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This diploma project is an exploration of the 
landscape within Norwegian language education 
for immigrants. It takes a critical look at the 
ongoing political developments in Norway and 
suggests a way to address these changes within 
existing education services.

This report takes up some of the background and 
research for this project and will talk you through 
the final design delivery. It is intended less as 
a showcasing of the final delivery, and more as 
an argumentation for a new approach to service 
development in language education. 
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A WORLD 
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a. 
The UN has divided 
the world in to 8 
regions according to the 
Sustainable Development 
Goals. The regions are: 
Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Oceania, Northern Africa 
& Western Asia, Northern 
America, Latin America 
& the Carribean, Europe, 
Eastern & South-Eastern 
Asia and Central & 
Southern Asia

Im
ages by skalgubbar.se
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This year, the United Nations estimated 
the total number of international migrants 
worldwide to be over 272 million people1. 
82 million of them live in Europe. That is 
the largest share of any of the UN’s 8 inter-
national regionsa. The reason this number 
is so high is largely due to the Schengen 
Agreement, which allows free flow of of 
people across borders, making it easy and 
appealing to migrate for many2. Another 
more recent and far less uplifting cause is 
the still ongoing Syrian civil war, which to-
wards its peak in 2015 caused millions of 
people to flee their homes and seek refuge3. 
All in all, international migrants, regard-
less of their background, make up roughly 
11% of Europe’s total population as of 2019.

In Norway that percentage is even higher, at 
14.4%. The majority of immigrants in Nor-
way are what we call “voluntary migrants” 
- for instance, people who have chosen to 
migrate for for better work opportunities 
or for family reasons. 

In Europe, almost half of all migrants come 
from other European countries. Poland, 
Lithuania and Sweden top the charts in 
Norway4.
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b. 
" If you try to say 
something in Norwegian 
to them, and they see 
that you struggle, they so 
quickly change to English 
that you don’t even have a 
chance to practice." 
- Masha

“Everyone in Norway 
speaks English quite 
well, and that has been 
a problem. Even when 
I do speak Norwegian, 
I try, people will switch 
to English because my 
pronunciation is not good, 
so it’s much faster to have 
a conversation in English, 
or in order to connect." 
- Morgan

12

LOST IN 
TRANSLATION

There are many reasons why immigrants do 
not learn Norwegian. It can be difficult to 
find time or it may be too expensive. Some 
spend as much as 40 000 NOK (~4000€) on 
professionally taught courses7. This is an 
investment not everyone can afford. Often 
there is no strict need for people to learn 
Norwegian. Most Norwegians speak En-
glish, and in many workplaces English is 
the operating language. Immigrants who 
try to initiate conversations in Norwegian 
will often experience that Norwegians 
quickly switch to English in an effort to 
ease the flow of the conversationb.

Overall, Norway performs quite well when 
it comes to the integration of immigrants. 
According to the OECD, Norway scores 
above average in most categories, from 
employment to housing to health. Howev-
er, there is one category in which Norway 
scores far below average: language profi-
ciency. Less than half of immigrants report 
advanced language skills in Norwegian. 
This ranks Norway bottom fifth (out of 28), 
only followed by Cyprus, Latvia, Malta and 
Estonia5. In fact, about 1 in every 4 immi-
grants report that their Norwegian skills 
are on a novice level or lower6.
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c. 
“I don’t expect to get a job 
before I know Norwegian. 
Because when you look 
for positions here, and 
big companies, they all 
need Norwegian and that’s 
obvious for me. So, I don’t 
plan on looking, maybe 
if I find something with 
English, but there is a 1% 
chance.” -Masha

«After 2 years when I 
was going to look for 
work - then I saw it as a 
big obstacle that I didn't 
know Norwegian. I got 
a lot more rejections 
writing in English than 
when I started writing in 
Norwegian" - Renata

" You get them right 
back with the courses 
when they lose their 
job. They need to know 
more Norwegian." - Ellen 
Røst, Senior Advisor,  
IMDi (Directorate for 
integration & diversity)
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It may seem like learning Norwegian is not 
all that important, and certainly does not 
warrant the price tag that is attached to a 
serious language education. However, not 
knowing Norwegian has a profound effect 
on people’s everyday lives. Despite Norwe-
gian society being characterised as a pro-
gressive and inclusive society, not knowing 
the language can be a huge obstacle. 

In the labour market people who send out 
applications in English are far less likely 
to be invited for an interview than if they 
write in Norwegian, even if the position it-
self does not require Norwegian language 
skills. Employers also state that communi-
cative skills in Norwegian are an important 
criterion when downsizing their staff8. Not 
knowing Norwegian makes it more diffi-
cult to find work, keep work, and negotiate 
working conditionsc. 

