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The decisive role of school in the 
lives of unaccompanied refugee 
minors in Norway

Lutine de Wal Pastoor

This article is about the signifi cant role school plays in 
the lives of unaccompanied refugee minors. School is 
important as an arena for learning and development 
as well as an arena to meet peers and build social 
networks. The article addresses rights and access to 
education for unaccompanied minors in Norway, and 
the various challenges they meet. These challenges 
frequently lead to leaving school early. Furthermore, 
it focuses on the psychosocial aspects of school, a 
secure setting allowing unaccompanied minors to be 
“ordinary” young people. 

Discourse excerpts from interviews conducted 
in connection with an ongoing Norwegian research 
project are used to demonstrate the issues discussed. 
To promote school achievement, the importance of 
recognizing unaccompanied minors’ needs as well as 
resources is emphasized. Finally, a comprehensive ap-
proach to refugee schooling by providing educational 
and psychosocial support in various arenas – inside 
and outside school – is recommended. 

Keywords: unaccompanied refugee minors, 
school, psychosocial, comprehensive approach.

Introduction

School plays a signifi cant role in the lives of unac-
companied refugee minors. It is not only a place to 
learn, i.e. an arena for learning and development, it 
also is a place to be, i.e. an arena to meet peers, es-
tablish friendships and build new social networks. 
Moreover, the everyday classroom routines and 

procedures provide a safe and stable environment 
that is important for young refugees who are in a 
vulnerable and uncertain situation in unfamiliar sur-
roundings. Education strengthens unaccompanied 
minors’ opportunities to cope with their new life 
situation and helps them to become independent 
and active participants in Norwegian society.

During the last few decades, Norwegian soci-
ety has undergone major changes. Comprehensive 
emigration to Norway, consisting of both migrant 
workers and refugees, has contributed to a more 
ethnically and culturally diverse society. This has 
led to a growing number of language minority chil-
dren in Norwegian schools. How to relate to the in-
creasingly diverse pupil populations in Norwegian 
schools is a substantial challenge for education pol-
icy as well as educational practice in Norway. 

The Norwegian immigration context 

Norwegian society, previously perceived as fairly 
homogeneous, has changed substantially over the 
past 50 years. Refugees from Eastern Europe after 
World War II, labour migrants from Europe and the 
rest of the world in the 1970s, followed by refugees 
in the 1980s and 1990s until today, have contribut-
ed to a more heterogeneous society. 

Twenty years ago, immigrants and Norwegians 
born to immigrant parents totalled 183,000 per-
sons, or 4.3 per cent of Norway’s population. At 
the beginning of 2012, these two groups had risen 
to 655,000 persons or 13.1 per cent of the popula-
tion (SSB 2012a). A total of 163,500 persons with 
a refugee background, i.e. residents who came to 
Norway due to fl ight, were living in Norway on 1 
January 2012. They accounted for 30 per cent of all 
immigrants in Norway, and 3.3 per cent of the Nor-
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wegian population. The two largest groups were 
persons with a refugee background from Iraq and 
Somalia (SSB 2012b).

Children and youth represent a signifi cant pro-
portion of asylum seekers and refugees, either arriv-
ing with their families or alone, i.e. unaccompanied 
refugee minors. The term unaccompanied refugee 
minors refers to refugee children and youths under 
18 years of age who come to Norway without their 
parents or other carers with parental responsibility. 

From the late 1990s onwards, the number of 
unaccompanied refugee minors seeking asylum in 
Norway has markedly increased. In 1996, less than 
100 unaccompanied minors applied for asylum, 
whereas in 2008 almost 1,400 unaccompanied mi-
nors arrived. Then, in 2009, there was a sharp in-
crease with 2,500 arrivals. Due to a tightening of 
Norwegian asylum policy, the number of unaccom-
panied asylum seekers signifi cantly decreased in 
2010 and 2011, when respectively 892 and 858 un-
accompanied minors applied for asylum. 

