993). According to Corsaro, “children’s interactions in the peer group involve a 

complex set of skills and understanding” (Corsaro, 1981, 1985 in File, 1993, p. 358), which 
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includes both cognitive, and language expertise. In this respect, teachers can facilitate 

children’s social development. They can help them to develop their friendship relations and 

general interpersonal skills (File, 1993; Bergen, 1993), which consequently will lead to 

children’s inclusion into mainstream school. 

During observation period, I noticed that teachers’ creativity could function effectively with 

establishing friendly relations between children. I think children sometimes need a little push. 

If someone pushes them toward each other, then they will probably find a way to continue 

their relationships. Experienced teacher may understand children’s challenges in the 

beginning of their arrival and how to deal with this. They can help children to be close 

together by making plans that can push children toward each other. Grete, Dorsa’s (a nine 

year-old girl who arrived two month before observation) class teacher is a good example of 

this type of teachers. She arranged a group lunch to make children closer together. As she 

said, the purpose was both helping children to make friends as well as language improvement. 

She also asked the children to pick up a student from the class and go to the schoolyard 

together. Here are some excerpts from my field observations: 

It was November 1, 2011 and lunchtime. I was in Dorsa’s classroom. Dorsa called Maria (an 

American girl) to come and sit next to her to have lunch together, but Maria refused. She 

showed with her hand that she would like to sit next to other girls: Faiza (from Afghanistan) 

and Semhar (from Eritrea). They were around a table and eating their lunch. Faiza called 

Dorsa to join their table and sit next to them. Dorsa took her lunchbox, stood up to go but 

paused for a few seconds, and then sat at her desk and started eating alone. All children in 

the classroom sat together except Dorsa. The teacher came to Dorsa and asked her to join a 

group and then took her hand and led her toward the table where Maria, Semhar, and Faiza 

were eating their lunch. Dorsa sat next to them but she was quiet. She seemed unsatisfied. 

Nevertheless, after some minutes, she was smiling.  

Despite Dorsa’s initial opposition to join the group, we see that the teacher’s slight push 

propelled her into action and ultimately made her happy.  

The other day, date 25.10.2011: 

It was playtime and Dorsa told me that she did not like to go out. She asked me whether I 

could ask the teacher if she could stay inside the classroom. I knew the rule so I told her that 

she is not allowed to stay inside, but I would ask the teacher. I talked to the teacher and she 
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said that she had to lock the door. The teacher asked Dorsa why she did not want to go out. 

Dorsa said that she was not in a good mood. But the teacher encouraged her to go out to the 

schoolyard. She said, “It would be good if you put your outdoor cloths on and talk a little bit 

with other children”, then, she took Dorsa’s hand and guided her into the locker room. She 

said to Maria that they were friends, and asked them to go out and play together… They 

(Maria and Dorsa) put on their outdoor clothes and went down stairs to the schoolyard. I 

followed them from staircase window. They sat on an empty swing and started swinging. 

Dorsa was smiling and looked happy now. Both children were laughing then.  

As another example, I can point to the experience of a 17 year-old boy named Peiman who 

arrived 11 years ago. Peiman explained how he could make friends with some Norwegian 

children when all his classmates accompanied by their teachers came to his house to visit. 

This example shows that a simple plan of student’s home visiting could help to establish a 

friendly relationship among the children.    

Nevertheless, in the case of this study, it was not as if the teachers always worked toward the 

inclusion of the migrant students. Sometimes, they either purposely or unintentionally acted in 

a way that led to the exclusion of the migrant children. As Verma et al. (1994) state, teachers 

can behave in such a racist or discriminatory manner, although most studies show that this is 

very rare. As shown by Vollmer (2000), teachers’ beliefs, views, and attitudes have a 

powerful influence on training and social climate of classrooms (cited in Reynolds, 2008). 

Teachers are members of a wider community and they transfer perspectives from the wider 

society into the school (Foster 1990 cited in Reynolds, 2008). “Often, teachers are unaware of 

their ideological assumptions which have been ‘naturalized’ to such an extent that they are 

finally seen as being part of common sense” (Vedder et al. 2006 p.7). The beliefs and 

perspectives of the teachers about the immigrant students play an important role in training 

practices. Teachers’ behaviors might be due to the lack of expertise and information and also 

lack of motivation they need to cope with the challenges of multicultural societies. Whilst, it 

is important that teachers adapt their instructional practices to the diverse needs of their 

students, help them to promote fruitful interactions and reasoning associated with learning 

duties (ibid).  

Here are parts of Neda and Shabnam’s experiences of teachers’ behaviour: 

In the Norwegian school, sometimes I had problem with the teachers too. Sometimes the 

teachers were like students. For example for class activities, they put all foreigners in the 
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same group and separated us from Norwegians. I don’t know what the reason was. I don’t 

know whether she (the teacher) knew that we would like to be with Norwegians or she 

intentionally did not put us in the Norwegian groups. …Some teachers are cruel, they don’t 

want, even if they want, they can’t solve children’s problem….they don’t try (to solve the 

problems), for example if I told her (the teacher in primary Norwegian school) that children 

teased me, she pretended that she was surprised, said, “oh they treat you badly! Let’s talk to 

them”. Then she gathered us in a room and asked each of us “what is your problem? What is 

your problem?” just this, she didn’t try to help us to be friends with each other. After the 

gathering, children’s behaviors were getting even worse than before, that why we had 

complained, so it was no use to complain. In my opinion, teachers could never solve the 

problem. [Neda, 15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years ago] 

In this respect, Shabnam had similar experiences: 

In Norwegian school, my teacher was not very good. I always shared a desk with Adina 

(friend from Ethiopia), and she (the teacher) did not take responsibility to group the children 

in such a way that they work with different students for different class activities. I wanted to 

work with other children but always we (Adina and I) just had to work together…I remember 

when other kids teased me, if we had complained about it, the teachers said, “we cannot do 

anything about it; it may be your fault that you don’t know how to play with other children”. 

However, in the next part we will see that Neda and Shabnam’s experiences in Norwegian 

schools differed from their experiences in the receiving schools as well as English 

international school. Meaningful differences in their experiences inspired me to make a 

comparison among the experiences of the migrant children in different schools i.e. in 

receiving, private English, and in Norwegian regular schools. 

5.4 Comparison of Experiences of Migrant Children in Different Types of Schools 

The primary aim of following section is to compare the exclusion/ inclusion experience of 

migrant children in different schools: in receiving/ introduction schools, in English 

international school, and in Norwegian regular schools. The comparison will be discussed 

with regard to two parts: implementation of the inclusion policies, and the concept of ‘identity 

matching’. It should be noted that only two of the informants, Shabnam and Neda, have had 

the experiences of attendance in all three types of schools. Therefore, the data related to 

English international school comes from the experiences of these two girls. 
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5.4.1 Implementation of Inclusion Policies 

As Reynolds (2008) argues, Schools play a significant role in establishing and maintaining 

integrity in the society. Integration can be achieved through school inclusion policies, by best 

including both national and international newcomers into mainstream schools. Regarding this, 

Norwegian schools are designed in a way to help the newcomers to adapt, settle and integrate 

into the new environment. For this purpose, a number of municipalities provide separate 

receiving schools or classes (Mottak) for the immigrant children who have recently entered 

the country (from the website: New in Norway, 2012)
11

. “A Receiving school is the first 

meeting with the Norwegian school system for children and teenagers that have moved to 

[Norway] and do not speak the Norwegian language. The school provides an intensive 

training in the Norwegian language in addition to other basic school subjects. The pupils stay 

at the Receiving school until they are able to speak and write in Norwegian language 

sufficiently well. After that, they will be transferred to the neighboring public school” 

(Anders, 2006)
12

. Hence, providing separate receiving schools or classes (Mottak) for newly 

arrived children are in line with the goals and objectives of the inclusion policy. 