Although work is one of the primary con-
cerns for most people, lack of language 
affects people in many more ways, first 
and foremost their sense of belonging. 
Language is one of the key markers of in-
tegration, and not knowing the local lan-
guage can make you feel like a stranger in a 
country you consider your home. Through 
my conversations with immigrants I heard 
many different thoughts on this experience 
of “not feeling at home”. Some described 
it as a sort of limbo, disconnected from to 
their country of origin, while at the same 
time not a part of Norwegian society. Oth-
ers described their sense of belonging and 
identity as a growing mass, picking up bits 
and pieces along the way, resulting in a het-
erogeneous blend of the cultures and plac-
es they have lived in throughout their life. 
Others again said they were in constant 
flux, their sense of belonging changing 
from day to day. One day they might feel 
entirely Norwegian, other days not at all.

Clearly, language plays an important role 
in the life of migrants both practically and 
emotionally.
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I feel like when you come to a different country 
you’re sort of always in between. Always. Like here, I 
don’t feel Norwegian, maybe in some degree, but not 
comparing myself to people originally from here, I 
think. Although I feel like I belong here, but I’m not 
a 100% I guess, but I’m not 100% Polish either, or 
American at all. It’s like you’re always an outsider, 
wherever you go now. You’re stuck.

- Agata

Actually, I feel Norwegian. What I say to people who 
say that: “Yeah, but you’re not completely Norwe-
gian.” I say: “Yes, maybe. But you aren’t either, be-
cause you didn’t choose to be Norwegian.” But I am 
choosing to become Norwegian, the citizenship is a 
choice for me. In a way, I am more Norwegian, or 
more of a Norwegian in other ways. And that’s com-
pletely okay. That’s my story. 

- Ahmad
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I never felt particularly English before I lived outside 
of the UK. There are things about me know that I 
realize now are quite English characteristics or quite 
British characteristics, but then if you’d ask me be-
fore I lived outside of the UK and then still now, then 
I’d say I don’t know, I kind of regard myself in terms 
of being a European.

- Tom

I have no idea. Maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe ev-
eryone should have no idea where they beelong. Be-
cause I think there would be less fighting if everyone 
realized that we’re all from everywhere and we’re all 
parts of everywhere. So, I don’t know, it’s tricky. I 
mean that’s the whole conflation of the global within 
the local or the local within the global; it’s wherever 
you make your strong bonds with other people your 
friends and your family, whoever that is, and that’s 
okay. And everyone is going to be consistent parts of 
everywhere else.

- Morgan

STA
TU

S Q
U

O



The key to integration is 
language. To speak and 
understand Norwegian is 

essential to 
understand 
and participate 

in society.
Jan Tore Sanner

Minister of Education and Integration
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d.
CEFR, the Common 
European Framework for 
Reference of Languages. 
The levels range from A1 
(lowest) to C2 (highest). 
The proposed level, B2, 
is explained as: "[...] 
independent speaker, 
who can maintain a 
conversation about 
most general subjects 
and handle unexpected 
situations or questions."

During this project a 
new integration law was 
proposed and the national 
budget for 2020 was 
released.
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POLITICS & 
POLICY

It comes as no surprise then, that language 
is a hotly debated topic in the political dis-
course. At the national integration confer-
ence September this year, Norway’s Minis-
ter of Education and Integration, Jan Tore 
Sanner, said in his opening speech: “The 
key to integration is language. To speak 
and understand Norwegian is essential to 
understand and participate in society.9"

For a long time, the political agenda on in-
tegration has had an overwhelming focus 
on getting immigrants into work. In the 
national budget for 2020, the government 
has allocated nearly 310 million NOK to 
support initiatives for better integration. 
The key goals they state are education so 
that more immigrants can find work, and 
improved Norwegian language education10.

In addition, a new integration law is cur-
rently on hearing11. Among other points, 
this law proposes a contract between ref-
ugees (notably not other groups of immi-
grants) and the municipality they live in, to 
create a mutual accountability. The law also 
imposes stricter language requirements for 
immigrants. The requirement would move 
from a set amount of hours spent in a lan-
guage course to a minimum level immi-
grants need to achieve. In order to acquire 
the Norwegian nationality, the level would 
also be raised from A2 to B1 of the CEFRd. 

There are a number of tests that are used 
to measure people’s language proficiency 
such as “Norskprøven”, a test with 3 levels 
ranging from A1 to B112. Another popular 
test is “Bergenstesten”, which is aimed at 
levels B2 and C113. Both of these were orig-
inally developed to test general language 
proficiency. In many ways you could com-
pare them to the TOEFL or IELTS tests for 
English. In recent years however, these test 
have been given far more importance, as em-
ployers may require applicants to pass a cer-
tain level for ceratin positions; also, the lan-
guage test have been incorporated into the 
citizenship test. This means that a lot of ben-
efits that come with work and citizenship are 
dependent on language skills.
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At this point it is worth mentioning the division of 
“Right & Obligation”. In language education for im-
migrants, people may have the right to an education, 
meaning that they are offered language courses that 
are funded by the government. They might also have 
the obligation to learn the language. Refugees and 
asylum seekers have both the right and obligation 
to participate in an educational program. Labour 
migrants from countries outside the EEA or EFTA 
have the obligation but no right, meaning they are 
not entitled to financial support for their language 
education. People from the EU/EEA have neither the 
right, nor the obligation to learn Norwegian14. 