The majority, i.e. about 80 per cent, of the un-
accompanied refugee minors are boys. Most of 
them are between 15 to 17 years of age; only ap-
proximately 10 per cent are under 15 years old (Eide 
and Broch 2010). In recent years, unaccompanied 
minor refugees primarily came from Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Somalia. Yet, in 2011 a number of unaccom-
panied minors came from North African countries, 
such as Algeria and Libya. 

Young unaccompanied refugees often come 
from places where schooling has been disrupted or 
no formal schooling is available. Moreover, many of 
them have been exposed to traumatic events pri-
or to or during their fl ight. As a result, most unac-
companied refugee minors have high educational 
needs and require special attention as regards their 
psychosocial needs. 

The decisive importance of school 

After the rigours of departure from their home 
country and during their fl ight, unaccompanied 
refugee minors will meet new challenges when 
they seek refuge in Norway. First, there is the wait-
ing time in the reception or care centres1 while their 
asylum applications are processed, which is often 

experienced as very demanding because of all the 
new things to relate to as well as the uncertainty re-
garding the application outcome. It may take quite 
some time before it is fi nally decided whether the 
unaccompanied minor will get asylum and can stay 
in Norway or not. 

Being able to go to school – like Norwegian chil-
dren and youths in their age group – means a lot 
to unaccompanied minors in a period of their lives 
that is often characterized by having to cope with 
traumatic memories of the past as well as concerns 
for the future. At school, young refugees can ac-
quire academic knowledge, Norwegian language 
profi ciency and cultural competence, i.e. compe-
tencies that are crucial to becoming active and in-
dependent members of Norwegian society. Unfor-
tunately, in Norway many young unaccompanied 
refugees drop out of education and employment 
as well as social participation more generally (Eide 
and Broch 2010; de Luna 2009; Oppedal, Jensen 
and Seglem 2008). 

Below, school will fi rst be presented as a place 
to learn, addressing unaccompanied minors’ rights 
and access to education in Norway, diff erent intro-
duction programmes and some of the challenges 
they meet. Then, school is presented as a place to 
be, with an emphasis on the school’s sociocultural 
and psychosocial aspects, an arena where unac-
companied minors can socialize with classmates 
and be “normal” children and young people. 

The school as a place to learn

Unaccompanied refugee minors are a very diverse 
group of students, e.g., with regard to gender, age, 
ethnicity, religion, socioeconomic background, 
previous education and the training received af-
ter their arrival in Norway. Since their Norwegian 
language profi ciency and academic knowledge, as 
well as their sociocultural competence, can vary 
signifi cantly, they come to school with very diff er-
ent backgrounds. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC), under Articles 28 and 29, 
states the right to education for all children up to 
and including the age of 18. Since 2003, the Con-
vention’s regulations have been incorporated into 
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Norwegian law through the Human Rights Act. This 
means that all children in Norway have equal access 
to school services. The right to education is of great 
importance to protect children’s developmental 
needs, to promote optimal conditions for grow-
ing up and to safeguard children’s future. The Nor-
wegian Education Act (Act relating to Primary and 
Secondary Education and Training 1998) § 2–1 fi rst 
paragraph states that all children and young people 
aged 6–16 years, who are expected to stay in Nor-
way for more than three months, have both a right 
and an obligation to primary education. The right 
to compulsory primary education is independent 
of children’s residence status, i.e. the children may 
be asylum seekers, have been granted residence or 
reside illegally in Norway. 

Compulsory education for children aged 
6–16 years

In Norway, compulsory schooling takes ten years 
and children start school at the age of six. The ten-
year compulsory school, called grunnskolen, com-
prises two main stages: primary school (grades 
1–7) and lower secondary school (grades 8–10). The 
municipalities are responsible for operating and ad-
ministering primary and lower secondary schools.

