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Democracy and education in a multicultural Scandinavia: what
mandate is designated to educators?

Heidi Biseth*

Oslo University College, Faculty of Education and International Studies, PO Box 4 St. Olavs
plass, N-0130 Oslo, Norway

This paper investigates how education legislation in Denmark, Norway and
Sweden define democracy, especially in relation to a complex society with diverse
linguistic, religious and cultural practices. What tasks are assigned to educators
through education policy documents pertaining to democratic values? The
analysis points out that the designated mandate is normative and emphasizes the
political nature of education. Furthermore, there is room for improvement in
democratic features of education systems in Scandinavia.

Denne artikkelen underseker hvordan lovverket og tilherende regelverk i
Danmark, Norge og Sverige definerer demokrati, spesielt relatert til et komplekst
samfunn med ulike sprak, religioner og kulturelle praksiser. Hvilke oppgaver
relatert til demokratiske verdier er gitt til larere gjennom de politiske
dokumentene? Analysen viser at mandatet gitt er normativt og understreker
utdanningens politiske natur. Videre er det rom for forbedring av de demokratiske
aspektene i1 utdanningssystemene i Skandinavia.

Keywords: democracy; citizenship education; multicultural education;
Scandinavia

Introduction

In Intercultural Education, Volume 19, Number 2, Mandt (2008) contributed an essay
entitled ‘The quality framework in Norway’. This essay was placed under the section
on examples of best practice. Mandt’s essay focused on Norwegian education legisla-
tion pertaining to the importance of social and cultural competence, facilitation of
inclusive education, pupil participation, promotion of democratic virtues and skills,
etc. However, the paper simply quoted policy documents, listed political ideals and
omitted any ‘actual practices’ taking place in everyday school life. Furthermore, only
some of the legislation was used, making Mandt’s analysis primarily prescriptive in
nature.

This paper focuses on a more critical and comparative analysis of the Education
Acts and legislative regulations in three Scandinavian countries. This analysis inves-
tigates what kind of democratic assignment the education sector is given in Scandinavia,
especially in relation to the multicultural environments in which they operate.1 This
task is undertaken by analysing education legislation and legislative regulations in
Denmark, Norway and Sweden. Using a comparative design enables the author to locate
points of commonalities and differences in education objectives (Stromquist 2002). In
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addition, experiences drawn from each country can be useful and benefit the others.
Why choose to compare the Scandinavian countries? Scandinavian countries share a
number of characteristics: historical, political, societal, cultural and linguistic. This
makes a comparison possible, based on roughly equivalent standards, while also noting
that they have unique and different traits. Furthermore, some researchers (e.g. Ball and
Larsson 1989; Wiborg 2004) argue that political tendencies in Scandinavian countries
are factors that have contributed to an unusually extensive comprehensive and unified
school system in all three countries. In addition, Denmark, Norway and Sweden are
countries that often use similar models, perform relatively well and similarly on the
PISA test (OECD 2007), and frequently compare themselves with each other.

According to Torney-Purta (2002), an ideal type of civic education in a democracy
should enable students to acquire knowledge about the political system, recognize the
strengths and challenges of democracy, the rights and duties of a democratic citizen,
and prepare students to participate in respectful discussions about important and
potentially controversial issues. Scandinavian societies have historically used the
schooling system as a means of instruction and transmitter of democratic values and
practices (Jacobsen et al. 2004). As a result of immigration, school environments have
become increasingly complex, especially in urban areas of Scandinavia, thus creating
unique challenges to democratic values, which are put to the test when the majority
meets the ‘foreigners’ (Honig 2001; Kymlicka 2001). Approximately 10% of students
in the compulsory grades in Denmark and Norway have a mother tongue other than
the national language (Undervisningsministeriet 2008; Statistisk Sentralbyra 2007).
The number in Sweden is approximately 16% (Skolverket 2008). Most of these
students have immigrant backgrounds, as a result of parents’ moving either for labour
purposes (e.g. Turkey and Pakistan) or as refugees (e.g. the Balkans, Somalia, Iraq,
Iran, Afghanistan). The unified school systems make sure that all students, regardless
of differences in socio-economic, cultural, linguistic or religious backgrounds, attend
public schools.