This is related to the Schengen agreement mentioned 
earlier. Unlike Sweden and Denmark, the Norwe-
gian government has decided not to offer financial 
support to these immigrants for their language ed-
ucation as there is a consensus that the open border 
policy should not ultimately affect the Norwegian 
tax payer.

The result of this split in policy between different 
groups of migrants means that there is a robust sys-
tem in place for those who have the right and the 
obligation to learn. They are covered by “introduks-
jonsloven” (the introduction law), which gives access 
to an introduction program covering Norwegian 
language, culture, and society15. People from the re-
maining two categories do not have access to this 
introduction. As you might recall from earlier, most 
immigrants in Norway fall within those last two cat-
egories. Because Norwegian policy is largely based 
on universal rights, the system is set up to create an 
even playing field. It supports those with the weak-
est premises, as the others have greater means to 
support themselves.ST
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Almost half of all immigrants in Norway 
come from other European countries and the 
majority come for work or for family reasons.4
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Work
Family

Refuge
Education
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To the left are some of the 
tools and services that 
exist to help people learn 
Norwegian. Everything 
from translators to 
vocabulary apps, to 
volunteer organisations, 
courses, municipal 
initiatives, pronunciation 
training, etc.

e.
"Everybody learns 
differently. You have to try 
different ways to find out 
what works for who and 
not just settle with the first 
thing that comes to mind."
- Toril Kristin Sjo, 
Associate Professor, UiO, 
Insitute of linguistics & 
nordic studies

More support

More flexibility
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TAKE YOUR 
PICK

This means that the majority of immi-
grants have to puzzle together their own 
education and navigate the vast amount of 
services and products that exist out there. 
From apps such as Duolingo, to volunteer 
programs like the Red Cross’ 
language training or paid 
courses. The choices are many. 

Each approach has its own 
unique strengths and weak-
nesses. And it is crucial that 
there is this variety. No two 
people learn in the same way, 
and so catering to these differ-
ences warrants the existence 
of so many alternativese.

For people who have restricted 
time or money, or just want to 
supplement their leaning, apps 
that are free to use and acces-
sible at any time, anywhere are 
an incredible resource. Take 
Duolingo for example. Using 
elements of gamification, at-
tractive visuals and the larg-
est catalog of languages out of 
any service, Duolingo has be-
come a popular tool for many 
migrants, including those in 
Norway. In Sweden the app is so popular 
among Arab immigrants, that the company 
has created a specialized Swedish course 
for native Arabic speakers.

People who are looking for more guidance 
and opportunities to practise can turn to 
volunteer programs like language cafés or 

the Red Cross’ “norsktrening” (Norwegian 
training). Their weekly sessions are hosted 
by volunteers who have some training and 
can facilitate activities where learners can 
engage in conversations and learn through 

talking. The low threshold, 
conversational nature of the 
program and of course the fact 
that it is free, has made these 
alternatives immensely popu-
lar. In Oslo, people will queue 
for up to an hour before Red 
Cross sessions begin in order 
to secure a seat, as there are 
only a limited number of open 
spots.

For those wanting even more 
structure to their learning 
and with the financial means, 
either through their own in-
come or sponsoring from their 
employer, there are plenty of 
professional courses available. 
Educational institutions like 
Folkeuniversitetet provide 
courses with a stricter the-
oretical approach and offer 
anything from short inten-
sive courses that run for a few 
weeks with daily lessons, to 

more longer courses that take place over a 
semester with lessons a few hours a week.

These are just a few examples of the exist-
ing range of possibilities available to peo-
ple who are learning Norwegian, many of 
which people combine to tailor their learn-
ing process.
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Common throughout all of this is a strong emphasis 
on the goal: knowing the Norwegian language. 

On a policy level, this is clearly visible in the goals 
stated in the new integration law and the 2020 na-
tional budget. Norwegian language education is a 
means to an end. It is a stepping stone in order to 
achieve immigrant participation in the labour mar-
ket, and to better integrate and include immigrants 
in the culture and norms of Norwegian society. 

The same sentiment is echoed by the immigrants 
themselves. Norwegian language is mostly a skill 
they need to acquire to access better job opportuni-
ties or navigate the intricacies of local culture. The 
road to get there is often frustrating and painful, but 
“something you just have to push through”.

This goal oriented approach makes complete sense, 
after all the goal is not the language itself, but what it 
can enable. However, only looking towards knowing 
the language as the goal takes away a very important 
part of the process: not knowing the language. The 
time it takes to learn a new language varies greatly 
from person to person. Some only need a few months, 
while others struggle for years. Universally though, 
with language as with any other skill, everyone must 
go through a challenging process which starts with 
of not kowing to master language skills which sufic-
cient to function succesfully in daily life. This road 
can be a goal in and of itself, but both in policy and 
in the learner’s experience it rarely is.