 

A study conducted by Verma (1992) on interethnic relations in UK schools indicated that 

schools that contain significant numbers of students from ethnic minority groups were a lot 

more advanced in development of the race equality policy in relation to students than schools 

containing few such students (cited in:Verma. et al. 1994). Similarly, empirical data showed 

that the receiving schools as well as private English international schools in Trondheim 

appear to be more successful in implementing the inclusive policies and in providing an 

international and multicultural environment. Here are some excerpts from the interviews: 

This (discrimination) exists more in the Norwegian schools. Because most of the pupils are 

Norwegian, and almost all of the teachers are Norwegian too. Totally, there is a Norwegian 

environment. Therefore, when there are one or two foreign students, it is clear that the 

teachers do not mention them at the same level. There are some differences between them and 

Norwegians. But at the international schools (means both receiving and English schools), the 

situation was not like this. There were not any differences between foreigners and 

                                                           
11

 http://www.nyinorge.no/en/New-in-Norway/Children--Schools/The-school-system/  

retrieved 5.05.2012 
12

 

http://www.minskole.no/minskole/mottaksskolen/pilot.nsf/vArt?Opennavigator&u=Hva%20e

r%20Mottaksskolen  retrieved 5.05.2012 

http://www.nyinorge.no/en/New-in-Norway/Children--Schools/The-school-system/
http://www.minskole.no/minskole/mottaksskolen/pilot.nsf/vArt?Opennavigator&u=Hva%20er%20Mottaksskolen
http://www.minskole.no/minskole/mottaksskolen/pilot.nsf/vArt?Opennavigator&u=Hva%20er%20Mottaksskolen
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Norwegians… so making friends was not a big deal, because it was an international school. 

But first year of Norwegian school was difficult. [Neda, 15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years 

ago] 

Shabnam also spoke about the policies of international schools in creating a welcoming and 

multicultural atmosphere, whereby all children were welcomed and respected. For example, 

she said:  

In English international school, there was not any problem. In international school, policies 

were different. They (school staff) would like to create a multicultural environment. It’s (the 

school) atmosphere was in such a way that all children were welcomed; all children could 

work together; all children could be together. Teachers cared a lot about children’s 

friendship relationships, so that they asked children about their relationships with other kids 

time to time. I remember teachers questioned each individual child who is our friends at 

school, or whether we are satisfied or not. Then they talked to our parents. They asked my 

parents if I had any problem at school, or if I had any complaints when I came home from the 

school. [Shabnam, 18 years-old girl, arrived 11 years ago] 

It should be noted, however, that Shabnam and Neda’s memories of Norwegian primary 

school date back to almost a decade ago. It seems that the increase in migratory flows during 

the last decade, has led to some changes in Norwegian society so that the country is moving 

towards a more heterogeneous society, and consequently more heterogeneous pupils in 

Norwegian schools.  

As mentioned earlier, nowadays, “Between 8 and 10% of students in Norwegian schools have 

an immigrant background representing many countries, cultures and languages” (Taguma et 

al. 2009 p.7; SOPEMI, 2010–2011, p. 49). Accordingly, this may have led to some changes in 

the Norwegian’s attitudes towards the foreigners, to adopt a more positive attitude. In this 

regard, Norwegian government has shown a positive trend toward integration and social 

inclusion of immigrants and their children and has been consistent in its efforts to implement 

the inclusion policies (SOPEMI, 2010–2011). “The goal for the inclusion policies is that each 

person shall have equal opportunities to participate in society” (SOPEMI, 2010–2011, p. 43). 

To achieve this goal, as of 2010, Norwegian government has appointed some expert 

Committees such as The Welfare and Migration Committee and The Inclusion Committee to 

examine different aspects of immigration, welfare, and integration policies. The committees’ 
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reports lead to some suggestions and recommendation for future policy actions (SOPEMI, 

2010–2011, pp. 43-44). 

Surveys conducted by The Norwegian Directorate of Integration and Diversity (IMDi) on the 

population’s attitudes to immigration and integration shows that the people’s attitudes toward 

immigrants are changing to reflect greater acceptance of diversity (IMDi, 2011). For example, 

according to Statistic Norway, in 2012, 80 percent of Norwegians agreed with the statement 

that “Most immigrants make an important contribution to Norwegian working life” as 

opposed to 66 percent in 2002 (Statistics Norway, 2011) 13 . My informants also have 

mentioned this. Here are parts of focus group conversation in this regard: 

 

Shabnam: I feel that these days situation has changed, because the number of foreigners rose 

in Norway. When I was studying in primary school, all the students, except Adina (an 

Ethiopian girl) and I were Norwegian, or there were few foreign students. But now in every 

school, there are many foreign students. Even at the NTNU University, they have increased. 

For example only during last semester 50-, 60 Iranian master students came to Trondheim. 

This means that the situation has changed significantly (it means that attitude towards 

immigrants has changed due to increasing number of immigrants arrive in Norway). At that 

time, my father was the first (Iranian) M.Sc. student who came to NTNU. I think that these 

days there are many foreigners here in Trondheim.  

Neda: yes. I agree with Shabnam. As the number of foreigners has increased, Norwegian 

students also accustomed to foreign students. In the past, Norwegian children did not like 

much to form friendship with foreigners, but now they like it.  

Shabnam: I think that now being a foreigner has gained more popularity. For example, my 

teacher asks me to explain something about my country in the class. Now they are more 

curious and eager to get information from my country and me. I think that they have changed 

their attitudes radically. I think that since five-six years ago Norwegian people have been 

more grown up. Before they did not have a positive opinion of the foreigners and wanted to 

separate themselves. 

The above-mentioned conversation indicates Norway’s demographic shift towards more 

heterogeneous society as well as change in the attitudes of Norwegians toward immigrants. 

                                                           
13 http://www.ssb.no/innvhold_en/  retrived 15.01.2013 
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However, this attitudinal shift is more complex issue than it seems. For example, the surveys’ 

results (conducted by IMDi) show that although to some extent there has been a positive 

change in people’s attitudes toward the presence of the foreigners in Norway, but “it has 

involved growing scepticism with regard to the volume of immigration and integration 

challenges” (IMDi, 2011, p. 71). As a result, immigrants and their children may still 

encounter with Norwegians’ negative attitudes towards immigrants. 

Concerning educational system, as Adams and Kirova (2006) state, providing an inclusive 

educational system in a setting where students have diverse cultural, linguistic, and ethnical 

background can be seen as problematic (cited in: Reynolds, 2008). In this regard, a policy 

review performed by Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) on 

Norwegian migrant education in 2009 came up with the results that “Norway has already 

developed measures to respond to some of the key challenges in educating migrants, but 

needs to build capacity to successfully implement these measures” (Taguma et al. 2009 p. 7). 

Hence, more work needs to be done in order to develop an inclusive multicultural education 

system in Norway. 

5.4.2 Identity Matching 

Study made by Verma et al. (1994) in UK schools shows that the multi-ethnic schools, where 

consists of many different ethnic groups, achieve greater coordination and less hostility than 

schools with smaller ethnic groups. Their argument is that in multi-ethnic schools, boundaries 

of identity become blurred, while in schools with less diverse group of students differences 

between groups can be highly felt and can lead to hostility (Verma et al. 1994). Similarly, 

Vertovec 2007 (cited in Reynolds, 2008) argues that in ‘multi- ethnic or super-divers schools’ 

children are better able to achieve inclusion. In such circumstances, students seem to have 

more chances to communicate to one another because there are lots of identities available that 

can act as positive bases. In this regard, Warikoo (2004) developed concept of ‘identity 

matching’. She argued, “Individuals will form friendships if they are able to share some form 

of identity. A shared ethnicity can act as a particularly strong ‘identity matcher” (cited in 

Reynolds, 2008 p.9). In such situations, children seem to have more opportunities to build up 

relationships with their peers from a diverse range of backgrounds. Consequently, in 

international setting migrant children are likely to settle faster since they are among children 

of similar backgrounds and experiences, and more importantly, among those who can speak 

the same language and can understand their culture of origin (Ackers & Stalford, 2004). On 
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the contrary, in schools with less ethnic diversity, different ethnic groups may have clear 

boundaries between each other; consequently, the inclusion would be difficult to achieve.  

 

Based on the data collected and similar to the above-mentioned issue, receiving schools in 

Trondheim where school population consists of a large number of migrant children were more 

successful in inclusion of their pupils than normal Norwegian schools. Most of the informants 

acknowledged that they perceived satisfaction with their experience of receiving schools, so 

that they were not being isolated. Reynolds argues that “a shared ethnicity can act as a 

particularly strong ‘identity matcher’ but other factors of identity from shared interests, to 

similar experiences can also act as bonds” (Reynolds, 2008, p. 9). Hence, being in an 

international environment makes it possible for migrant children to gain social symmetry. 

