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1 The Norwegian situation  
 

The Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI) is responsible for processing applications 

from foreign nationals who wish to visit or live in Norway, the running of asylum reception 

centres and expulsion cases. Every Monday UDI publishes information on the number of 

asylum seekers living in Norwegian reception centers. In all kinds of reception centers, the 

number of inhabitants in the end of March 2018 were 4244.  

https://www.udi.no/statistikk-og-analyse/statistikk/beboere-i-asylmottak-etter-uke-2018/ 

 

During the last years the number of asylum centers have closed down. An overview can 

illustrate the situation: 

 

Year 2014: 114 reception centers 

Year 2015: 283 reception centers 

Year 2016: 153 reception centers   

Year 2017: 50 reception centers     

 

The Norwegian Directorate of Immigration points to a far less influx of asylum seekers than 

expected as the reason for the many closures.  

 

Reception centers are spread all over the country. They are hosted in old schools, former 

mountain hotels and buildings that are meant to house many residents. When the number of 

asylum seekers decreases, the reception centers cannot be driven economically, and they have 

to close down. Consequently, families have to move to another center.  

 

In Norway, there are many examples in the newspapers describing the situation for families 

and children, who have to move, with severe consequences for the children. Broken 

relationships with friends and class mates are highlighted. In a newspaper article (12th of 

November 2017) a typical case is described: Obse (aged 3) has to move again. Four months 

ago, Obse and her mother, Samara, arrived at Hamar State Reception, after several short stays 

                                                 
1 This paper was written in the context of the project Multilingual early childhood education and care 

for young refugee children (MyREF), funded by Erasmus+, grant No. 2016-1-NL01-KA201-023024. 
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on reception that were abandoned. Now Hamar's reception will be closed down, and the 3-

year-old girl must move again, to her sixth reception in her short life. The newspaper can 

report that 228 children in Norway currently live in asylum reception (and have been doing 

for years) without residing in a municipality, despite having legal residence in Norway. These 

are children who have either received a refugee permit or children who have been granted a 

permit under section 38.5, given that they are long-term residents in Norway. Some of these 

children have parents whom the Immigration Administration does not believe has adequately 

documented their identity. One of the limitations that the parents get in their decision can 

make them not living in a municipality. 

 

NOAS (Norwegian Organization for Asylum Seekers) says that the situation of Samara and 

her daughter Obse is far from unique. They have gone beyond cases where children have been 

moved seven times in a year and a half. The children cannot start their lives, nor do they start 

in kindergarten. 

https://www.nrk.no/ho/trearing-flyttes-fra-asylmottak-for-femte-gang-pa-ett-ar-1.13759827 

 

 

1.1 Integration centers as pilots for effective integration 
In 2016 five integration centers were established. The reason for this was to examine what 

kind of model would lead to the most effective integration. The five integration centers have 

been examined, and the facilities offered in integration centers were compared to those in 

ordinary reception centers. The evaluation is published in a report from November 2017 

(Strømnes et al. 2017). 

 

The report emphasises the importance of investigating the start-up and implementation of the 

integration receipts, the content of the facilities to residents and how the facilities are assessed 

by, respectively, residents and employees. Ten of the residents who were interviewed had 

previously lived in ordinary asylum reception. Findings from the interviews showed that 

virtually everyone believes that there is a very big difference between integration reception 

and ordinary asylum reception. The difference is, among other things, that there are very 

limited training offers or offers for other activities in regular reception centers. The residents 

express that they felt bored and that they had a lot of time to think about negative things and 

that they spent much of the day sleeping. 

 

The residents emphasised that what is particularly good with integration receipts compared 

with regular reception is primarily that it contributes to qualification and training. The 

participants also find that integration reception centers are very good because they contribute 

to activation, rather than passivization and poor mental health during the reception period. 

The residents also express that integration reception helps to make it easier to plan ahead and 

that it helps prepare them for life after settlement. 

 

 

  

https://www.nrk.no/ho/trearing-flyttes-fra-asylmottak-for-femte-gang-pa-ett-ar-1.13759827
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2 Childcare in Norway 
 

To improve educational equity one of the aims in Norway has been to provide universal 

accesses to ECEC for all children from age one. One part of the universal accesses has also 

been to support children's development both socially and cognitively in order to handle the 

transition to school. In Norway almost all children attend ECEC prior to formal schooling – 

often enrolling during infancy or toddlerhood (Statistics Norway, 2017). However, there has 

been little evidence in Norway, until recently, about the quality in ECEC (Bjørnestad & Os, 

2018). We know from research that children develop rapidly in the first years of life, and 

early life experiences are a crucial part of the ongoing cycle of disadvantage. However, both 

experimental and non-experimental evidence has shown that early childhood education and 

care (ECEC) has the potential to improve chances for children especially from disadvantaged 

families when the quality provided is high (e.g., Barnett, Ayers & Francis, 2014; Camilli 

et al., 2010, Melhuish et al., 2015; Zachrisson & Melhuish, 2017).  