The tests mentioned earlier are a telling example. 
The formal proof of Norwegian proficiency you can 
get through “Norskprøven” and “Bergenstesten” is 
an important goal for many immigrants because it 
is widely seen as a door opener when applying for 

A GOAL WITH 
NO PLAN

full time work or more demanding positions. And 
with the proposed move from a mandatory number 
of hours to a required skill level, the tests also hold 
considerable sway outside of work. The issue with 
these tests and the importance they have been given, 
is that this was never their intended purpose. They 
were created as general tests, to assess a person’s 
overall language proficiency. They are not tailored to 
see whether a person masters the language they need 
to function in their line of work or everyday lifef. Yet, 
because they were what was available at the time, 
they were adopted for the purpose they serve today. 
Using the test in this way has been deemed discrim-
inatory by many. Especially the proposal to raise the 
required language level to acquire the Norwegian 
citizenship, has received significant criticism from 
language teachers and policymakers. The concern is 
that legislative changes like these target immigrants 
with a weaker background and create an invisible 
division between desirable and non-desirable immi-
grants. As Cristina Ros i Sole said: "The language 
requirement, then, has become a convenient way to 
obscure immigration policies."16 

Regardless of whether this is the case or not, the tests 
and their use directly affect the learning process, de-
spite the fact that they do not reflect the language 
a learner needs in everyday life. One person said in 
an interview that he would regularly split his study 
into two sessions, one to prepare for the test, one to 
really learn Norwegian. If there were more emphasis 
on the road instead of the end goal, learners could 
benefit from a learning process that much more 
closely follows their actual needs, and more closely 
corresponds to their individual reason to learn Nor-
wegian.
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In the national budget 
for 2020, it is stated 
under the main priorities 
that "We must be better 
at integration and that 
immigrants get into 
work faster. [...] The 
[newly] proposed law 
will contribute to more 
immigrants acquiring 
formal competence and 
participation in working 
life."

In the integration 
strategy's preface it is 
stated that "the most 
important goal for the 
integration strategy is that 
more immigrants find 
work."

f.
"The tests show a level. 
The government's decision 
to connection them 
citizenship etc. came later. 
Neither the permanent 
residence or the 
citizenship is what they 
were made for originally. 
Regarding work, it is a 
very general language skill 
test. [...] It is not able to 
meet the requirements 
of working life." - 
Anonymous, Kompetanse 
Norge
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- Ahmad

You always have that thought: “Okay, this is 
what I’m learning to pass the test, not to learn 
Norwegian.” When I started learning for my own 
sake, to talk to people and to read the paper, I 
learned far more than when I was just reading 
the course curriculum and crammed vocabulary.  

“

”

- Masha

The reason, or the main goal 
of course is to get a job.

“
”
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This is not a new thought. Individualisation has long 
been heralded as the key to successful education. In-
volving the learners in constructing their own pro-
cess creates a more motivating learning situation17. 
However, individualisation has not been implement-
ed very widely, because adapting to each individual 
is extremely costly compared to a more general ap-
proach. But it does not have to be. 

There are attempts to create a more individualised 
learning process. Municipal language courses use an 
“individual plan”. They attempt to map the learners 
background, needs and future plans in order to cre-
ate a more relevant educational plan18. This is a very 
important step in the right direction for language 
education, but it relies on continuous adjustment 
and is challenging to maintain over a longer peri-
od. Other courses might be offered in a B2B model, 
so that the courses can be adjusted to the learners 
work, which is a good baseline but does not offer 
any support for the language which participants 
need in their personal lives. Apps often give learn-
ers the option to choose the vocabulary they would 
like to train. These are all examples that prove that 
language education is striving to achieve more per-
sonal learning. Unfortunately, true individualized 
education is still far off. Having each system, each 
tool, and each teacher adapt to each leaner is an im-
possible task. It would require unprecedented time, 
money and human resources. 

MAKING IT 
PERSONAL

A possible solution to the problem might lie in Nor-
way’s new integration strategy for 2019-2022 pub-
lished in late 201819. One of the key points in the 
strategy is “Hverdagsintegrering” - everyday integra-
tion. The goal is that “immigrants should experience 
an increased sense of belonging and participation in 
society”. This new strategy stresses the importance 
of interaction between immigrants and their local 
community, and that this is something that can not 
be achieved by the public sector on its own.

Meeting places such as volunteer organisations, 
sports activities, schools and kindergartens are list-
ed as important arenas for people to interact. The 
strategy goes on to highlight the need to involve civ-
il society and help immigrants get a better under-
standing of Norwegian society by creating more and 
better spaces for Norwegians and immigrants to in-
teract.

The insights that are laid out in this part of the strat-
egy are vital. Integration is a team effort that requires 
the public sector, immigrants, local communities 
and the private sector to all cooperate. Language ed-
ucation is not actually mentioned directly, but the 
foundational thoughts surrounding “everyday inte-
gration”, to leverage people’s everyday interactions, 
may be the answer to a more individualised, more 
relevant language education.
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THE
DESIGN
PROPOSAL

Project Speechless is a concept on how to apply 
some of the intentions of “Hverdagsintegrering” in 
language education. It not only targets immigrants, 
but also the system that surrounds them. The foun-
dation for this is the potential of everyday interac-
tions as a means to create awareness and support 
language learning.