This is something that has also been acknowledged by the participants who had experiences 

of attendance at private English school. Migrant students can befriend children from different 

varieties of backgrounds because there are lots of identities on offer. This is happening while 

my informants had fewer chances for identity matching in Norwegian regular schools. In such 

an environment, they were not able to access different friendship groups since boundaries 

between non-migrants and migrants groups were explicit. Here are some excerpts from 

children’s interviews:  

It (receiving school) was a big school and all children were from different countries. It was 

good that not all children were Norwegian. I was not the only kid who was not Norwegian. 

All the students were from different countries. Many other children were also not speaking 

Norwegian. Therefore, I was more comfortable. So, we were learning all together. It was not 

as if I were behind of the others or think it is harder for me…the first year of Norwegian 

school was difficult. In that year most of the students were Norwegians, only few foreigners 

were at school. I do remember that we (foreign students) became friends with each other and 

spend our time together…We didn’t have any relationships with Norwegian children, not at 

all (with emphasis), for example during the breaks, we (foreign students) just played together, 

and Norwegians played with each other. [Neda, 15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years ago] 

In the receiving school (Mottak), making friends were much easier. Since we all were 

foreigners, we could understand each other better… we had a common experience in being 

foreigners [Negin 14-year-old-girl, arrived around four years before the interview] 
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The relationships between ethnic and national group membership is not necessarily a question 

of pedagogical methods in schools, but has also to do with the state’s policies. Almost all 

countries all over the world consist of ethnic, linguistic, or religious minority and majority 

groups. A key question related to this variation is about the relationships that minorities and 

majorities develop with the national government. As to what extent do minority groups feel 

connected to a state that they feel “is not theirs”? Moreover, how strongly do majority groups 

consider that their ethnic group overlaps with the state boundaries, and as a result potentially 

excluding minorities from participating in the political process? (Staerklé et al. 2010 p. 492). 

 

In response to the above questions, historical analyses of the process of nation building have 

demonstrated that nations are built around core ethnic groups, which often represent the 

national majority group. Generally, core majority groups have advantage over minority 

groups “because they are likely to be in control of the state, its institutions, and its language”. 

This implies the existence of asymmetrical relationship between minorities and majorities 

(Staerkléet al. 2005 p.8), and the creation of the sense of “them” and “us” ( Metropolis World 

Bulletin, 2008, p. 34). Historical evidence indicates that members of core ethnic groups feel 

closer to the nation-state. Therefore, majority groups are likely to have a feeling of ownership 

and entitlement to the nation that influences their attitudes towards minorities and immigrants. 

They might be especially prone to impose their norms and values on a higher-order category. 

Consequently, they are likely to be more identified with the nation-state (Staerklé et al. 2005, 

2010).  

 

Ethnic asymmetry, is not necessary a universal event, rather it is a historically and politically 

conditioned phenomena. In relation to minority-majority relationships, there are three political 

and historical factors that expected to moderate asymmetry and moderate the gap between 

majorities and minorities. These factors are as follows: the level of human development of 

countries, their level of ethnic and cultural diversity, and their level of social and economic 

inequality. Accordingly, asymmetry should be higher in low-diversity or homogeneous 

societies like Norway. In such context, minorities are more under pressure to assimilate to 

dominant culture (Staerklé et al. 2010). 

 

Here is another issue, even though the above arguments show that being among students who 

speak a common language gives children an excellent opportunity to build friendship, 

however, in the context of this study it is not always the case. As I observed or heard from my 
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informants, often there were some Afghan children in the classes where Iranian children 

attended. They could easily communicate with each other since both could speak almost the 

same language. Despite the fact that they often helped each other to overcome their challenges 

and difficulties, their relationship never went beyond language assistance. I have never seen 

or heard any evidence that indicate their willingness to establish friendship relationships. The 

reason may lie in the influence of politics on Iranian- Afghan attitudes toward each other. Iran 

and Afghanistan historically have had a long, intertwined, and precarious relationship. 

However, linguistic ties between the two countries, the racial differences, the cultural 

affiliations, and presence of the 2.5 million Afghan refugees in Iran (legally or illegally), 

creating various socio-economic and political issues. Consequently, the relationships between 

the two countries have been problematic more than being intimate. Lack of knowledge, 

negative images, and stereotypes of Afghans in Iran’s state media and particularly television, 

have caused that Iranians look at Afghans as unwelcome immigrants. On the other hand, 

Afghans also have a stereotypical view of Iranians, so that they accuse them as the most racist 

people in the world (Aghdashlo, 2012). 

Some examples below show how relationships between Iranian and Afghan children could 

appear. Here are parts of my field observation: 

Elham was sitting next to an Afghan girl named Mahnaz. Mahnaz was trying to help Elham 

constantly. When she did not understand something Mahnaz explained to her. She translated 

the things that teacher said and things they should do. She had a kind of supporting role. 

However, her help and support were limited to the classroom. She did not care very much 

about Elham during the breaks and playtimes. Once they left the classroom, Mahnaz did not 

pay attention to Elham. She almost did not talk to her at all. I saw several times that Elham 

went towards Mahnaz and talked to her but after only a few seconds she left her alone. I never 

saw them playing or talking together during the playtimes. [Elham, 10-year-old girl, arrived 

3 month before the interview/observation] 

Nora, en eleven year-old girl who arrived one year ago, in response to my question of whether 

she has had any Afghan classmate in her reception class (Mottak), said that there was an 

Afghan girl in her class last year, but she did not like to be friend with her. The reason was 

that the Afghan girl belonged to a religious Muslim family, she wore a veil (hijab), and she 

also discouraged her to be friend or play with boys due to religious beliefs. 
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The examples above are consistent with Anderson et al’s (2012) argument that students do not 

only make friends with peers who have similarity in language use, but also they tend to 

interact with other children because of common experiences and personal attributes, such as 

being a foreigner and even personal appearances. These communications often help children 

to build rapport, trust, and interaction. Similarly, Reynolds states that language and ethnicity 

are not the only effective factors in friendship formation, and children students relay on “a 

diverse range of bases for such friendships, including, sport, music, fashion, and an interest in 

reading” (2008:14). I will discuss this further in the next section. 

5.5 Children’s Peer Interactions in Culturally Diverse Setting 

Life is a complex web of relations and interactions. People are involved in a complex network 

of relationships with those who relate to with varying levels for different things, the people 

who love and spent much of their time with, or the people who just see and know in their 

daily activities (Condeluci, 2009). In this section, I will discuss how Iranian migrant children 

contribute to the process of integration in Norwegian schools. I will draw attention to the role 

of the children in structuring their everyday life, their strategies for developing friendships 

and dealing with cultural and ethnic diversity. 

5.5.1 Importance and Functions of Friendship 

Friends and friendships serve very important functions in the lives of the children. For 

example, friends facilitate complicated forms of play (Asher & Renshaw, 1981). Friends 

improve children’s social skills through providing regular access to groups to play (Corsaro, 

1981). Establishing friendships serve emotional functions by providing a sense of security and 

belonging through reducing stress, and therefore, building successful friendships in early 

childhood is important for children’s quality of life (Asher and Renshaw 1981; Yu et al. 2011) 

For migrant children, peer relations are very important aspect of their social inclusion 

(Travers et al. 2010). Having intimate relationships enable migrant children to cope better 

with their challenges and difficulties and help them in better adjustment to school and life in 

the new society. Mc Daid’s (2009) study of Irish schools also highlighted the importance of 

friendship as a key factor in helping language minority students to feel included in schools. 

Children, who have not any friends at school, may not have a sense of inclusion or belonging 

to the school (cited in: Travers et al. 2010). To highlight the importance of the friend’s role, 

Deegan also argue, “Friends continue to play a role in what are often our most memorable 

positive and negative social learning experiences in school” (Deegan, 1996, p. 5). Devine  
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(2009) also argues, friendships that children develop are significant ‘sources of social capital’ 

and enhance their feelings of inclusion and belonging. 

There is no commonly agreed definition for social capital. However, most of the definitions 

emphasize on the social relations among people that would benefit everyone equally 

(Claridge, 2004). According to Dekker and Uslaner (2001), “Social capital is about the value 

of social networks, bonding similar people and bridging between diverse people, and norms of 

reciprocity”. In their definition, social capital concerns mutual relationships among people 

(cited in: Goudarzi, 2011, p. 94). In the context of this study, “social capital is a term that 

describes the notion of friendship and social connectedness” (Condeluci, 2009, p. 53).  