Several Norwegian studies show great varia-
tion in the way municipalities organize introductory 
education for asylum-seeking and refugee children 
(NOU 2010: 7; Sletten and Engebrigtsen 2011; Valen-
ta 2008). In the diff erent municipalities, one can fi nd 
various kinds of introduction programmes for new-
ly arrived asylum-seeking and refugee students. 

In general, the introduction programmes can be 
classifi ed as follows:

• Regular classes – From day one (or after the in-
troductory class) the refugee children receive 
regular education – along with Norwegian 
children – at their local school. Although the 
children are included in the regular class, they 
may get special Norwegian language tuition 
and bilingual subject teaching – while some 
are also off ered mother tongue teaching.

• Special introductory classes – Newly arrived 
students are given training in special prepara-
tory classes. When the refugee students mas-
ter Norwegian “suffi  ciently” (a relatively in-

distinct term), both orally and in writing, they 
are transferred to regular classes.

• Combined classes – Regular classes combined 
with introductory classes. Newly arrived stu-
dents are included in a regular classroom 
from day one but they also participate in a 
parallel introductory class with special lan-
guage training.

• Special introductory schools – Newly arrived 
asylum-seeking children fi rst follow an adapt-
ed training programme at a special introduc-
tory school, which is not necessarily the local 
school. 

The most common introductory programme 
for asylum-seeking and refugee children in Norwe-
gian primary schools is the mainstreaming model 
“regular classes”, possibly combined with an intro-
ductory class (Sletten and Engebrigtsen 2011). The 
relative merit of the mainstreaming model versus 
withdrawal (i.e. withdrawing students from the 
regular class for the purpose of adapted educa-
tion) is that it helps refugee children to be part of 
a regular class, which gives them the opportunity 
to socialize with Norwegian peers. The disadvan-
tage of this model is that there is often less focus 
on adjusted language and subject teaching, includ-
ing the acquisition of fundamental words and con-
cepts through explanations in Norwegian and/or 
the mother tongue. 

Education provision for youth over 16 years 
old

Following a reform in 1994, everyone having suc-
cessfully completed compulsory school or equiv-
alent education has a statutory right to attend 
upper secondary education in Norway. Around 96 
per cent of every cohort of students that fi nishes 
compulsory school enters upper secondary school 
(Markussen, Frøseth and Sandberg 2011). The coun-
ty authorities are responsible for providing upper 
secondary education and training. 

While access to education for asylum-seeking 
children of compulsory school age (6–16 years) is 
enshrined in the Education Act, asylum-seeking 
youth aged 16–18 years do not have the same ac-
cess to education. To be entitled to admission to 
(lower and upper) secondary school, young people 
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over 16 years old need a residence permit.2 Asylum-
seeking youth in reception centres often end up in 
adult migrant classes off ering education in Norwe-
gian language and social studies, i.e. learning about 
Norwegian society. However, it is up to the munici-
pality or the county to decide whether to provide 
education for asylum-seeking youth over 16 years 
old during the reception phase or not. Even with-
out legal rights, subsidies are made by the govern-
ment to municipalities off ering education to young 
asylum seekers aged between 16 and 18, who do 
not have the schooling equivalent of Norwegian 
compulsory school. As long as there is no national 
legislation on the right to education for asylum-
seeking youth, schooling provisions in the various 
municipalities may vary a lot.

However, unaccompanied asylum-seeking youth 
may be admitted to secondary education while their 
asylum application is processed, but if their applica-
tion is rejected they have no right to complete the 
school year. Since the majority of unaccompanied 
minors seeking asylum in Norway are between 15 
to17 years of age, many will be aff ected by the fact 
that access to adequate schooling for this age group 
is neglected, as well as being diffi  cult to fi nd out 
about (de Luna 2009). 