Some theoretical underpinnings

The following discussion is based on some tendencies in the current debate on democ-
racy, education and multiculturalism. The selection of theoretical approaches is the
author’s, and not based on the background of the legislation.

Held (2006) describes democracy as a multifaceted concept based on a history of
both the celebration of the end of random rule and an anxiety that democracy could
mean rule by a mob. The guarantee of basic rights equally to all citizens, whether
belonging to a minority or to a majority in society, constitutes the bedrock of a demo-
cratic system (Beetham and Boyle 1995; Held 2006). This is one of the underlying
commonalities present in many definitions of the concept. Furthermore, Torres (1998)
makes a clarifying division between democracy as a ‘method’ and democracy as
‘content’. Democracy as a method is concerned with the governance and distribution
of power, because it involves political representation, voting and elections. The
system of free elections functions as a corrective to those in power. This is similar to
Held’s description of democracy as ‘an end’, i.e. democratic politics as a means of
protecting citizens from arbitrary rule (Held 2006). Democracy as content, according
to Torres, involves citizens’ participation in public affairs and thus implies that the
people have power to take part in decisions regarding their own lives in the wider soci-
ety (Torres 1998). In other words, participation in both political and social life is
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important for its own sake, and thus democracy is a means of self-realization (Biesta
2006; Held 20006).

In a deliberative model, political actors not only express preferences and interest.
They also engage with one another regarding how to balance these under circum-
stances of inclusive equality. A sense of equality is fundamental to democracy. People
must believe that their voices will be heard, and they must be able to communicate
effectively (Noddings 2007). Communication is thus an aspect of democratic life, and
the development of communicative and linguistic skills is imperative in order to gain
equal capability for public functioning (Englund 2000).

A key issue in democratic societies concerns the relationship between democracy
and inclusion. The latter is described by several as the possible core value of democ-
racy (e.g. Allan 2003; Biesta 2007; Gundara 2000). The very language of inclusion
suggests that someone is including someone else. It also suggests that someone is
setting the terms for inclusion and that it is for those who wish to be included to meet
those terms (Biesta 2007). A major strength of democracy lies in how it is able to cope
with these tensions and foster community bonds (Amadeo et al. 2002).

The Scandinavian countries claim to have established strong democratic traditions.
Democratic societies tend to emphasize education as a tool for the strengthening of
democracy by preparing the young for their future roles as citizens (Biesta 2006;
Howe and Covell 2005; Osler and Starkey 2005). Schools are the institutions in which
children first develop their ideas about the rights and responsibilities of citizenship
(Howe and Covell 2005). Furthermore, education enables a broadening of people’s
understanding of others through acquired knowledge, which is crucial in the develop-
ment of a democratic society and culture (Held 2006). Harber (2004) claims that
democracy and peace are the fundamental goals of education and that development of
the appreciation of diversity and acceptance of the inherent humanity of all individuals
are important elements of citizenship education. In addition, Banks (2005) indicates
that democracy is concerned with attitudes, values and behaviours. He also describes
‘effective’ citizens in diverse democratic societies as those who have positive attitudes
and behaviours toward individuals from different racial, ethnic, social class and
language groups, and participate in equal-status contact situations with them.

Biesta (2006) emphasizes that schools can neither create nor save democracy, only
support societies in their democratic endeavours. Democracy is a task for education,
a challenging task that is given to educators, and towards which educators, schools
and other education institutions have to aspire (Biesta 2006). Cultural differences can
be democratically acknowledged only on the basis of social equality and the protec-
tion of security and rights for all (Olssen, Codd, and O’Neill 2004).

Kjellin and Stier (2008) claim that the Swedish National Curriculum stipulates a
set of ‘fundamental values’ for elementary education, assigning schools the task of
educating ‘democratic citizens’. Students are to be equipped with the tools necessary
for dealing with the attitudes and values connected with citizenship. Bergesen (2006)
claims that the Human Rights framework is acknowledged as the framework in which
all Norwegian schools have to operate. This is in line with, for instance, Osler and
Starkey (2005) and Beetham and Boyle (1995), who emphasize the strong relationship
between human rights and democracy, as interdependent and mutually reinforcing
factors.