Many studies have resulted in the positive effect of social capital on individual’s health and 

happiness. So that having more social capital, and more friendship relationships have 

coincided with less experience of sadness, sickness and social isolation (Condeluci, 2009). 

Indeed, it can be directly assumed that meeting friends makes people happy (Lelkes, 2010).  

My empirical data also shows that children’s best memories at school are somehow related to 

their friends and friendship relationships. For most of the participants, friendship relationship 

is the first priority. Only a few children ranked their teachers as top priority. Participant 

observation also illustrated that children enjoy their time at school only when they are with 

their friends.  

Here are some quotes of children’s best memories of school that somehow relate to their 

friendship relationships and highlight the importance of friends and friendships:  

My best memory was when I became intimate friend with my four other classmates. Then, we 

had much fun together… having more friends, makes me feel more comfortable and it is a 

thing that makes me happy. [Negin 14-year-old-girl, arrived around four years before the 

interview] 

In response to my question of ‘what does she like best about her school’, Nora Said: 

My friends and the time I spend with my friends… I like all my friends very much; I mean they 

are almost the most important things that I can have… What makes me happy is to be friend 

with all the students in the class. [Nora, 11 year-old girl, arrived one year before the  

interview] 
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My best memories? I can’t remember too many, but I think that my best memories are 

connected to foreign students in Norwegian school. [Neda, 15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years 

ago] 

For me the best thing about the school is to be with my friends … if students in the receiving 

class (Mottak) behave like Norwegians (not friendly); I never want to go to school. [Mahan, 

15 year-old girl, arrived 2 months before the interview] 

All those issues mentioned above illustrate the importance of the friends and friendships for 

the migrant children. Consequently, the following questions then arise: how do migrant 

children interact with their peer groups in a new environment, and which strategies do they 

use to develop friendship? 

5.5.2 Befriending Strategies/ Migrant Cultural Bubble 

In addition to significance of family support during the transitional period, peers can also play 

an important role in the successful adaptation of children to a new community. Peer 

interactions serve as an adaptive tool, which help migrant children to adjust to the new society 

in the multiple ways (Edwards et al. 2006). Children can construct their peer groups and peer 

cultures through interaction with each other. Peer cultures according to Corsaro & Eder 

(1990) are “a stable set of activities or routines, artifacts, values, and concerns that children 

produce and share in interaction with peers” (cited in: Kyratzis, 2004 p.627).“Doing things 

together” and the “protection of interactive space” are the core values within the children’s 

peer cultures (Corsaro 1997 in: Kyratzis, 2004 p.627). When peers share an activity and link 

to each other, they try to keep it protected from the influence of others. Those who are not 

involved in, looking for a way to enter, through development of a set of “access strategies”. 

Finally, inclusion occurs when children develop stable and quality relationships with their 

peers (ibid).  

Goldstein’s (2003) study of the migrant children in Canada resulted in a complex picture of 

migrant students’ befriending strategies. In Goldstein’s study, the migrant students were able 

to establish relation with the people who spoke their first language by which they could 

maximize their social capital. At the same time, they tried to build up friendship with the 

students speaking the host country’s language to maximize their academic and school 

achievement (cited in: Reynolds, 2008, p. 9). Nora’s befriending strategy somehow seems to 

be similar to the experiences of migrant students in Goldstein’s (2003) study:  
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My Norwegian friends are very important for me because they can help me …they can help 

me in my study, in everything… they teach me everything they know, everything that I do not 

know about here… I prefer befriend with both, (Iranians and Norwegians), because when you 

have only Norwegian friends, if you want to say something to them and you do not know how 

to say in Norwegian language, you have to decide either not to tell them or ask them what is 

this (in your language), and this is a bit bad. But, if you have an Iranian friend, you can get 

help from her, and you have someone to speak in your native language, you can share your 

feeling. [Nora, 11 year-old girl, arrived one year before the interview] 

Furthermore, Ackers and Stalford (2004) argue that many foreign children befriend other 

foreigners creating a kind of migrant cultural bubble (Reynolds, 2008; Ackers & Stalford, 

2004: 232). It means that migrant children do not cross the boundary of migrant community to 

interact with native children, or to be friend with them. They isolate themselves or do not 

involve themselves in the new environment. They have parallel life to the host community. 

They are only successful in establishing friendship with other migrant children, and in some 

sense, they failed to integrate with the native children at all. Within this bubble, migrant 

children have a very positive view of mixing with children of various nationalities rather than 

integrating with the host nationals. They can live more comfortable by staying inside the 

bubble instead of moving outside the bubble ( Ackers & Stalford 2004; Chung, 2008).   

Similarly, in the context of this study, most of my informants valued having friends who had a 

common migration experience. The reasons they presented somehow related to cultural 

differences as well as the stereotypical views of Iranians toward Norwegians, which have 

been previously noted. They argued that Norwegians are not very social like Iranians. They 

have cold and unfriendly behavior toward foreigners and even each other. Many of them 

claim that they do not have any problem in becoming friend with Norwegians, but because of 

cultural differences, they are not able or would not like to expand their relationships. 

It seems that they could find more ‘identity matchers’ among migrant children. Indeed, 

children look for similarities and commonalities in their relationships. Having shared 

experience of being a foreigner seems to propel them toward each other. They also said that 

friendship with non-Norwegians is much easier and more joyful, and they feel more 

comfortable when they are with foreigners. Therefore, they prefer to be friend with Non-

Norwegian children as their best friends since they are cooler than Norwegian children. 

Hence, having fun and enjoying each other’s company is very important in creating a 
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relationship and its continuity. As Ojanen et al said, involvement in a friendship for the 

intrinsic pleasure is likely to improve person’s perceived merit and well-being as well as 

increases the likelihood of a true friendship and intimacy (Ojanen et al. 2010). Here are some 

excerpts from the interviews that indicate my informants’ friendship preferences: 

In my opinion, it is relative. It is not like this that all Iranian children be friend only with 

Iranian children. But there is a point, that is, I am more comfortable with foreigners. They are 

more similar to me… friends from other countries are more similar to me. There’s no such 

thing as Norwegian children take them away from us because of our foreign background; they 

are like this between themselves too… in my opinion, Norwegians behave unfriendly with one 

another.  [Neda, 15 year-old girl, arrived 10 years ago] 

Negin, another informant, although, emphasized on her good relationships with Norwegian 

friends, mentioned friendship with non-Norwegians is easier since they share the same 

experience of being different.  

I like Iran’s atmosphere more. There is a thing that in Iran, you can get familiar with others 

and make friends much easier…Norwegians are not very social. Of course some of them are 

(social). They become friend quickly, but I think foreigners are, like, emmm. I mean they 

(foreigners) understand each other’s language more. They understand each other’s feeling 

better. Even though my Norwegian friends here are very good, but they are a bit different. 

(Pause, thinking). May be I’m thinking like Iranian children inside Iran… my non-Norwegian 

friends understand me much better. [Negin 14-year-old-girl, arrived around four years before 

the interview] 

Norwegians are very unsocial. They have a negative character. They are very moody. For 

example, they have good relationship with you today, very close to you, but tomorrow they 

behave in such a way that they don’t seem to know you. They may not even say hello to you. 

This is very bad…I went to a Norwegian birthday party I didn’t enjoy very much. I don’t 

enjoy when I am with Norwegians. I’m more comfortable when I am with a Non-Norwegian, 

because they (Norwegians) are not like us (Iranians). They are not very intimate even with 

each other. [Nasim, 16-year-old-girl, arrived 2 years ago] 

Similarly, Peiman talked about an Iranian culture that Iranians are always pioneer in 

establishing a connection with the strangers. 
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Norwegian friends are not like Iranians. They do not come to you and talk. There are some 

foreigners whom now I have good relationship with, some Afghans and a friend from 

Thailand. When we are at school, we have good relationships. When they meet me, they 

warmly invite me to join them and we have more fun. They are more social, but Norwegians 

are not like them. I have relationship with some Norwegians as well, but not very much. They 

are not like Iranians that come to you…for example they (Norwegian classmates) may invite 

me to join them. If I go it is ok for them, and if I do not go it is ok for them as well. I mean it 

does not matter for them. [Peiman a 17-year-old-boy, arrived when he was five] 

In the above instances, children notice the cultural differences between Norwegians and 

Iranians. They also point out the existence of asymmetrical relationship between minorities 

and majorities (Staerklé et al. 2005), and the creation of the sense of “them” and “us”, that has 

already been mentioned ( Metropolis World Bulletin, 2008, p. 34).  