As soon as refugee minors get their residence 
permit, they will have a right to further educa-
tion. Yet, the condition for admission to second-
ary schools is that the students have completed 
compulsory school (primary and lower secondary 
school) or equivalent education (Education Act § 
3–1). Refugee students who have not completed 
Norwegian compulsory school or its equivalent 
have to follow a course programme (one to three 
years, depending on each student’s needs) off ering 
a specially adapted compulsory education curricu-
lum for young people and/or adults, before they 
can enter upper secondary school. Another alter-
native for students with short residence in Norway 
and incomplete compulsory education is attending 
an “introductory class” at a regular upper second-
ary school. 

While general upper secondary education 
has a length of three years, vocational study pro-
grammes usually involve two years’ school-based 
training followed by two years of apprenticeship 
in a workplace. The vocational study programmes 

lead to vocational qualifi cations, such as a craft cer-
tifi cate or a journeyman’s certifi cate.

The main reason for the high percentage of 
youth choosing to go to upper secondary school 
in Norway is that there are few jobs available for 
young adults who leave school after lower second-
ary school. Formal qualifi cations are of decisive im-
portance for getting permanent employment. How-
ever, even though most young people in Norway be-
gin at upper secondary school, far from everybody 
completes (Markussen, Frøseth and Sandberg 2011).

Completion and dropout in upper secondary 
education

At present, Norwegian upper secondary schools 
have high dropout rates. One out of three stu-
dents does not complete upper secondary edu-
cation within fi ve years (Markussen, Frøseth
and Sandberg 2011).

Language minority students not only continue 
to a lesser extent to upper secondary school, they 
also have a higher dropout rate when they fi rst 
enter upper secondary education. Even though 
dropout is by no means an exclusively immigrant 
problem, the concurrence of various background 
factors leads to a signifi cantly higher dropout rate 
among minority students. In vocational training in 
particular, many students drop out. 

Minority students who themselves have emi-
grated to Norway, especially immigrants from 
Asia and Africa, have a signifi cantly lower degree 
of completion than Norwegian-born youth with 
minority parents (NOU 2010: 7). For example, only 
half of the minority students who were immigrants 
themselves and started in the fi rst year of second-
ary education in 2003, completed secondary educa-
tion fi ve years later (ibid. 191).

When discussing the causes of minority youth 
dropping out of secondary school, several factors 
may be indicated, such as socioeconomic back-
ground, diffi  cult transitions between diff erent school 
types, low grade points from compulsory school, un-
familiarity with the school’s values and insuffi  cient 
learning environments. However, several studies 
have shown that inadequate Norwegian language 
skills are a central reason why minority students do 
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poorly in school and choose to interrupt their edu-
cation earlier than majority students (Valenta 2008). 
Despite the fact that minority students are ambitious 
and have a high motivation to succeed, it turns out 
that their learning outcomes are signifi cantly lower 
than ethnic Norwegian students’ outcomes (NOU 
2010: 7). A teacher attached to an adapted compul-
sory school programme for young refugees says the 
following about her students:

They have an intense desire to learn … and I am 
completely amazed when I see the transition from 
teaching unmotivated Norwegian young people to 
these very excited youngsters here. But it’s all about 
frameworks facilitating performance. The need for 
mastering, to master, is the same wherever you 
come from. But all my students have said what they 
want, and everyone wants to go more to school.3

Obviously, one needs more than motivation and 
ambition to be able to succeed in Norwegian schools. 
Many language minority students say that school 
was more diffi  cult than they had thought in advance; 
they experienced many subjects as problematic be-
cause the words and expressions used in the text-
books were diffi  cult to understand (Lødding 2009).

The transition from lower to upper secondary 
education is hard for all students, but especially for 
refugee students who come to Norway late in their 
educational career. Several reports indicate that 
young refugees frequently start in upper second-
ary school before their academic and language skills 
are good enough to follow upper secondary educa-
tion (NOU 2010: 7). To learn Norwegian as a second 
language so well that it can function as an adequate 
language for instruction will take fi ve to seven years 
(Cummins 2000). Children and young people learn 
relatively quickly to talk about everyday things in a 
new language, but it takes much longer before they 
have acquired the academic language and discourse 
that are required in the diff erent subjects taught at 
school. In order to succeed in school, minority stu-
dents need to learn more than a new language. They 
have to learn diff erent norms and forms of language 
and discourse (Pastoor 2008).

