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Explicit and implicit norms in the classroom: When students with experiences of
displacement encounter the norms and values of the Swedish upper secondary school
system

Katarina Achala Nilsson

Departement of Education

Explicit and implicit norms in the classroom: When students with experiences of displacement encounter the norms
and values of the Swedish upper secondary school system

This paper presents an ethnographic classroom study about how pupils with refugee experiences meet Scandinavian norms
and values in a Swedish school. The aim was to analyze how students with refugee experiences create meaning in relation to
the school's explicit and implicit norms and values. Based on theories of Liminality, Intersectionality and Doing gender, the
study highlights the complex identity work and power relations that exist in classrooms shaped by cultural diversity and social
expectations. Experiencing a state of liminality is a situation in which migrants and refugees feel that they belong in two
different worlds, one representing their country of origin and the other representing their host country. Intersectionality and
Doing gender was used as an interpretative lens to analyze how power relations shaped their lives before, during, and after
their flight.

The study is based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted over a four-month period in two classes in the Language
Introduction Program, where most students had come to Sweden through forced migration. Classroom observations
provided opportunities to capture the students' perspectives on everyday interactions and norm negotiations. In addition, X
semi-structured interviews was conducted with pupils, which provided deeper insight into their experiences and perceptions
of what happened in the classroom. The data was analysed with the aid of Reflexive thematic analysis.

The findings show that there are three main recurring themes that prompts negotiations in the classroom. These themes are
related to issues concerning upbringing, religion, and racism. They describe situations where normative negotiations develop
in everyday classroom situations and how students react to these sensitive topics. A major issue seems to be how students
with refugee experiences navigate between different cultural contexts and identities, often characterized by feelings of
liminality. Concerning teachers, the findings emphasize the importance of pedagogical sensitivity and reflexivity when it
comes to dealing with moral and democratic values in multicultural classrooms. It also highlights the ethical complexities of
conducting research with vulnerable groups. For these pupils, school emerges as a central place for social belonging, offering
structure and security, but also presenting challenges where norms and values are reproduced and challenged. By highlighting
the voices of students, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of how education can support young people with
refugee backgrounds in their social and personal development, while challenging normative assumptions within the school
system.

The study also discusses concrete dilemmas that teachers face, such as how to teach core values without creating
polarization. It shows how schools function as places for both integration and identity formation — something that is central to
the Nordic welfare models. Scandinavian core values, such as democracy, equality, and human rights are negotiated in the
classroom, particularly in encounters between students from different cultural backgrounds and teachers who see themselves
as representatives of the majority society.



“Creating change is low-key my goal in this world” - Opportunities and constraints
in pedagogical municipal anti-racist youth work

Christopher Ali Thorén

Socialforvaltningen Nordost, Goteborgs Stad

This paper examines what it means for young people racialised as non-white and with a migration history to engage in anti-
racist work within a municipal context, and how such engagement can be understood in relation to culturally relevant
pedagogy and questions of equity in Nordic welfare settings. The study is based on a municipal initiative in which young
people (aged 15-25) are employed as ambassadors and youth leaders within the social services. Participants receive training
on racism and anti-racism and subsequently design and facilitate activities for other young people, following a “by youth, for
youth” approach.

Drawing on qualitative interviews with participating youth, project coordinators, municipal officials and local politicians, the
paper analyses the opportunities and constraints of municipally organised anti-racist youth work. Particular attention is paid to
how young people’s lived experiences, identities and local contexts are mobilised as pedagogical and social resources. In this
respect, the project is conceptualised as a form of compensatory pedagogy, grounded in negatively racialised young people’s
need for knowledge about their own experiences of marginalisation. This includes engagement with both contemporary and
historical forms of racism as a means of making sense of their lived realities. The pedagogy becomes compensatory insofar
as participants frequently express surprise at encountering such knowledge, questioning why these issues have not been

addressed within formal schooling.

In this sense, the case can be understood as an instance of culturally relevant pedagogy enacted outside the formal education
system, particularly in its emphasis on fostering critical consciousness, affirming identities and supporting meaningful
engagement. At the same time, it highlights how participants perceive mainstream schooling as insufficiently responsive to
their needs. The initiative occupies an intermediate position between traditions of Swedish popular education and municipally
organised training, while remaining outside the formal school system.

Preliminary findings point to a central tension between the project’s ambition to centre youth voices and enable meaningful
participation, and the institutional constraints of municipal governance, including budgetary limitations, organisational
mandates and restrictions on permissible activities. These tensions raise questions about the extent to which youth-led

initiatives can realise transformative participation within bureaucratic structures.

Drawing on theories of critical pedagogy, culturally relevant pedagogy, and youth marginalisation in territorially stigmatised
areas, the paper adopts a critical perspective on integration and segregation to analyse the spaces created by the project as

complementary sites of learning, where such pedagogical principles are enacted through peer-based education, community
engagement, and the development of critical awareness.

The paper contributes to discussions on how culturally relevant approaches may be adapted to Nordic contexts when
working with negatively racialised youth with a migration history. By examining a case outside the formal school system but
closely connected to broader educational and social policy objectives, it highlights both the potential and limitations of
municipal youth initiatives in addressing inequality, fostering engagement, and strengthening young people’s sense of

belonging and agency in segregated urban environments.