Even for Norwegian-born children, being friend with Norwegian children was not a priority. 

They preferred to be friend with Iranian children if given the opportunity. For Sara and 

Shima, two eight-year-old girls who were born in Norway, Norwegian friends have the third 

priority after two Iranian friends: 

Rozita: if you have two Tivoli ticket, whom would you like to take with you? 

Sara: I’ll take Shima (Iranian family friend) 

Rozita: now, if you have three tickets? 

 Sara: Nina (another Iranian family friend) 

Rozita: if you have four tickets? 

Sara: Eva (Norwegian classmate) 

On the whole, I would say that friendships among migrant students were much more common 

than between migrants and non-migrants.  

5.5.3 The Development of Peer Interaction through Activities  

Several factors affect the probability that a person being accepted as a candidate for group 

inclusion. Language as we have seen is the key factor, which acts as a ‘social action’. 

Language or peer talk helps establish and maintain peer culture through four domains 
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including; elaboration of games and codes, elaboration of conflict talk, identity-construction, 

and resistance to adult culture (Kyratzis, 2004). 

Relevant to this study, the games and codes that children develop, which is basis for 

inclusion, “provide linguistic resources for organizing participation”. Games and behavioral 

codes are “reutilization of inclusion” and can attract other peers and allow inclusion (Kyratzis, 

2004, p. 628). Peer interaction can take place in the context of various activities that are 

mutually understandable, meaningful, and enjoyable. Material resources such as games and 

toys can act to support and extend the activities (Edwards et al. 2006).  

Many studies highlighted the role of sport and sporting opportunities in children’s social 

inclusion (Waring & Mason, 2010). Indeed, games have the potential to bridge between 

cultures and nationalities as well as create positive social interaction among children. When 

children are involved in a shared experience, they can recognize their common features. This 

engagement can result in development of tolerance, understanding, and respects for others. 

Katherine Gannett finds out that sport can act as a common language that passes through the 

cultural and language boundaries. Sports can generate a sense of ‘togetherness’, while there is 

no need for verbal communication (Gannett, 2010). Deegan’s study of children’s friendships 

in a culturally diverse classroom illustrated “Sharing was an important dimension in 

togetherness” (Deegan, 1996, pp. 44-45). Generally, when verbal contact is not possible, 

children may seek a non-verbal medium to communicate. Games and plays act as a mediator 

of communication.  

To my informants, playing a game was the first step towards building a relationship. Most of 

the informants acknowledged that they started building relationships with other children 

through playing. In addition, during the period of observation, I repeatedly observed that 

children used a ball, a spinning bar, wooden walking sticks, and even a paper toy as a medium 

to build up kind of relationship. Hence, play can have an important role in establishing 

friendly relations. To establish play, there are often negotiation and agreement. Lacking 

language skill, makes communication difficult, but it is possible. In the following instances, 

we will see how a jumping rope and a chair could play an intermediary role in children’s peer 

interaction. 

I do remember that the time when my grandmother had traveled to Norway and stayed with us 

for 3 months. I asked her that “what should I do that they (Norwegian classmates) play with 

me?” She said, “You could play with jumping rope”. I remember that when I took my 
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jumping rope for playing at school, just Adina (Ethiopian friend) and I played with it, there 

were not third person to jump over it (laughing with sadness). Then once a Norwegian girl 

came and jumped, we became very glad because we were playing really. I said this to my 

grandmother that they came and played with me. [Shabnam, 18 years-old girl, arrived 11 

years ago] 

Elham started school in Trondheim just last week. She did not understand Norwegian at all. 

She was accompanied by a teacher, Hana (an Arab girl) and two other newcomer boys were 

sitting in a room to be taught separately. After a while, Elham and Hana both sat on a chair, 

and were trying to spin the chair and laughing. They were playing with each other, without 

being able to talk. [Elham, 10-year-old girl, arrived 3 month before the 

interview/observation] 

However, a child can be successful in starting a friendship relation, but she/he may not be 

very successful in maintaining and continuing appropriate interactions with the peers. Given 

this, common interest for specific activities can be the basis for friendship formation and its 

continuity (Asher and McDonald, 2011). Common interest in a particular type of game may 

make children close together, and prepare a ground for further friendship. Maybe in the 

beginning children do not think about the shared interests and tastes, they just want to play 

with each other. After a while however, they may get tired of playing and no longer be able to 

continue the relationships if the type of games is not their favorite. Indeed, they need more 

reasons to continue their relationships, like common language, interests, feeling, and culture. 

In addition to the parameter of ‘togetherness’, which I discussed earlier, another form of 

friendship negotiation can take place within the parameter of ‘niceness’ (Deegan, 1996). The 

parameter of niceness deals with the concepts of sharing and respect among children. Data 

illustrated that some children tried to make friends through helping and treating others with 

niceness. For example, Dorsa, always tried to find a way to do something nice for others.  She 

attempted to help others in order to draw their attention.   

It was Friday date 04.11.2011. Dorsa and I were sitting on a bench in the schoolyard. 

Suddenly she saw something. She saw a girl fell down on the ground. (She had no previous 

familiarity with the girl). She went to her, tried to help her to stand up. Dorsa hugged and 

cuddled her. Seemed to me that the girl did not care about what Dorsa was doing for her. 

Then Dorsa went to a school staff that was standing almost close to them. She showed the girl 
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and asked for help. I did not hear what she said but the school staff came toward the girl. 

Then, Dorsa left them alone. 

Another instance: date 25.10.2011 inside Dorsa’s classroom. 

Dorsa sharpened her pencil several times. The trashcan was in front of the class, and she 

went to the front of the class to empty the pencil filings. She asked me whether I could say to 

Maria (her classmate) that if she needed her sharpener, she did not have to get permission, 

she could just use it. I told this to Leila who seemed a little surprised, but said ok.  

The other day I talked to Maria about her relationships with Dorsa: 

Rozita: Dorsa told me that you and Dorsa are friends, aren’t you?  

Maria: emmm, (thinking) she (Dorsa) helps me a lot; she helps me in putting on my boots, 

putting my jacket, holding my backpack. 

She sharpened her pencil several times without using it. Then she walked in front of the class, 

maybe in front of Maria to attract her attention; she offered her sharpener without being 

requested. I am not sure that Dora’s actions had anything to do with my presence in the class/ 

school or not. Perhaps she was trying different ways to include herself in the mainstream 

school, to integrate herself into new environment. 

In short, students are able to establish friendship based on “non-divisive shared identities” 

such as an interest in an activity or sport like football (Reynolds, 2008, p. 19). However, these 

activities are influenced by gender orientation, which I will address further in the next part.  

5.5.4 Gender Matters- Game, Play, Football 

There have been many arguments on gender and social relations of children, about whether 

girls and boys have different peer cultures (Corsaro, 2005). Gender refers to “the meaning that 

people give to the biological reality that there are two sexes. It is a human invention that 

organizes our behavior and thought, not as a set of static structures or roles but as an ongoing 

process”. People do “gender work”; through practices and discourses, they negotiate 

relationships and conflicting interests” (Mahler & Pessar, 2006, p. 29). Barrie Thorne argues, 

“Gender is socially constructed” (Thorne, 1993, p. 3), so the topic of children and gender is 

far more complex than just an expression of natural or inherent biological differences. Thorne 

argues that children should not be seen as passive or without agency, rather they should be 

considered as social actors in a wide range of institutions. They should not just be viewed as 
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the next generation of adults. They influence adults and also being influenced by adults. 

Therefore, instead of focusing on individuals and paying attention to biological differences 

between boys and girls, we should shift our attention to their social relations, and how they 

actively create and challenge gender structures and meanings (ibid).   

Thorne argues that a “familiar story line runs through the literature on children and gender. 

The story opens by emphasizing patterns of mutual avoidance between boys and girls and 

then asserts that this daily separation results in, and is perpetuated by, deep and dichotomous 

gender differences” (Thorne 1993, p. 89; Corsaro, 2005:196). Girls and boys may have very 

different ways of bonding. They often show different forms of antagonism and conflict. They 

operate with different sets of values and goals. They totally do separate in their daily 

interactions, in some ways, they live and grow up in different worlds, in a gender-separated 

world of childhood (Thorne, 1993). These differences can be seen as both influencing and 

being influenced by the structure and nature of activities that take place in gender-separated 

groups. For example, several studies documented that boys tend to interact in larger and 

hierarchical groups more often organize their activities and engage in team sports (Corsaro, 

2005; Thorne, 1993), engage in more aggressive, tough, and competitive games (Corsaro, 

2005). This is while, girls interact in smaller and more private and cooperative groups; they 

more emphasize on friendship relationships, intimacy, care, and connection; they 

acknowledge solidarity and commonality (Thorne, 1993). This nature of differences between 

boys and girls’ activities can lead to the formation of different experiences among migrant 

children (Corsaro, 2005). 