Olssen, Codd, and O’Neill (2004) stress the pivotal role of education in the
construction of a democratic society. In addition, education plays a significant role in
the maintenance of democracy. We are not inherently democratic. This is a role that
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needs to be learned. Therefore, how democracy is described in national legislation and
legislative regulations reflects what kind of democratic assignment the education
sector is given.

Methodological issues

The author has chosen to examine official legal texts, i.e. the Education Act(s) in each
country and the legislative regulations2 belonging to these Acts. The rationale for this
sample is an assumption that legislative policy documents usually have a greater
impact on everyday school life, as there may be judicial consequences if they are not
complied with. Legal texts, as any other policy documents, are not unproblematic and
often have an interesting story of how they came to be (Yang 2007). However, the
quest is to determine the de facto democratic nature of the assignment given through
the existing texts. Therefore, the background of each policy document has not been
investigated. Furthermore, policies are never static or permanent, and they are only
valid in certain contexts and within certain periods of time (Arnove 2003;Yang 2007).
The sample of policy documents analysed in this research is stated in the Appendix.

Four themes have been chosen to be used as lenses in analysing the policy docu-
ments in question, because they capture some essential features in all the three
national Education Acts and in the national curricula. The four themes are ‘Access to
education’, ‘Language’, ‘Religion’ and ‘Participation’. They will be presented in
separate paragraphs with a small introduction discussing the relevance and justifica-
tion for this topic as a theme in this research. In addition, these themes contain an
aspect of knowledge acquisition and an aspect of skills acquisition. Furthermore, this
will enable us to understand the difference between education for democracy, i.e.
preparations, knowledge and skills, and education through democracy, i.e. both
teachers and students in school acting democratically in relation to each other and
displaying democratic attitudes (Biesta 2003).

Access to education

Public or civic tolerance, literacy and other values required for democratic functioning
are often values conveyed through the education system. If education is to play a role
in the support of democracy (Biesta 2006) and if there is a place for citizenship educa-
tion (Howe and Covell 2005; Osler and Starkey 2005), access to education is essential
to the development of democratic features.

All three countries have a system of free public schools. All children from age 6
or 7 to 16 must receive education which is to be individually adjusted for every
student. Tracking® usually starts after compulsory schooling. Both Denmark and
Sweden have a system of nine years of compulsory schooling in addition to access to
upper secondary education. In Denmark, access to upper secondary education as a
preparation for higher education, the Gymnasium, is based on sufficient qualifications
gained through the compulsory schooling system. Teachers and counsellors are the
ones who assess whether they believe the student is qualified for this education track.
If their assessment is negative, the student may opt for a 10th year, choose a voca-
tional track or her/himself apply to take an entrance exam to the Gymnasium. In this
situation, Danish students are very dependent on their educators to enter further
education. All students in Norway have a legal right to free upper secondary educa-
tion. They have to apply for further education themselves and do not need permission
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from teachers, parents or the school once they are over 15 years of age (cf. Conven-
tion of the Rights of the Child). Admission is based on grades, but immigrant students
with only a few years in the Norwegian education system may apply within a partic-
ular quota and gain admission with lower grades than the norm. In Sweden, all
students are entitled to upper secondary education if they have results above the
national minimum. This is sometimes difficult for students with an immigrant back-
ground, and they may enter individual programmes or risk not receiving any upper
secondary education at all.

Adults or newly arrived immigrants are entitled to basic education, i.e. 9-10 years
of schooling. This is recognized as a necessity for functioning in Scandinavian soci-
eties. Therefore, those that have not received compulsory schooling in their country
of origin are entitled to this. In Norway and Sweden, this is provided free of charge in
public schools. In Denmark, it is not necessarily free. Promoting basic education is
done in order to help adults without education and newly arrived immigrants with
limited education to access work and enable them to take responsibility for themselves
in society. Sweden emphasizes the democratic aspect of teaching adults by stating that
the activities within this kind of education have to be in accordance with basic demo-
cratic values such as respect for the value of each individual. Teachers have to
promote equality between men and women, and actively work against racist behaviour
(Skollagen 1985).