Lack of language can 
make  situations as 
mundane as ordering at a 
café or navigating public 
transport challenging. But, 
they might just be the best 
opportunities for learning.
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g.
"They come [to my class] 
maybe two or three times 
a week. Then the learning 
is very isolated and there is 
little development." - Janne
Scheie, Teacher at 
Folkeuniversitetet 

h.
"It's very individual. Some 
people are more open than 
others and get over the 
sense of being inferior. 
Making that decision takes 
a lot of courage, but it's 
the most important step 
they take." - Solveig Berre, 
Volunteer, Red Cross 

31

Individualising education in the classroom 
or in the tools learners use is an expensive 
endeavour, but there is an untapped po-
tential in using learners’ everyday lives to 
fulfill the need for individualised learning. 
Learners’ everyday lives is after all where 
they encounter the situations in which they 
must be able to use the Norwegian lan-
guage. 

Most people who attend classes or volunteer 
events only practise in these sessions for a 
few hours a week in total. If this is all the 
practice they get, it is no wonder that prog-
ress is slowg. Practicing outside the comfort 
of a classroom, with an app at home, or at 
the Red Cross’ events is challenging. When 
we are children we learn through trial and 
error. Making mistakes is not only expected 

THE POWER 
OF THE 
MUNDANE

but encouraged. As adults however, we are 
expected to be capable language users. And 
so communicating in a language we do not 
master is scary. Many people say it makes 
you feel childish or incompetent, and so 
they just avoid it. Mundane tasks, like ask-
ing for an item at the grocery store or or-
dering a cup of coffee in a café can turn into 
incredibly stressful situations. 

Accepting and overcoming this barrier 
is one of the most important steps in the 
learning processh. In order to do so, society 
must be aware of the learner’s situation to 
accommodate them, and the learner must 
be given the support and tools to speak 
in everyday life. Showing ways to create 
awareness and providing these tools are the 
goals of this project.
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TAKING THE 
FIRST STEP
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The outcome of this project is not intended as a 
solution in and of itself. It pulls on the research and 
ideas that have been outlined so far and gives an ex-
ample of how to apply them. The aspiration is that 
elements of the design can be experienced by people, 
from immigrants to teachers to policymakers, and 
spark further development and adaptation of the un-
derlying intentions which are also described in this 
report. 
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Throughout this project, stories have been an es-
sential driver. Talking to immigrants about their ex-
periences surrounding language coming to Norway 
as well as interviews with teachers, volunteers and 
policymakers give insight at a more personal and 
nuanced level. The stories and concrete examples 
that people share from their own experience paint a 
much richer picture than reports and statistics can 
do on their own.

A STORY 
TO TELL

When presenting the project to people, I often found 
myself reaching for these stories. They rendered the 
issues we were discussing more tangible and helped 
to understand them more clearly. Retelling stories 
was such a powerful tool in the process of the proj-
ect that they became the core of the delivery. Immi-
grant stories are incorporated in the final delivery in 
two ways. 

TH
E D

ESIG
N

 PRO
PO

SA
L



36

The first of these is a short animated film In the film 
we meet a young immigrant woman entering a café. 
We see her holding her phone, practising the phrase 
“I would like a coffee” in Norwegian, getting ready to 
order. When it is her turn, the barista asks her what 
she would like to have. She responds in Norwegian. 
The barista answers: “What are you saying?”, as he 
did not understand her. She stumbles over her words 
in uncertainty trying to repeat herself. The barista 
first friendly, shifts his demeanor and berates her: 
“Have you gone to school? Learn to talk properly!” 
We look back at the woman. She is flustered by the 
sudden outburst. Behind her another woman stands 
waiting. “Can you be quick? I’m in a hurry,” she says 
impatiently. Another man stands up at his table in 
the background. He shouts: “Go back where you 
came from! We don’t need people like you here.” The 
increasingly crass comments from three of them, the 
barista, the waiting woman and the man at the table, 
overlap, becoming more and more chaotic. The main 
character looks stunned, paralyzed by the situation 
unfolding around her. At the height of the chaos, the 
sound fades. The barista asks: “What would like to 
have?”, and smiles at her. The hurtful comments, the 
sudden outbursts never really happened. “A coffee, 
please,” she now answers in English.

The intention of this short film is to highlight some 
of the barriers of using an unfamiliar language out 
in the real world. As over the top as this situation 
and the characters’ comments might seem, these are 
all comments that the people I spoke to have expe-
rienced. What we see in the film is that despite the 
fact that comments like these are very rare, the fear 
of being mocked, being in the way or unwelcome is 
something that can have an enormous impact on our 
confidence. In this case the fear got the better of our 
main character and she chose to speak English, to 
avoid having to face these fears.