There is some evidence from the studies that show proficiency in sports, particularly football, 

facilitate the inclusion of ethnic minority boys in their peer groups (Devine and Kelly, 2006 

in: Travers et al. 2010). Interest in football or other shared activities helps identity matching at 

school, and can improve children’s peer relations (Reynolds, 2008). Sport breaks the 

traditional barriers and function as a tool for communication and understanding among people 

from different backgrounds. The rules of the game go beyond difference and disparities and 

help people redefine their success and efficiency. Through sports, participants identify new 

role models in community (Rakoko, 2011). Elliot Medrich and his colleagues interview 764 

children from various racial-ethnic background and found  “for all racial-ethnic groups and 

for both genders, being involved in team sports correlated with reporting more friends” (cited 

in: Thorne, 1993, p. 104). This is well expressed in the words of Kofi Annan, the seventh 

Secretary-General of the United Nations, “sport is a universal language that can bring people 
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together, no matter what their origin, background, religious, beliefs or economic status” 

(United States Sports Academy, 2002-2010). 

In relation to this study, the empirical data revealed that for the boys who participated, 

football had a key role. In the following instance, Poya, a 9-year-old boy spoke about his 

process of friendship, which was built through his interest in football: 

Rozita: who is your best friend? 

Poya: Erik (a Norwegian boy) 

Rozita: how did you become friend with Erik? 

Poya: first I got familiar with Tomas because he was the one that I talked to first. Then the 

next day we (Poya and Tomas) went to play football. Then Erik came. The next day I went to 

play football but Tomas didn’t come, but Erik was there. Since then, it was only Erik and I 

who went there to play football regularly. Then we became close friends.  

Another informant, Peiman a 17-year-old boy said: 

 When they (Norwegian classmates) wanted to play football, they asked me to be in their 

team. During playtimes generally, I played football, I remember playing football. I played 

football with those who were not my friends. They were just my classmates, but we played 

with each other.     

A review of empirical data revealed that boys who participated in this study could 

communicate more easily with their classmates, and therefore they faced fewer challenges 

regarding friendship formation and adjustment into new environment. No matter whether they 

knew Norwegian or not, since they did not have to speak too much during the game, if they 

just knew the language of games or plays, they could easily form a friendship relation. 

Engagement in sport like football or other games like computer games, Beyblade, etc, (which 

noted by other boy participant named Arya a 10-year-old boy) provided opportunities for 

them to become involved and engaged in the new environment. 

Concerning my participants, similar to what Thorne (1993) found, characteristics of boys and 

girls’ different cultures are as problematic for girls as it is for boys, if culture defines as the 

distinguishing patterns of behavior and interaction. Girls’ social networks are quite complex. 

Girls seem to be less interested in team sports like football. They often participate in small 
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friendship groups including two or more people at one time who are more intimate. They 

engage in turn-taking, cooperative types of games like jump rope or playing on the bar. 

Consequently, they may face more challenges in relation to interaction with other classmates 

and friendship formation. However, that is not always the case. Sometimes girls like boys are 

interested in football or other team sports. We can see in the example below:  

I remember in Norwegian primary school, my girl classmates didn’t let me play in their 

group, but I remember playing football, I played football just with boys. Boys were much 

better, they mocked me too, but when we were playing football, they didn’t care anymore that 

I am a foreigner. The most important thing for them was the game. Their goal was something 

else, just playing… I was with boys more than girls. I played football and basketball with 

them. I was always pretty good at sports. [Shabnam, 18 years-old girl, arrived 11 years ago] 

Children may realize that by getting themselves involved in such games, they can take a step 

toward inclusion, and get rid of isolation at school. In this way, they exercise their agency and 

trying to cope with existing challenges. 

The next chapter presents a brief recapitulation of the whole study and a few concluding 

considerations. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUDING REMARKS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

6.1 Recapitulation and Conclusion 

The main purpose of the study was to explore the experiences of Iranian migrant children at 

schools in Trondheim/ Norway. Specifically, the study answered questions on the school 

challenges and difficulties faced by the participants during their living in Norway, the factors 

that influenced the development of such challenges, and the ways that the children negotiated 

their everyday lives in school. 

Reviewing the objectives and questions raised in the first chapter shows that the study has 

been successful in achieving the desired goals. However, it should be noted that although, at 

first, the main focus of this study was supposed to be on the friendship challenges of my 

informants, my empirical findings went beyond this issue. Children’s responses have covered 

a wider issue than just friendship challenges, the so-called exclusion experiences in school 

setting.  

The main theoretical perspectives based on which this study was conducted were the social 

studies of children and childhood, and structuration theory. Furthermore, this study tried to 

explore the experiences of the migrant children from the perspective of inclusion/ exclusion, 

in other words, what the migrant students’ perception of inclusion is.   

Within the social studies of children and childhood, this study recognized children as 

qualified research participants with particular social skills that deserve to be studied in their 

own right, independent from adults’ concerns and perspectives (James and Prout, 1990). 

Hence, it has been tried to give children a voice to be heard, because they have the right to 

express their views in all matters affecting them (UNCRC).  

In line with what the social studies of childhood as well as structuration approach seeks to 

emphasize, the study made an attempt to understand children as active participants in their 

experiences of migration. It recognized them as social actors who exercise their agency in 

their adaptation to new circumstances. There is a variety of ways in which my informants 

exercised their agency to cope with and overcome their challenges in school and new 

environment. They negotiated with their parents about cultural differences among themselves 

and Norwegian children. They looked to the future and tried to make progress toward a better 

future. In addition, they resisted against isolation and employed different befriending 

strategies to include themselves into mainstream school. Some of their befriending strategies 
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are as follows: offering niceness to get attentions of their peers, using plays and games as a 

mediator of communication, attempting for identity matching and creating a migrant cultural 

bubble through choosing non-Norwegian friends. All these efforts indicate that my informants 

are not passive recipients of the structural influences (James and Prout, 1990). They exercise 

their agency under existing social structures, instead. In other words, they are active agents of 

their own lives, they create and recreate social structures and actively shape the world they 

live.    

On the other hand, the study looked at migrant children as a social group with specific needs 

and rights who are restricted by structures and practices of adults and wider society (Morrow, 

2008 ). Children live their everyday lives within the social structures and they are influenced 

by the attitudes and structural conditions in their environment. Social structures indeed, shape 

children’s practices (Giddens, 1984). Being a migrant child is therefore a structural condition 

that can have big impacts on their lives. This can be related to the socio-economic structures 

of migrant families as well as political structures of host community including policies 

relating to migration, children’s rights, education, inclusion, and integration of immigrants.  

As Giddens (1984) argues, social structures have both enabling and constraining effects on 

children’s lives. In relation to this study, there are some examples that illustrate the enabling 

effects of social structures. For example, adherence to international treaties like UNCRC, 

developing and implementing an inclusion policy, creating inclusive classrooms and schools 

for children of migrants and also providing language training and information programs for 

adult immigrants enable and facilitate immigrants’ better integration into Norwegian society. 

On the other hand, relatively homogeneous structure of Norwegian society and negative 

stereotypical view of native Norwegians towards migrants, can be regarded as constraining 

effects of social structure on my informants’ experiences of school in Norway.  

In general, when my informants identified the challenges and difficulties that they 

encountered in Norwegian society, and when they spoke of underlying reason for such 

challenges, indeed, they were mainly highlighting the effects of structural conditions on 

children’s experiences of new environment. Moreover, when they negotiated their everyday 

lives in school and trying to develop coping strategies, they were presenting themselves as 

“agents who direct their own lives through actions or agency” (Giddens, 1984, p.162). 