The indigenous Sami* population exists in both Norway and Sweden, and they
have access to schools with Sami as the language of instruction and a curriculum
adjusted to their situation of having to learn two languages (i.e. Sami and Norwegian
or Sami and Swedish). Educational legislation protects their distinctive cultural
features, history and language, hence valuing the diversity among the majority
population and the indigenous population (Opplaringsloven 1998; Skollagen 1985).

Language

There are several ways of approaching the issue of language related to multicultural-
ism in a democratic society. An obvious strategy is to emphasize the necessity of
learning the national language(s). The education acts and national curricula in all three
Scandinavian countries emphasize the importance of Danish, Norwegian or Swedish
as subjects in school — for all students. These subjects promote language as a basis for
personal and cultural development, the development of social competence, increasing
the ability to understand democracy, and for democratic participation. Students are to
be empowered to participate in discussions and state their own opinions. Furthermore,
good oral, writing and reading skills in these national languages are described as
necessary for active social engagement and functioning in working life. All in all, the
description of these subjects occupies large spaces in the national curricula, which
signals the significance ascribed to them. Interestingly, the subjects are described as
important factors in the development of national citizens and as carriers of the national
cultural heritage, not merely instruments of communication.

Danish and Swedish are supposed to be offered as a second language to students
who have another mother tongue. According to Danish policies, this is to be taught in
separate classes only if the students are not able to follow regular classes because of
lack of linguistic competence in Danish, i.e. this subject is to be offered to support the
development of Danish linguistic skills, not skills in the mother tongue. Furthermore,
this subject is to promote the use of Danish language and understanding of Danish
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culture and society. Once the student has sufficient Danish linguistic skills, the subject
is no longer offered. Furthermore, the legislation recommends, not demands, the use
of specially trained teachers. In Sweden, the director of each school has to decide on
the need to teach Swedish as a second language, and if taught, it is to replace regular
Swedish as a subject. Hence, the students may take this subject throughout compul-
sory education. Another option is for the students to choose this subject instead of
other foreign languages. In general, Swedish teachers have to be sufficiently qualified
for the subjects they teach, but it is not mentioned whether they have to have particular
education training to teach Swedish as a second language.

From 1987 to 2007, Norwegian as a second language was a subject in Norwegian
primary schools. The students could be evaluated in this subject after grade 10 and, in
the beginning, this plan had similarities with enrichment models for bilingual educa-
tion, in many ways also similar to the current situation for the Sami students in
Norway. In 2007, Norwegian as a second language was replaced by a plan called
Basic Norwegian for students with a linguistic minority background. This implies that
the students should leave the plan as soon as possible, and there is no final evaluation
in Basic Norwegian. Minority students are supposed to pass their exams at the same
time and at the same level as students with Norwegian as their first language (F.
Aarsather, personal communication, September 17, 2008).

Linguistic competence in national language is considered important in the demo-
cratic societies of Scandinavia. How is this implemented when students have a
mother tongue other than the national language? The policy of Norway is to provide
education through the mother tongue if the student does not know Norwegian.
A relatively rapid development of Norwegian linguistic skills is assessed by the
Parliament as a means of integration. Therefore, students receive strengthened teach-
ing in the Norwegian language. Once students have mastered Norwegian to a certain
degree, they follow the regular classes. Furthermore, this is only available if there are
qualified teachers in the school or municipality and for a limited time. Sweden does
not offer education through the mother tongue per se, but students are offered the
opportunity to study their own language as a subject as long as several students (and
their parents) request it and a qualified teacher is accessible. It is also a voluntary
subject, which implies thatit does not necessarily have high status. Denmark
promotes bilingual competence in its policy documents and describes the importance
of knowing the language, culture and society in both the country of origin and
Denmark. Mother tongue education is a subject that is to support cultural diversity
and international understanding. However, this subject is only offered to students who
have parents from other countries within the European Union, EEA’ countries, the
Faroe Islands or Greenland. Furthermore, it is only to be offered if the same language
is demanded by 12 or more students (and their parents) in a municipality and a quali-
fied teacher is available. It is quite interesting that this subject is not considered of
importance, given the relatively large population of immigrants from countries
outside the above-mentioned countries. The author would suggest that support of
cultural diversity and international understanding are important skills for all citizens
in a democracy.