Through this story, we can feel the discomfort which 
especially beginning language learners may experi-
ence. It gives a peek into how language can make 
even the smallest tasks stressful and challenging. 
The reason it is presented in the form of a short film, 
is that it is a very quick and effortless way to con-
vey a lot of thoughts and emotions. I was looking for 
a way in which, in no more than a minute, anyone 
could have this visceral experience and which would 
ignite some reflection. The film is mostly aimed at 
those who do not have any experience of their own 
of being “language-less” in another country so that 
they can get an understanding beyond the facts and 
figures.
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Jeg vil gjerne ha 
en kaffe. Jeg vil...

Hei, hva skal du 
ha for noe?
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Hei, jeg vil 
gjerne ha 
en kaffe!

Hva er det du 
sier for noe?
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Jeg vil...

Jeg vil gjerne...

Har du gått på 
skole eller? 

Lær deg å 
snakke 

ordentlig!
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Seriøst... 

Jeg skjønner 
ikke at det skal 
være så vanskelig

kan du kjappe 
deg? jeg har 
det travelt...
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Dra tilbake dit
du kom fra!

Vi trenger ikke 
sånne som 
deg her!

Hallo? Jeg 
har dårlig tid, 

hører du?
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Vi har mer enn nok 
med vårt eget fra 

før!

Nå må du bestemme 
deg, eller så går 

jeg før deg!

Bor du i norge 
så må du faen meg 

kunne snakke 
norsk!
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Værsågod, neste!

Hei, hva skal du 
ha for noe?
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A coffee, 
please...

one coffee, 
coming right up!
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SHARE 
YOUR 
STORY
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i.
“It’s really awkward for me, 
when people speak really, 
like people really try to 
be nice and speak some 
really simple Norwegian 
to me and I still don’t 
understand. That's my 
fault, but I want to show 
my respect and the effort I 
want to make.” - Xifan Cui

j.
“It's super scary to go out 
and just talk. But it's good 
to know that I'm not alone 
in that.” - Alice

47

In addition to the “curated” story as seen 
in the film, Project Speechless uses twitter 
to gather stories directly from migrants. 
The experience of learning a language and 
settling in a new home can be very differ-
ent from person to person. It is important 
to represent as many as possible, because 
the intention is to paint a richer picture of 
what part language plays in migration, not 
just to push a single point of view. This is 
not only valuable to people from the out-
side looking in, but also to the migrants 
themselves.

People often believe that when trying to 
learn a language, the obstacles they face are 
unique to them, and that the problems they 
have are their fault .i This train of thought 
can be very demotivating. However, most 
of the issues people encounter are in fact 
quite common. Collecting stories that talk 
about some of them, in which people can 
recognize themselves, helps them realise 
that these challenges are a natural part of 
the learning process.

The brief format of Twitter lends itself well 
to collecting a large amount of experienc-
es and opening them up for discussion. 
The frame for what can be shared is inten-
tionally left open. Whether people want to 
share problems they face, their personal 
achievements or their methods and tips, 
the Twitter component of Project Speech-
less is intended to be a space to share, vent 
and celebrate the honest and unfiltered ex-
periences of people.

The stories are a starting point for reflec-
tion. As mentioned in the government’s in-
tegration strategy, a mutual understanding 
between migrants and the society around 
them is essential to achieve successful in-
tegration. By sharing stories, to broaden 
understanding and engage people in reflec-
tion, we can take the next step towards cre-
ating awareness.

People’s stories also bring attention to the 
fact that using a language in everyday life 
is very difficultj. In order for immigrants to 
start using a language in these situations, 
they need the tools and support to do so. 
This is where the second part of the deliv-
ery comes in.
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Most tools and courses provide learners with the vo-
cabulary and grammar they need. It is easy to believe 
that this is sufficient for the learner to then go out 
and use this knowledge. For instance, when taught 
the typical phrases needed to book, order and pay 
in a restaurant, that should be enough for someone 
to then go to a restaurant and communicate in Nor-
wegian. This is not the case. Because of the barriers 
mentioned earlier, many migrants who can under-
stand and know the vocabulary they need still choose 
not to speak in Norwegian.

METHODICAL 
APPROACH

To encourage learners to speak and practise in every-
day situations, we have to actively aim for it. Project 
Speechless proposes a method to prepare for using 
language in everyday life.
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Pick a specific event or 
a situation that occurred 
recently to talk about. 
Language learning often 
tends to be very abstract. 
Try to be as specific as 
you can be in your con-
versations.

Use movement and place 
yourself in a context by 
roleplaying to prepare 
for the unexpectedness 
of real conversations and 
train your full range of 
conversational skills.

Conversations can bring 
up bigger questions 
and new topics. Your 
first reaction may be to 
avoid these because they 
might seem difficult to 
handle, but they provide 
a great opportunity to 
learn more.

Take the time to reflect 
on your language use 
in everyday life. Look 
for more opportunities 
to practise and identify 
what you need to do to 
make use of your new 
skills in other situations.