In fact, the structure-agency debate has been an important way of considering and analyzing 

the issue of this study. Drawing on Lee’s (2001) concept of independency-dependency, I 
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emphasized here that Children should not only be seen as incomplete and dependent 

becomings who are influenced and determined by the structures around them. They should 

not only be viewed as complete and independent beings that are able to act or make decisions 

independently, as well. In fact, as Lee (1998: 474) argues, they both “can be moved in and out 

of competence, in and out of maturity, and in and out of social inclusion”. Therefore, they 

should be considered as those who have dependencies to some extent. 

6.2 The Main Findings of the Study 

Concerning the difficulties and the challenges that the children faced in terms of integrating 

into new environment, this study found some similarities. In other words, the participants 

under study encountered the same difficulties and challenges more or less. This is regardless 

of whether or not they were born in Norway and regardless of the reasons for the migration of 

their families. Having foreign backgrounds and being different created some problems that 

almost all my informants had to fight against.  

The results of this study indicate that the feeling of exclusion has been the most common and 

difficult challenge faced by the participants in schools. Such a feeling has been expressed in a 

broad variety of ways, including feeling of isolation and frustration on arrival, experiences of 

bullying or peer rejection, experiences with being stereotyped and discriminated against, and 

the last but not the least, separation from peers due to taking mother tongue classes. In 

general, anything that separates children from the rest of their peers could cause a feeling of 

exclusion. 

Although my informants confronted many challenges and difficulties in schools in Norway, 

this does not necessarily mean that they were not satisfied with their current situation. 

Satisfaction and dissatisfaction is relative, and considering this, my informants were satisfied 

with some aspects of their life as a migrant child and were unsatisfied or complained about 

other aspects. In fact, they expressed their satisfaction in comparison with their previous 

experiences. Strict school system, existence of discrimination, and the lack of freedom and 

facilities in their previous schools were some reasons for being satisfied with their current 

situation. On the other hand, unfamiliarity with language and behavioral codes of Norwegian 

children as well as the loss of friendship and kinship ties in the country of origin caused them 

to be dissatisfied with their current situation in the new environment.      

Another important finding is that we cannot just focus on the negative practices in the peer 

groups as stemming from the migrant problem. Exclusion practices such as bullying or 
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rejection also happen towards so-called ethnic Norwegian as well. Therefore, to evaluate how 

to be a migrant child is, it is important to have a varied and not consistent image of it. 

However, even if the picture is varied, some critical structural issues emerged that seemed to 

be the most crucial factor in order to facilitate a good or optimal integration. 

Study findings highlighted that there are a number of factors behind inclusion/ exclusion of 

the migrant students in schools. One of the crucial factors was language so that proficiency in 

the host country’s language facilitated children’s inclusion in Norwegian schools and 

unfamiliarity with the language could bring unique challenges for them, challenges that could 

be reflected in children’s peer relationships. However, impact of language was mainly limited 

to the first months after their arrival.  

The next factor- parents, both migrant parents and parents of Norwegian children- affected the 

informants’ adaptability in the Norwegian environment as well as their experiences of 

exclusion. With regard to the immigrant parents, their socio-economic status as well as their 

active participation in Norwegian society has had significant impacts on children’s inclusion 

and adaptation in Norwegian schools. In this regard, implementing policies on integration of 

adult immigrants, as ‘active adult citizen’, which include language courses and classes on 

Norwegian society have been very effective (Archambault, 2011). On the other hand, results 

showed that Norwegians parents have had the stereotypical view of the immigrants. This view 

affected their children’s behavior and attitudes toward foreign peers and consequently led to 

exclusion of the informants under study.   

Teachers, schools, and their inclusion policies form the third key contributing factor that 

influenced the informants’ exclusion/ inclusion experiences of school. Findings indicated 

most teachers displayed positive attitudes towards immigrant children, and acted in a manner 

that facilitated their participation and inclusion in mainstream school. However, few of them 

hold negative attitudes and either purposely or unintentionally behaved in such a racist or 

discriminatory manner that led to exclusion of my informants. 

Further, an effort has been made to compare children’s experiences in different types of 

schools in Trondheim, which include receiving schools, English international school and 

Norwegian regular schools. In terms of inclusion, the comparison showed that my informants 

had positive perceptions and expressed more satisfaction with their experience of receiving 

schools and English international schools than Norwegian regular schools. In other words, the 

schools that their population consists of a large number of migrant children were more 
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successful in absorption and inclusion of their pupils. This is because such schools had been 

more successful in implementation of inclusion policies and in providing cheerful, 

welcoming, and multicultural environment for their students. In addition, students in such 

schools had more opportunities for identity matching because there were lots of identities on 

offer, so they had the privilege to build up friendship with student from a diverse range of 

backgrounds. 

The findings of this study also confirm that friends and friendships serve very important 

functions in the lives of my informants. My informants’ best memories at school were 

somehow related to friends and their friendship relationships. Having intimate relationships 

enable them to cope better with their challenges and difficulties and help them in better 

adjustment to school and life in the new society.  

The informants’ shared experiences of being foreigners propelled them toward other children 

with a similar experience, to build up friendships with them. This was because they felt more 

comfortable, and they were better able to understand and enjoy each other’s company. In this 

way, similar to Ackers and Stalford’s (2004) argument, some of them created a sort of 

migrant cultural bubble. In this bubble, they were only successful in establishing friendship 

with other migrant children, and in some sense, they failed to integrate with the native 

children. On the other hand, similar to Goldstein’s (2003) study, some of them formed 

friendship with Norwegian peers to maximize their academic and school achievement.  

Several factors influenced the development of friendly relations among migrant children. 

Some of the informants negotiated their friendship through parameter of ‘niceness’ (Deegan, 

1996). They tried to make friends through helping and treating others with niceness, through 

being over friendly to other classmates. Furthermore, finding showed that plays and games 

had an important role in establishing friendly relations among foreign students and acted as 

the communication mediator for my informants.  

As Thorne (1993) argued girls and boys have very different ways of bonding. They operate 

with different sets of values and goals and do totally separate in their daily interactions. Boys 

tend more often to interact in larger and hierarchical groups and prefer to engage in team 

sports like football. Regarding this, sports, especially football for the boy participnts, acted as 

a common language that passes through the cultural and language boundaries and generated a 

sense of ‘togetherness’. In this way, games and sports could attract other peers and facilitated 

the inclusion of them in their peer groups. Unlike boys, who tend to engage more in team 
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sports, my girl participants tend more often to participate in small friendship groups including 

two or more pairs at one time that are more intimate. Consequently, they faced more 

challenges in relation to interaction with other classmates and friendship formation.  

6.3 Some Suggestion and Recommendation 

 Integration is a mutual process, through which both migrants and host societies are 

influenced. Hence, it is not fair that the burden of all the responsibilities fell on just 

immigrants’ shoulders. The host societies should also make efforts to adapt their 

behaviors and expectations toward newcomers (NYU, 2012). For a successful 

integration, both migrants and host societies should respect each other’s social and 

cultural similarities and differences (IOM, 2008). This is not possible without raising 

public awareness on the issue. In this regard, media can play a key role in fostering 

positive views of people of all background and also can combat the negative 

stereotypical views. This will ultimately lead to better integration of immigrants into 

the host society. 

 Since friends and peers play a significant role in the life and inclusion of the migrant 

children, providing more opportunities for them to make friends with other children 

can facilitate their integration process. Immigrant children on their arrival have the 

inevitable language difficulties, therefore providing non-verbal activities appear useful 

to engage them in group-activities and help them to form friendships. Use of non-

verbal activities will give them an opportunity to show their abilities and it would be 

very helpful to better inclusion of migrant children.  

 Sports have been shown to have important roles in forming friendships and inclusion 

of a migrant child. Hence, availability of sport facilities and services, for both boys 

and girls, can make a positive contribution to inclusion of migrant children. 

 The findings indicated that Norwegian regular schools have been less successful in 

creating welcoming and multicultural environment. Such schools should therefore 

actively work to create an environment where the diverse needs and rights of all 

students can be taken into account. To achieve this goal, teachers and other staff in 

schools should be equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to fully include 

the students from diverse backgrounds.  
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 APPENDIXES 

Appendix 1: focus group interview guidelines 

Interview guidelines 

Name of interviewer: Rozita Mirsadeghi   

Date_______________________________ 

Attendees___________________________ 

Location___________________________ 

Method: Focus group  

Required time: 1 - 1.5 hours 

Project title: “The impacts and experiences of Iranian children in Trondheim schools”  

Introduction (10-15 minutes): 

 

• Welcome participants and introduce myself to those who I have met for the first time. 