Furthermore, refugee students who have at-
tended school in their home country often have ex-
periences from an educational system that is very 
diff erent from the Norwegian system. Norwegian 
schools have a learning culture, which values that 

students actively contribute with their own ideas 
and refl ections. A teacher of newly arrived young 
refugees reports that they often struggle to adapt 
to the Norwegian culture of learning:

Most of them really like tasks that are very specif-
ic in which the response is measurable. For example, 
we have a boy who loves grammar, and that is be-
cause his grammar exercises until now have consist-
ed of fi lling in, such as the plural form of nouns. And 
once he knows how, then it is great fun to complete 
twenty such nouns. But if he has to write a little story, 
about something where you need to analyse, evalu-
ate and refl ect a little, and even worse if you need to 
use a little imagination too, then Norwegian is not so 
much fun anymore. It is too woolly.

Also, young refugees’ mental health may have 
consequences for their school functioning. Due to 
needs and concerns related to the migration proc-
ess, as well as traumatic experiences from before 
and during their fl ight, many young unaccompanied 
refugees struggle with anxiety, insomnia, night-
mares, restlessness and concentration diffi  culties 
(Bean 2006; Dittmann and Jensen 2010; Oppedal, 
Jensen and Seglem 2008). These symptoms, every 
so often resulting from a post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD), may lead to academic as well as social 
problems in school.

The educational, mental and emotional prob-
lems that unaccompanied refugee youths struggle 
with in school need to be taken seriously and fol-
lowed up by providing support on site and/or out-
side school. On site, the students may require sup-
port from the school nurse or the Educational Psy-
chology Services (Pedagogisk-psykologisk tjeneste, 
PPT). They also may be referred to the Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry Outpatient Clinic (Barne- og 
ungdomspsykiatrisk poliklinikk, BUP). However, the 
screening and follow-up by the Educational Psy-
chology Services are often unsatisfactory (Bengt-
son and Ruud 2007). 

The school as a place to be

Although unaccompanied refugee minors may 
struggle to adapt to the new conditions in their 
host society, as well as have to cope with their 
traumatic experiences from the past, they are al-
so normal children and adolescents who cannot ta-
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ke breaks from their lives and their development 
from childhood to adulthood (Bengtson and Ruud 
2007). Their new life in exile may time and again be-
come diffi  cult as these young people experience a 
number of critical transitions simultaneously. 

Three transitional processes, which are impor-
tant in relation to the role schools play, are empha-
sized here:

• A socialization process, i.e. the development 
from childhood to adulthood through inter-
action with other community members – 
both adults and peers – in order to acquire 
the expertise needed to become an active 
and independent participant in the commu-
nity and society they are part of.

• An integration process, i.e. the adaptation to 
their new life in Norway – a society with other 
demands concerning social, cultural and lan-
guage skills as the basis for interaction and 
inclusion.

• A recuperation process, i.e. the construction 
of a new and meaningful life in Norway after 
potentially traumatizing events from before 
and during the fl ight, as well as the mental 
strains that life in exile often brings about.

The many challenges that adjusting to a new life 
in an unfamiliar environment entails makes young 
refugees at times quite vulnerable – especially un-
accompanied refugee minors who do not have a 
family supporting them. Nevertheless, with support 
and help from signifi cant others, this critical phase 
of resettlement also provides opportunities for de-
velopment and mastery. A school environment that 
promotes learning, social inclusion and coherence in 
life gives refugee minors hope for a better future. 

The socialization process in school, involving 
the acquisition of skills essential to active participa-
tion in Norwegian society, also represents an inte-
gration process for refugee students. As processes 
of socialization and integration are more or less 
parallel processes in unaccompanied refugees’ en-
counters with Norwegian schools, they will be pre-
sented together in the next section.