Be specific Act the part Embrace difficulty Be specific

50

The method consists of a number of guidelines and 
exercises. The four guidelines are 1. be specific, 2. 
act the part, 3. embrace difficulty and 4. take a step 
back. We will walk through them and take a look at 
the reasoning behind each of them.

“Be specific” calls for more attention to the way 
in which one talks about the topics when learning. 
The focus on laying out the vocabulary and gram-
mar when discussing a topic can be very abstract 
and does little in the way of creating a relation be-
tween the material and the learner. By picking spe-
cific events or situations that occurred recently in 
the learners life we ensure that the topics become 
relevant to them and create more points of reference 
to contextualize and remember the learning.

“Act the part” promotes the potential of role playing 
in language learning. Role playing is already a part 
of many learning services through reciting scripted 
conversations, but the intention here is to bring in 
the spontaneity of taking a situation and acting it 
out with limited preparation. This can help people 
place their acquired knowledge in a realistic context. 
Stepping into a role also allows people to distance 
themselves from what they are saying and their mis-

takes and help them practise more freely. They are 
forced to speak and interact in a realistic context, 
but within the safety of a training environment.

“Embrace difficulty” relates to language and cul-
ture being deeply intertwined. Therefore, learning 
a language frequently brings up much bigger topics 
such as religion, politics and world views. Questions 
about these topics often go unanswered, because 
people feel unequipped to deal with them and would 
rather turn the attention back onto the language it-
self. This is unfortunate, because these discussions 
can not only provide valuable cultural understand-
ing, but also engage people and push them to speak 
beyond their level.

“Take a step back” is all about reflection. In order to 
embrace everyday interactions as opportunities for 
practice, people need to both be aware of their use of 
the language in everyday life and of the barriers that 
are preventing them from making the most of these 
opportunities. To do so it is important to take a step 
back and reflect critically on their own learning pro-
cess and the steps they themselves take to increase 
their learning.
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These principles were developed following 
prototyping with a small group at Folkeuni-
versitetet. I discussed a rough draft with the 
course’s teacher, and we made some chang-
es based on her pedagogic knowledge and 
her knowledge of the student group. They 
ran two test rounds on their own mak-
ing changes along the way. I joined their 
second session to observe and talk to the 
learners. From their collective feedback we 
extracted the four guiding principles that 
make up the method described above.

The reason the delivery for this project is 
the four principles with example exercises 
and not a further developed service for the 
course at Folkeuniversitetet is the diversity 
mentioned several times earlier. The peo-
ple who take courses at Fokeuniversitetet 
are only a small fraction of the migrants 
trying to learn Norwegian. The rest use a 
variety of different tools and services. And 
even the group that helped test the initial 
concept differs in background, attitude and 
personality from other groups. In other 
words, it would be pointless to tailor a ser-
vice to this group, because it would not be 
possible to transfer it to any other people or 
other situations. This gave the idea to cre-
ate a set of guidelines that should be pos-
sible to adapt for anyone, regardless of the 
teacher, the learner(s) and the service pro-
vider. In this way anyone, from someone 
using an app and practicing with friends 
to teachers and volunteers, can implement 
it in some way. When developing services, 
we tend to focus on the service provider - 
their circumstances and resources - and 
make something for that specific situation. 
This proposal however, aims to provide a 
core that can be applied under a wide range 
of circumstances and gives the end user 
the option and the responsibility to make 
changes to suit their needs.  

FORM & 
FUNCTION

The group at 
Folkeuniversitetet went 
through two rounds 
of testing that they 
themselves took control 
over and orchestrated 
themselves. The 
participants were asked 
to go out and practice 
Norwegian in one 
situation which they 
agreed upon in class 
over the weekend. In the 
next session they retold 
what had happened in 
Norwegian. Collectively, 
they chose one of the 
scenarios the reenact. 
They assigned roles and 
wrote down key words and 
phrases they wanted to 
use for 15 minutes. They 
then enacted spontaneous 
conversations between 
the characters around the 
table. Afterwards, they 
discussed what they had 
learned and how it had felt 
to go out and practice.

An early draft for the 
activites prototyped 
by the group at 
Folkeuniversitetet.
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The website and all content 
is avilable at
projectspeechless.com



59

All of these elements, the animation, the collected 
Twitter stories and the method, are made available 
on the website projectspeechless.com. It gives a short 
introduction to the project and the intention behind 
sharing stories and the method. The full method 
with more in-depth descriptions and example exer-
cises is available as a PDF download. The reason the 
material has been gathered on this platform is that it 
makes it easy to distribute. Earlier on during concept 
development I thought about different ways of dis-
tributing the outcome of this project such as an exhi-
bition and public events. But I eventually decided on 
a website and a PDF printout as an adequate medi-
um because this forma makes it accessible to anyone, 
and is not bound to any particular time or space.