All Scandinavian countries teach English as a foreign language. Moreover, a second
foreign language is considered important, usually in secondary schools. The subject
‘foreign languages’ is given as a means of increasing linguistic and intercultural compe-
tence, a requirement in a globalized world. What languages are offered? Denmark,
Norway and Sweden have similar policies here: French, German and Spanish are the
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main languages taught. In Sweden, it is possible for students to choose their mother
tongue as a foreign language if they have already received education in that language,
and if a sufficient number of students request it. In Norway, the schools have to
offer French, German, Spanish or Russian, but can also offer any other language as a
foreign language. The main immigrant languages such as Arabic, Vietnamese, Punjabi,
Turkish, etc are, if offered at all, only offered to those who already speak them, not to
students with Danish, Norwegian or Swedish as their mother tongue. This sends a signal
on the part of politicians in the Scandinavian countries as to what kinds of languages
are considered valuable (Biseth 2009).

Religion

Religion is a concept rarely used in relation to democracy, except for freedom of reli-
gion as a human right (United Nations 1948), and human rights are an important
aspect of democracy in Scandinavia (Bergesen 2006). However, this is of specific
interest in the Scandinavian context, as all three countries have a long history of state
religions and have given religion a particular place in the national education legisla-
tions and national curricula. How do education policies manage to cope with the diver-
sity of world views in these countries?

The subject of religion tends to cover much of the ‘multicultural understanding’ in
Scandinavian policies, hence making the subject important for investigation when
discussing democracy in a complex society. The purpose of teaching Christianity as a
subject in Danish compulsory education includes: to enhance the students’ under-
standing of the religious dimension in the life of each individual; to access knowledge
about the particular space of Christianity in Danish history and society; to enable
students to express and discuss their own and other’s world views; and to come to
grips with diversity in society. The same goals apply to the compulsory subject
Religion in the Gymnasium. Despite these good intentions, Christianity and Christian
values have a hegemonic status. Furthermore, it is possible to be exempted from the
subject Christianity if parents meet the Director, who will advise on the consequences
of the exemption, and if parents agree to address the religious education of the student
themselves.

Until August 2008, Norway had a subject entitled Christianity, Religion and
Ethics, and promoted the view that this was a subject where all religions and world
views were treated in an equal way. All students were expected to take part in such a
balanced and neutral subject — the intention was not to allow ‘opt-outs’. A verdict by
the European Court of Human Rights® has contributed to a recent change in the way
the subject is taught. The title of the subject has been changed to Religion, World
Views and Ethics. Exemption from certain practices in a// compulsory subjects is now
possible if parents and students feel they contradict their own values. Christianity
continues to constitute a central part of the curriculum, which in itself is not necessar-
ily problematic, but Christian values are regarded as the spine of the Norwegian
education system, as the Education Act makes clear that the purpose of education is
to, in collaboration and understanding with the parents, give the child a Christian and
moral upbringing (emphasis added) (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2004).

In Sweden, religion is not a separate subject, but part of a block of topics together
with geography, history and social science. Lutheran Protestantism is not given prior-
ity except to explain its influence on Swedish history and society. One purpose is to
understand and reflect upon one’s own life and environment, promote an open
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discussion about issues related to belief and world views, and to problematize basic
democratic values. Interestingly, exemption from the topic is not discussed. This
could be because this subject is assessed to be fundamental in a diverse society and
important in combating prejudice and racism.

National history and legislation tend to relate to religion in a particular way:
by conveying national ‘heritage’ and values. In all three countries, Christianity (or
Lutheran Protestantism) occupies a significant place, but education legislation differs.
In the present study, it seems that this is one of the subjects where the three countries
deviate the most in their politics.

Participation

Democracy involves citizens’ participation in public affairs and thus implies that
people have an ability to take part in decisions regarding their own lives and within
the wider society (Torres 1998; Olssen, Codd, and O’Neill 2004). According to Beane
and Apple (2008), a hallmark for schools in democratic societies involves structures
and processes which create possibilities of participating in collaborative planning and
decision making that affects the pupils’ lives. Participation is also related to personal
development of skills, e.g. openness, discussion, critical judgment and explanation of
conclusions.