An arena for socialization and integration 

Socialization refers to the process of interaction 
through which individuals acquire norms, beliefs 
and values characteristic of the community or so-

ciety they are part of. While the fi rst socialization, 
also called primary socialization, traditionally takes 
place in the family, children’s secondary socializa-
tion takes place in other arenas, such as school, the 
after-school programme and among peers. School 
plays a central role in unaccompanied minors’ ad-
justment to Norwegian society. Through interac-
tion with signifi cant others in the classroom and 
on the school grounds, refugee students appropri-
ate Norwegian norms and values. However, there 
may often be a signifi cant discrepancy between the 
knowledge and social and cultural norms that refu-
gee students acquire in Norwegian school and what 
was conveyed during their socialization at home.

Young refugees emphasize school as the cen-
tral place for meeting young Norwegians (Solberg 
1997). Nevertheless, it appears that students with 
minority backgrounds may often feel excluded 
at school, both inside and outside the classroom 
(Pastoor 2008; Sandbæk and Einarsson 2008). An 
unaccompanied African teenage girl, who recently 
started in the adapted compulsory education pro-
gramme, says that she does not have any Norwe-
gian friends, only a few friends of a non-Norwegian 
background:

I like to chat with friends, talking and laughing 
… If you take the bus with them [Norwegian peers], 
they do not like sitting next to you. Or if you have 
any questions, they will not answer you. They do not 
like us. Maybe because I do not speak Norwegian well 
enough.

The challenges young refugee students encoun-
ter in their social relations with Norwegian youths 
are also a topic of concern for their teachers, as the 
conversation below shows.

Teacher 1: And then, for the whole group, it is 
important to become part of a Norwegian youth 
setting, to have Norwegian friends and have a job. 
It is important for the cultural part, for language 
learning, for everything. There we see a big diff er-
ence between those who are involved in Norwe-
gian settings and those who are not.

Teacher 2: There is some scepticism both ways. 
But I see that it is important to have Norwegian 
friends.

Teacher 1: It is also important for them to be in 
contact with young people in order to understand a 
little more about who they are themselves, as many 
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of them come here and do not think of themselves 
as youth. They are adults in their own eyes, and at 
home they may even have worked for many years 
and have a diff erent perception of being eighteen.

It is important that young refugees get the op-
portunity to develop as normal children and adoles-
cents (Bengtson and Ruud 2007). Making friends, 
in school and beyond, will certainly enhance their 
psychosocial adaptation to the new society. 

A salutogenic arena 

In international research, school is not only em-
phasized as an important arena for learning and 
development for young refugees, but also as a salu-
togenic arena – an arena that supports their men-
tal health and well-being (Andersson et al. 2010; de 
Luna, 2009; Rutter 2006). 

“The salutogenic model”, which is concerned 
with the relationship between health, stress and 
coping, was introduced by medical sociologist Aar-
on Antonovsky (1987). According to Antonovsky, to 
be able to succeed in life despite anxieties and un-
certainties, it is essential to experience that one’s 
life “hangs together”, i.e. represents a coherent 
entity. In Antonovsky’s model, people’s sense of 
coherence consists of three components, i.e. com-
prehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness.

The prevalence of mental health problems, 
primarily related to post-traumatic stress, anxiety 
and depression, proves to be much higher among 
unaccompanied refugee minors than among refu-
gee children who come with their family (Derluyn 
2005). For refugee minors who have experienced 
uprooting as well as disruptions, it is of vital impor-
tance to develop a sense of coherence as well as a 
sense of belonging in their lives (Nordanger, Mjaa-
land and Lie 2006). Positive relationships in school, 
with teachers and peers, will positively contrib-
ute to young refugees’ experiences of belonging, 
identity and coherence in their new life. Moreover, 
attending school and having a purpose in life pro-
motes the development of young refugees’ coping 
skills and self-esteem. 