• Explain the scope and purpose of the discussion 

 

{We are here to talk about your experiences since you have attended school in Norway. Your 

information will help me to write my master thesis and to find out more about the situation of 

Iranian children as foreign students in Norwegian society. You are the best informants, 

because you have directly been involved with the issue. I am not here to share information, or 

to give you my opinions. There is no right or wrong or desirable or undesirable answers. You 

can disagree with each other, and you can change your mind. I would like you to feel 

comfortable saying what you really think and how you really feel} 

 

• Discuss procedure:  

 

{I will be taking notes and voice recording the discussion, because I don’t want to miss any of 

your comments.  No one outside of this room will have access to these recorded voices and 

they will be destroyed after my report is written.  As you know everything is confidential and 

your names will not be used in any analysis of the discussion. No one will know who said 

what. I want this to be a group discussion, so feel free to respond to me and to other members 

in the group without waiting to be called on. However, I would appreciate it if only one 

person speaks at a time. The discussion will last approximately 1-1.5 hours. Sometimes I may 
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interrupt you if I have some questions on the topic or want to be assured of covering all the 

topics. If you don’t understand a question, please feel free to ask me. If there any questions 

you have about the process, please ask me before we begin the interview. 

 

• Participant’s introduction: 

 

{Start by everyone introducing themselves, sharing their name, what grade they are and when 

they came to Norway for the first time} 

Focus group questions (40-60 minutes):  

I am going to start with following open-ended question: 

{Please think back and try to remember the first thing that comes to mind when you think 

about your first school in Norway} 

Participants brainstorming will give me the best information to bring up questions and then I 

can prioritize them in order the importance. Anyway, I would like to find answers to the 

following questions: 

• Let’s talk about your relationship with the other peers at school, with migrant and 

non/migrant students? How is it now? 

 

• What do you think of your previous classmates? Current classmates? (remember not to 

ask directly) 

• Can you remember the best/worst memories of school? Or what did you like best/least 

about your school?  

 

• Think back over all the years that you have attended at Norwegian schools and tell me 

about the most serious challenges facing you. 

 

• How those challenges affected your life? 

• What was the role of school in creating/ solving the challenges? 

• How was your relationship with the teachers and the other school staff? How is it 

now? 

• If you could change anything happened in the past, what would it be?  

• What suggestions do you have to improve the situation of foreign students? 
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Based on the situation, I will direct the session by using follow up questions such as; “what 

does that mean”? “How did it happen”? “Why cause the problem”? “What did you do?”, and 

probing statements such as; “Please tell me more”, “Please give me an example,” “Please help 

me understand and etc. 

I hope all participants feel comfortable to share their experiences; therefore, I do not need to 

pose all these questions. 

Points that I should consider: 

• Use only open-ended questions and encourage a truly open discussion. 

• keep the discussion focused on the major issues. 

• Attempt to remain as neutral as possible, not agreeing or disagreeing with what is said, 

and not putting words in the participants’ mouths and not showing strong emotional reactions 

to their responses. 

• Giving the same opportunity to all participants to participate during the discussion. 

•          Encourage shy participants to speak and manage dominant participants. 

• Use in‐depth probing questions and avoid leading questions.  

• Write down any observations made during the interview. 

• Ask only one question about one subject at a time. 

• Focus groups should take place in a comfortable and quiet setting. 

• Estimate how long each question will take to discuss. 

 

Focus group ending (10-15 minutes):  

I will close the interview by asking the participants about: 

{If there is anything we missed that they would like to speak talk about, if they would like to 

change or add something to their previous statements and about the most important point that 

we discussed}.  

I will conclude the interview by asking how they feel about sharing their experiences. 

Finally, I will thank the participants and ask them for their permission to contact them for 

future meeting.   
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Appendix 2: letter of confirmation  

Dear principal…. 

My name is Rozita Mirsadeghi and I am doing my master program (MPhil) on the Childhood 

Studies at the Norwegian Centre for Child Research, NTNU. My master thesis is related to 

Iranian students who live in Trondheim and attend Norwegian schools. The main objective in 

my study is to investigate and explore the children’s experiences in Norwegian schools, such 

as their interaction and integration into the Norwegian society, particularly build up 

friendships, their challenges and possible related difficulties. Regarding this, for my study I 

need to attend at those classes, which include Iranian students, in order to do observations 

directly. I will try to talk (interview) with them about what they think about themselves and 

other peers, their feelings about particular situations, their expectations etc. The purpose of 

these observations is to enhance my experiences in the stage of education and doing research 

with children. I need to fulfill the observations as soon as possible and it will take about 6-8 

weeks.  

Hence, I require your permission to conduct my field research in your school. I will be much 

obliged to you if you kindly support this endeavor and make it possible for me to do my 

fieldwork in your school. Thanks for your attention and cooperation. I look forward to hearing 

from you. I appreciate and look forward to receiving your reply. 

Best regards, 

Rozita Mirsadeghi, 
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Appendix 3: parents’ information & informed consent form 

The following Informed Consent Form is prepared for parents of the girls and boys who 

participating in the study titled “The impacts and experiences of Iranian children in 

Trondheim schools” 

Information about the study: 

My name is Rozita Mirsadeghi and I am doing my master on Childhood Studies at Norwegian 

Centre for Child Research, NTNU. My master thesis is related to Iranian living in Trondheim 

and attend in Norwegian schools. The purpose of my study is to understand and explore the 

children’s experiences in Norwegian schools, their interaction and integration into the 

Norwegian society, particularly, how to build up friendships and their possible challenges.  

Based on Norwegian law, a study that involves children needs to be agreed upon by their 

parents. Therefore, hereby I ask for your permission, and if you agree, then the next step is to 

ask your child for his/her agreement, as well. I need informed consent of you and your child 

before starting my study.  

The participation of your child helps me to write my master thesis and to find out more about 

the situation of Iranian children in the Norwegian society. Therefore, I am inviting you to 

have your child to be part of this study. I will assure you that all the information collected in 

this study will be kept confidential and will be put away and no one will access to that. Any 

information about your child is marked with a number on it instead of his/her name. 

You have right not to give permission to your child to participate in this study if your child 

does not wish to do that. In addition, your child has the right to withdraw from the study at 

any time without having to give me any explanation.  

Please sign the certificate of consent below and do not hesitate to ask me about any kind of 

information you may need, now or later even after the study has started. You may contact me 

of the Following: email…………………….phone number……………… 

 

Certificate of consent: 

I have read the foregoing information and I consent voluntarily for my child to 

participate in this study and understand that I have the right to ask any question to my 

satisfaction and withdraw him/her from the study at any time I or he/she wishes. 

Name of participant (child) ------------------------- 

Name of Parent or Guardian----------------------- 

Signature of Parent or guardian------------------------- 
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Signature of participant----------------------------- 

Date ------------------------- (day/month/year) 
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Appendix 4: children’ information & informed consent form 

The following Informed Consent Form is prepared for girls and boys who participating in the 

study titled “The impacts and experiences of Iranian children in Trondheim schools” 

Information about the study:    

My name is Rozita Mirsadeghi and I am doing my master on Childhood Studies at Norwegian 

Centre for Child Research, NTNU. My master thesis is related to Iranian students who live in 

Trondheim and attend in Norwegian schools. The purpose of my study is to understand and 

explore the children’s experiences in Norwegian schools, their interaction and integration into 

Norwegian society particularly to build up friendships and their possible challenges.  

Therefore I would like to invite you to participate in this study. If you choose to participate I 

will ask that you partake in a focus group discussion which it will last for approximately 1 - 

1.5 hours. Your participation helps me to write my master thesis and to find out more about 

the situation of Iranian children in Norwegian society.  

I will ask you for permission for voice recording. I assure you all data collected – voice 

recordings, and notes as I observe you – will be kept confidential and it will be put away and 

no one will access to that. I will use code numbers to label and organize data instead of your 

name.  

Your participation in this research is voluntary and you are free to refuse to be interviewed. 

You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without having to give me any 

explanation.  

Please sign the certificate of consent below and do not hesitate to ask me about any kind of 

information you may need.  

 

Certificate of consent: 

I have read the foregoing information and I consent voluntarily to participate in this 

study and understand that I have the right to ask any question to my satisfaction and 

withdraw from the study at any time I wish. 

 

Name of participant ------------------------- 

Age of participant ------------------------ 

Signature of participant ------------------------- 

Date ------------------------- (day/month/year)



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