Everyday racism in Sweden’s diverse schools: Children and young people’s
experiences and educational practices

Hassan Sharif

Uppsala University

This study highlights how racism forms part of everyday life for many children in Swedish schools and presents a key
challenge for school social work. Racism requires constant ‘doing’ to be sustained; it is something that is reproduced through
the way we structure our daily lives and our institutions (Goldberg, 2001; Essed, 2008). Research shows that children are
subjected to discrimination and racism by both their peers and staff, which often leads to mental ill-health and reduced trust in
societal institutions (Lundstrém, 2021; Katzin, 2021; Pérez-Aronsson, 2019). The study problematises phenomena such as a
‘colour-blind” attitude among adults, which renders structural injustices invisible and prevents children from receiving the
support they need. The study emphasises the importance of moving away from individual solutions towards a power-critical
and knowledge-based perspective that actively counteracts the effects of racism and advocates an anti-racist and culturally
relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995). The study draws on several interlinked theoretical perspectives to understand
racism as part of everyday school life. A key premise is that racism is understood as a social problem and as the result of
discursive, social and material practices (Goldberg, 1990, 2001). These practices naturalise a division of people into racialised
categories based on physical markers, notions of incompatible ethnic or religious differences, and historically conditioned
ideas used to normalise an unequal distribution of resources in society (Hall, 2020). Another key starting point is ethno-racial
socialisation (Hughess, et al. 2006). In this study, ethnicity and race are regarded as structuring dimensions in society that
influence children’s identity formation (Yue & de los Reyes, 2024). Children are socialised into these norms through language,
the media and interactions with significant adults (Soffer-Elnekave et al. 2020). The study is based on qualitative semi-
structured interviews with student, teachers, school staff in upper secondary school in the greater Stockholm areas,
conducted 2026. The data has been analysed thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The study is approved by the Swedish
Ethical Review Authority (reference number: 2025-03609-01). The findings highlight how children encounter racist
structures at an early age and how this affects their identity formation and view of society. They identify racism as a
pervasive everyday experience for many children and young people in Sweden and one of the most pressing challenges for
school social work. School is identified as the place where children are most at risk of being subjected to racism. This is not
just a matter of isolated incidents, but of normalised racist language and recurring abuse. Ethnicity and religion are the most
common causes of harassment in school, and many pupils feel that they do not receive help from staff. The study also
highlights a structural invisibility of racism, where racism is often viewed as individual incidents rather than the result of
social and material practices that create inequality. We would like to discuss our current ideas on how schools can address
racism, whilst engaging with culturally relevant pedagogy.



Intergenerational experiences of racism: an intersectional study in a segregated
urban context

Anja Norell

Stockholm University, institution for child and youth studies

Research has shown that children in Sweden are exposed to various forms of racism from an early age, and international
studies have highlighted the important role of parents in helping children and youth understand ethno-racial norms in society
and handle experiences of racism. At the same time, there is a lack of clear focus — both in Swedish and international
research — on how children, youth and parents mutually co-construct meaning around racism in everyday life and over time,
and how these processes are shaped by their social positionalities. My doctoral thesis therefore explores intergenerational
experiences and meaning-making around racism between youth, aged 15 to 25, and their parents, with particular attention to
how these processes are influenced by socioeconomic and demographic conditions in a segregated urban context. The focus
is on understandings, negotiations and dynamics within the family in relation to different expressions of racism. Drawing on
40 conducted individual and family interviews, the project analyzes how the positionalities of youth and parents—particularly
in relation to racialization, class, gender, place of residence, and migration background—shape how racism is understood and
negotiated across generations. The project is expected to generate new insights into how racism is understood and negotiated
through intergenerational dynamics within families, and is of relevance for the development of societal strategies aimed at
countering racism and its consequences for children, youth, and parents.



Community pedagogy and/or Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

David Gunnarsson

Sodertorn University

This presentation draws on insights from a pilot study based on interviews with two headteachers at recently established
upper secondary schools. Focusing on the local community as an educational resource, identity texts, and educational
leadership, the pilot explored pedagogical practices and perspectives on students’ needs. These insights inform a larger
research project, currently seeking funding, centred on one of the schools and its surrounding community.

The project addresses a gap in research on how newly established schools in structurally disadvantaged areas foster both
integration and academic achievement. It investigates how an upper secondary school in a suburb north of Stockholm,
through everyday institutional and relational practices, co-produces forms of social participation in collaboration with families
and local actors. Empirically, the study combines ethnographic fieldwork with participatory action research, including a
research circle with educators, to analyse and further develop inclusive practices in a marginalised urban context.

By conceptualising schools as active agents within local communities, the project responds to the underexplored role of
educational institutions in processes of social participation. Moving beyond views of schools as isolated organisations, it
adopts a relational perspective that situates educational practices within local social, spatial, and institutional dynamics. This is
particularly relevant in the context of increasing educational and residential segregation in Sweden.

The project challenges deficit-oriented frameworks by examining how relationships, expectations, and collaborations between
schools, families, and community actors may reproduce or transform inequalities. Viewing the school as a node within a local
educational ecosystem, it generates knowledge on how school-community collaboration can foster cohesion, participation,
and belonging.

The presentation asks whether engaging with the local community can be understood as culturally relevant pedagogy. It also
draws on community pedagogy, emphasising collaboration, reciprocity, and connections between classroom instruction and
local contexts, and explores how these perspectives can enrich each other.
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