 

2.1 Regular childcare 
Childcare in Norway today, is seen as a pedagogical benefit for the children, compared to the 

60-70-ties when they were more seen as important for mothers’ participation in the labour 

market. Lately, in particular from 2007 and up till now, the kindergarten is perceived as a 

contributor to the knowledge economy (Bleken 2007). In 2016, 91% of all children aged 1-5 

years had a place in kindergarten. Children aged 1-2 years were those with the greatest 

increase in coverage compared to 2015. In Norway kindergartens are both state and private 

driven.  

 

The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training is responsible for the development of 

kindergarten and primary and secondary education. The Directorate is the executive agency 

for the Ministry of Education and Research. A Framework Plan for the Content and Tasks of 

Kindergartens describes the core values of the kindergarten (The Ministry of Education and 

Research, 2017). The core values of kindergartens shall be promulgated, practised and 

manifest in every aspect of a kindergarten's pedagogical practices. Childhood has intrinsic 

value, and kindergartens shall take a holistic approach to the children's development. 

Kindergartens shall work in partnership and agreement with the home to meet the children's 

need for care and play, and they shall promote learning and formative development as a basis 

for all-round development. Play, care, learning and formative development shall be seen in 

context. 

 

The Framework Plan points out that interdisciplinarity and comprehensive thinking should be 

central to the kindergarten’s work and that both parents and kindergartens may need to work 

with various relief agencies. Refugee Office, Refugee Health Service, Child and adolescent 

psychiatric clinic (BUP) and Pedagogical Psychological Counseling Service (PPT) may be 

relevant agencies to collaborate with to ensure a comprehensive offer for children 

experiencing grief and crisis in connection with flight and migration. 

 

2.2 Working with refugee children in ECEC 
What characterize children's experiences related to migration and escape? This  question has 

been at focus in the last years, and it lays the ground for how the kindergarten meets these 



 4 

families (Bleka 2016). According to Bleka, the kindergarten can establish a set of practices to 

help the child and their families: 

 

In order to ensure a communication where the kindergarten and parents understand each 

other, it is crucial to use interpreter. There are different types of interpreting services, both 

interpreters that are present at conversations in the kindergarten, and interpreters who can 

participate in telephone conversations. 

 

Together with the parents, the kindergarten can find strengths in the child, in the child's 

family and in the child's network. By focusing on this, both the kindergarten and parents can 

support the child and help stabilize their lives and to become part of the kindergarten 

community. 

 

The first time in kindergarten is just a time to create trust and association with new adults and 

children. For children who have migrated to Norway for various reasons, this can be an extra 

vulnerable phase, where the need for stability and predictability is high. Because the 

kindergarten allows an adult to be responsible for the follow-up of single children, the process 

of creating trust and association can be easier. 

 

Children who come from societies characterized by war and turmoil may have little 

experience with toys, material and activities they meet in Norwegian kindergartens. This 

means that the children, in addition to getting to know the staff and the other children, also 

need to get to know different activities to enjoy the kindergarten’s content and routines. 

 

In the kindergarten's work with children who have experienced war, flight and relocation, it is 

important to point out that kindergarten teachers do not carry out therapy in the face of the 

children. What can be done is to work for principles and methods that can give a therapeutic 

effect to the children. 

 

In cooperation with the parents, the kindergarten can add to different types of activities: 

Activities that give the child the opportunity to express herself about her wounded memories, 

either verbally or through play, drama, drawings, songs and music. Activities that make the 

child's situation as comfortable as possible, so that she can enjoy activities “here and now”, is 

seen as important. So are daily activities that create predictability for the child through regular 

rules, routines and rituals. 

 

Given that children and parents have backgrounds from different societies, where different 

traditions to deal with sadness and crisis are emphasized, it is important to get to know what 

parents think the children need first and foremost. 

 

All these forms of activities are the basis for The Framework Plan for the kindergarten's 

content and tasks. In planning work, the kindergarten can ask the following questions to take 

care of children's need to deal with sadness and crises:  

• To what extent do the children express themselves through play, drama, drawing, song 

and music? 

• What does the children convey through play and different aesthetic expressions? 
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• What do the kids like to do? 

• What gives them pleasure in everyday life? 

• What rules, routines and rituals help to create predictability for the children? 

 

The Framework Plan points out that interdisciplinarity and comprehensive thinking should be 

central to the kindergarten’s work and that both parents and kindergartens may need to work 

with various relief agencies. Refugee Office, Refugee Health Service, Refugee Health 

Service, Child and adolescent psychiatric clinic (BUP) and Pedagogical Psychological 

Counseling Service (PPT) may be relevant agencies to collaborate to ensure a comprehensive 

offer for children experiencing grief and crisis in connection with flight and migration. 

 

 

3 Asylum seekers reception centres 
 

One of the five integration centers was situated in Oslo. We have included an assessment of 

this center in our national report. Below we will report from the interviews with the staff. 

Thereafter we will describe the pedagogical and language learning activities provided by the 

reception center.   

 

3.1 Oslo Integration Center 
We have made two visits to Oslo Integration Center, one visit to interview the managers of 

the center, the second one to make observations in the kindergarten, which was established 

there.  