The school’s salutogenic role in the lives of refu-
gee children is in line with Article 39 of the UN Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, which states:

States Parties shall take all appropriate meas-
ures to promote physical and psychological recov-
ery and social reintegration of a child victim of: any 
form of neglect, exploitation or abuse; torture or 
any other form of cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment; or armed confl icts. Such 
recovery and reintegration shall take place in an 
environment which fosters the health, self-respect 
and dignity of the child.

Concluding remarks

Access to school, as a place to learn and a place to 
be, is essential to provide unaccompanied refugee 
children and youths with the opportunity to reach 
their full potential while fi nding their way in Norwe-
gian society. Even though refugee students show 
both high motivation and great eff orts in school, 
many fail to complete upper secondary education. 
In vocational training in particular, the dropout rate 
is high (Markussen, Frøseth and Sandberg 2011; 
NOU 2010: 7). 

Unaccompanied refugee minors are a vulner-
able group of students who need support in diff er-
ent ways to language minority students, who are 
Norwegians born to immigrant parents and receive 
all of their education in Norway. To avoid dropping 
out of upper secondary school, young refugees 
depend on getting support concerning academic 
as well as mental health issues. Furthermore, it is 
important to look more closely at measures that 
can promote social inclusion as young refugees 
often experience diffi  culties in becoming part of 
Norwegian peer groups. Struggling with both aca-
demic and social functioning at school may lead to 
problem behaviour and marginalization. Yet, inter-
national and national research emphasizes not at-
tributing a victim role to unaccompanied refugee 
minors; one should rather focus on their opportu-
nities as they prove to be resourceful children and 
adolescents (Eide and Broch 2010; Kohli 2007; de 
Luna 2009; Watters 2008).

Policymakers, educational authorities, schools 
and teachers face many challenges in providing 
adequate and equal education for unaccompanied 
refugee minors. However, in order to be able to 
succeed, it is important that the refugee minors’ 
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individual needs, as well as their resources, are tak-
en into account in school. Adopting a holistic view, 
supporting the whole child, exposes a need for a 
comprehensive approach to refugee schooling 
that takes into consideration refugee minors’ edu-
cational as well as psychosocial needs. Moreover, a 
comprehensive approach requires close coopera-
tion between those engaged in the various provi-
sions supporting young refugees – both at school 
and beyond.

In order to allow young unaccompanied refu-
gees to succeed in school, as well as to master 
their new life situation, their schooling has to take 
place within a comprehensive range of frameworks 
supporting their learning, development and well-
being. As one of the teachers said: “… it’s all about 
frameworks facilitating performance.”
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Endnotes

1While the Directorate of Immigration (UDI) has re-
sponsibility for the reception centres and units 
accommodating unaccompanied asylum seek-
ers aged 15 to 18, unaccompanied minors under 
15 years of age stay in separate care centres run 
by the Child Welfare Services. 

2Meanwhile, it is questioned whether the lack of a 
right to upper secondary education for asylum-
seeking minors without a residence permit is in 
accordance with the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (NOU 2010: 7, 318).

3The quotations cited in the article come from in-
terviews conducted in connection with the re-
search project Unaccompanied refugee minors 
resettling in Norway. Focusing on education, ac-
commodation and care provisions (FUS). Project 
leader: Lutine de Wal Pastoor. For more informa-
tion: http://www.nkvts.no/en/Pages/ProjectIn-
fo.aspx?prosjektid=1265

This article is an adapted English version of a 
chapter from a recently published Norwegian an-
thology on unaccompanied refugee minors: Lutine 
de Wal Pastoor (2012): Skolen – et sted å lære og 
et sted å være. In: Ketil Eide (Ed.), Barn på fl ukt. 
Psykososialt arbeid med enslige mindreårige fl ykt-
ninger (pp. 219–240). Oslo: Gyldendal Akademisk. 