Analysis of policy documents shows that all three Scandinavian countries have
legislation with a strong emphasis on democratic values as the foundation of educa-
tion. A common aim is to create active and participatory citizens. Knowledge about
democracy, democratic structures and institutions, elections, individual rights and
duties is considered an important part of the education mandate. Furthermore, the
schools are considered important arenas in which young people can gain experience
of participation. In addition, students are to be empowered to choose further education
and vocations, and hence empowered to influence their own lives. All countries have
legislation which secures students the right to counselling and advice according to
their academic results and occupational aspirations, and receive information about
working life.

A particular brand of participation in Scandinavian schools is through different
governing bodies. Both Denmark and Norway have legislation related to students’
participation in the running of the school through School Boards.” Additionally,
students in Denmark have a right to establish a Student Council to discuss issues of
significance to the students. This has been developed further in Norway, as all schools
must have Student Councils, and a curriculum is set up for a subject related to this
from grades 8 to 10. This subject aims to develop an understanding of democracy and
democratic participation with the intention of contributing to active participation in
society. Sweden has legislation promoting Class Councils. All students are members
and are supposed to discuss with their teacher issues of importance to them. At first
glance, the policy of student participation in different bodies and councils seems to
reflect high levels of democratic participation. However, what is decisive in this is
what issues the students actually can decide on and to what extent they are allowed to
influence the schools and lectures they attend. Furthermore, it is of interest to what
extent the student representatives in the different bodies are representative of the
actual student population in each school, e.g. gender, religious background, linguistic
background and age. This cannot be revealed through analysing policies but must be
investigated further through practice in schools.
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The above-mentioned issues relating to participation are not restricted to schools
with a high percentage of immigrant students. They relate to all students, irrespective
of background. However, students with an immigrant background may need more
support than others to be able to participate owing to linguistic obstacles, lack of
knowledge about educational and vocational opportunities, etc. Although all students
are to receive counselling about future education and job possibilities, support to
participate in other ways in everyday school life is not mentioned specifically for
this group in the legislation. Then it becomes questionable whether students with an
immigrant background have possibilities of developing their participatory skills
within the education system equal to those who master both the language and the
system.

Conclusion

Education is fundamentally political in nature, and there is a continuing need to
examine and challenge content and form. All decisions in the education sector carry
ideological and philosophical weight, and these are in turn communicated to the
students, either directly or indirectly (Nieto 2004). Through this analysis of the Scan-
dinavian legislation, the immediate impression is that ‘ideal civic education’ is the
mandate in the education sector, somewhat similar to what Mandt (2008) describes.
Although the Scandinavian countries have education legislation strongly promoting
issues of democracy and multiculturalism to a large extent, there is still room for
improvement.

Some education policies show signs of what Banks (2005) calls a ‘mainstream-
centric curriculum’. Gender equality is emphasized in Scandinavian legislation, and
human rights are mentioned as core values. However, other forms of diversity, e.g.
cultural and linguistic, are not visible as core values in what is supposedly an inclusive
education system. The author would claim that this prevents all the students from
learning about valuable alternative perspectives. Furthermore, this may marginalize
the experiences and cultures of minorities. The current analysis shows that the
Scandinavian democratic ideal is part of the mandate given to the education sector.
However, this does not reflect the diversity of the population. Hence, there are still a
number of significant issues to be discussed in order to improve the democratic char-
acter of education systems. Moreover, official documents are not necessarily represen-
tative of what is going on in the classroom, and further investigation on how the
mandate is practised by the Scandinavian educators is necessary.

Notes

1. The concept ‘multicultural’ in this paper is used to describe the diversity of the pupils’
backgrounds, e.g. linguistic and religious.

2. National curricula tend to constitute part of the legislative regulations.

3. Tracking in this text refers to the point where students specialize in different streams, e.g.
vocational education, academic education.

4. The Sami are recognized as an indigenous population. They live in the northern part of
Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia.

5. European Economic Area: EU and Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein.

6. The European Court of Human Rights has ruled against Norway in this. See Folgere and
others — Norway (No 15472/07) Judgment 29.6.2007 [GC].

7. A School Board usually consists of representatives from the school staff, representatives
from parents and representatives from the students.
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