 

In 2017 Oslo Integration Center was one of five ”super integration centers” in Norway. These 

centers were meant to provide a smooth transition to ordinary life by providing language 

courses, courses in social studies and job training. The staff consisted of 4 highly specialised 

professionals, three of them with masters degree in Special Needs, the other one educated as 

preschool teachers with extensive experience with bilingual children. In addition, volunteers, 

for both children and adults, took part in a range of activities in the afternoon. 

 

Oslo Integration Center established its own kindergarten service, with almost full-time 

opening hours: 

 

• Monday: 11.30-16.00 

• Tuesday: 9.00-13.00 

• Wednesday: 7.45-14.30 

• Thursday: 9.00-13.00 

• Friday: 7.45-14.30 

 

The opening hours mirror the needs of the parents, who are attending Norwegian courses and 

job training courses outside the building. According to the managers it feels safe for the 

parents to have a kindergarten in the same building where the reception center is. Taking their 

situation and experiences on flight in consideration, it is of crucial importance that the parents 

can be sure that their children are taken care of.   
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The families living in these integrations centers are all guaranteed a permission to stay in 

Norway. As soon they are settled in a community, the community is obliged to apply for a 

place in the kindergarten. This is followed up by the staff at the center, to secure that the 

children immediately are attending an ordinary kindergarten.  

 

The number of children at the integration center was 11 (aged 2-5), and all of them attended 

the kindergarten. When the families come to the center, they attend an initial parenting 

interview about the children’s language skills in their home language. The staff takes as a 

point of departure for this interview a standardised languge assessment tool used in almost 

every kindergarten in Norway, TRAS, which means “early registration of speech”. If this 

interview reveals a weak competence in the first language, the staff wants to strengthen this 

language in the reception kindergarten before the child starts in a regular kindergarten. They 

mention the use of multilingual language applications as relevant materials.   

 

Our assessment of how the reception center is run, is based on two visits, the first one 

comprising an interview with the manager and the staff, the second one comprising 

observation of three activities together with the children: 1) the use of a multilingual iPad 

application with a fairy tale in 32 languages, among these the home languages of the children 

in the group, 2) observation of the whole group of children while engaged in free play 

activities, and 3) observation of circle time for the whole group of children.   

 

3.1.1 Opportunites for play 
Children’s opportunities for play are important for their well-being and their social, cognitive 

and language development. Play and learning are inseparable dimensions in preschool 

practice (Pramling Samuelsson & Johansson 2006). Consequently, it is of crucial importance 

that the reception centers are equipped with materials and routines for play. 

 

Oslo Integration Center has two rooms available for play and art work. It is equipped with 

materials for painting and drawing, and with various toys: Dolls with dark skin, cars, trains 

and different accessories for dolls. Further, language stimulating material like books, 

vocabulary cards, fairy tale boxes with concretes from the fairy tale, puzzles, board games 

and material meant for stimulating numeracy are displayed in the book shelves.  

 

Toys and materials have a firmed location, and the children are trained to put the materials in 

place after use.  
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The fairy tale about the three Billy Gruff 

Goats is available for the children in a 

small suitcase. Key concepts in wood 

are meant to facilitate the children’s 

understanding by creating a context 

enriched speech situation (Cummins 

2000). In Norwegian kindergartens this 

kind of material is frequently used, 

while reading fairy tales and picture 

books. Often kindergartens develop 

“language suitcases” like this on their 

own, in particular when they read a 

picture book that is not available with 

commercial concretes.  

 

 

In Oslo Integration Center there are toys meant to initiate role play/pretend play. We observed 

a role play between two girls, a role play we perceive as typical for girls in this age. The role 

play lasted for about 15 minutes, it was in Tigrinja, and it seemed coherent and expressive. 

 

 

 

• Two girls aged 4-5 

• Topic: Hungry baby (one of the girls) 

is fed by her mother 

• Both girls are taking turns in Tigrinja 

• The baby is mainly communicating 

with sounds – lively performed! 

 

 

 

The kindergarten in Oslo Integration Center has daily circle times, in addition to other 

activities. We observed and partly participated in one circle time. It started with a song in 

Norwegian, and the preschool took a leading role singing “What’s your name?” while poiting 

out one child after another, who answered with his/her name, for example “Betannia”. 

Everybody responded with “What is she/he saying? Betannia! Ah ah ah ah, Betannia, she is 

called Betannia!”. All the children were encouraged to tell their names and participate in the 

name-song.  

 

In this cirle time there are other songs, both in Norwegian and in a made-up-language. The 

children are active co-singers and they seem to enjoy the activities. In one of the songs, the 

youngest child (aged 2) is allowed to walk around a bit, still being in the group.  
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We find the circle time positive and professional. The staff manages to engage the children, 

and they all use a combination of verbal and body language. The atmosphere is perceived as 

good.  

 

 

3.2 Dikemark asylum center 
The visit to this asylum center has been postponed. It will take place 19th of April. 

 

 

4 Volunteers  
 

In Norway many volunteers attend asylum centers. They are of various kinds, and many of 

them are retired teachers who provide language classes and arts and crafts activities for both 

children and adults. Many volunteers share ideas and activities on Facebook.  
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