Together, these elements give an example of how to 
use learners’ everyday interactions for the purpose 
of creating a more individualized learning process. 
As it is impossible to adjust every educational ser-
vice or program to every learner, we have to rely on 
activating the migrant’s own motivations to create 
a learning process that suits their particular needs. 
In order to do so, they need to become aware of the 
situations in which they can apply their knowledge 
and practise in a safe environment to prepare for us-
ing the language out in the real world. This can be 
achieved by applying the guidelines and exercises. 
Both the migrants and the people in their support 
system must have an understanding of the challeng-
es learning a language in order to facilitate for prac-
tice and conversation in real-life situations. This can 
be done through storytelling and open discussion. 

Some other ideas for the final concepts included an interactive exhibition, 
placing people in the shoes of the immigrants, a campaign bringing invisible 
discrimination into daylight through posters displaying comments and slurs 
posted by anonymous users online and a Q&A offer for the Red Cross where 
immigrants could meet Norwegians and discuss cultural differences and related 
questions.
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Can you share this with me? 
I’d like to follow it. [...] If this 
can help motivation and make 
people believe that “yes, I can” 
in the middle of all the noise, I 
think that’s very good.

A lot of people are not aware 
how difficult it is [to learn a 
language]. I think this is very 
important.

“Thank you for the email and info about your 
project, I am very impressed! I’ve published the link 
on the Facebook page of my course and have already 
received enthusiastic replies. I’ve downloaded the 
PDF with example tasks, I will use them in the next 
course.

I’ll pass the website and the resources on to my 
countacts at Folkeuniversitetet so they can send info 
to the other teachers.”

There are many attempts to 
create something homogenous 
for a very heterogenous group 
of people. I think a different 
perspective is very exciting.

- Ellen Røst
Senior Advisor

IMDi

- Fayette Egede Nissen
Norsktrening Coordinator

Red Cross

- Anonymous
Kompetanse Norge
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The feedback so far on the questions raised in this 
project have been positive. The reflections from an 
outside perspective on the current educational sys-
tem and the politics that dictate it  were appreci-
ated by the people who have helped me during my 
research. 

The animated film does a good job placing people 
in the situation that this project discussing, but it 
does need the support of the remaining elements to 
function. It is more of an introduction that can give 
a brief glimpse, which then needs to be expanded on 
further. It does achieve its goal to engage people and 
spark their reflection, but is missing a call to action.

Twitter stories, although they have a lot of potential 
to raise discussion, need clear follow-up. This has 
not been possible within the scope of this project. 

FEEDBACK

In order to create a more autonomous community, 
there needs to be a strong appeal to sharing stories. 
This can be done in a number of ways, for isntance 
by setting up a more coordinated campaign, thourhg 
partnerships with some of the institutions that have 
been involved in this project or by iterating on other, 
more engaging ways of presenting the stories.

As for the design elements, the method holds value. 
Both the people I have worked with from Folkeuni-
versitetet and the Red Cross have said that they in-
tend to apply and adjust them moving forward. Im-
migrants who have learned Norwegian, or who are 
learning at the moment also expressed interest in 
the methods, saying that they are interesting and 
useful, looking back at their own learning process.
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Project Speechless takes a bottom-up approach. It 
gathers observations from the current political de-
velopment and connects these to the ground level. 
By addresssing the actual implementation of these 
overarching ideas and setting them into the world, 
we can see their effect. Rather than trying to attack 
an already turbulent political debate, trying to en-
force top-down change, the project provides a basis. 
This basis is intended to adapt, to fill the needs of a 
system that is too complex to prescribe a one-size-
fits-all solution. It is up to the individual people to 
reflect on the notions this project puts forth, experi-
ence it for themselves and take ownership of it. 

BUILDING 
A BASIS

This then, is not another tool on the market. It does 
not compete with existing offers, but supplements 
them. Project Speechless acknowledges the need for 
many different forms of education, because everyone 
learns differently. It proposes an approach that can 
be adapted to any learning process or curriculum to 
draw upon the unused potential of everday interac-
tions. 
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The approach and methods outlined in this proposal 
can not stand on their own. They are reliant on being 
adapted by the people who use and provide existing 
language education in order to provide added value.

Both the actual design proposal that is put forth in 
this project and the greater goal to demonstrate the 
possibility to engage everyday interactions as a way 
to enhance individualised learning need to grow and 
be experienced. As part of a bottom-up approach, 
the project needs a greater width so that the ideas 
behind it can affect the system on a higher level.

MOVING 
FORWARD

There is no formal plan in place for the further dis-
tribution of the material created during the project. 
For now, it relies on spreading informally through 
the people and institutions that have been involved 
so far. Judging by the feedback, I have no doubt that 
the ideas of this project will live on, but for them 
to reach their full potential it is essential that these 
ideas spread. This report as well as the website will 
be sent to more people as more key actors are iden-
tified. Mainly however, the path forward is undeter-
mined. How people across the syste adopt the ideas 
and take ownership of them will determine their 
eventual impact. 
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Project Speechless is not a “finalised, ready-to-ship” 
solution. More than anything else, it is a concept set 
out into the world to explore the potential of every-
day interactions as a basis for future development 
in language education. People can experience it and 
adapt it. Through this, the need for political change 
is made visible. We need to think differently about 
Norwegian language education for migrants. 

IN 
CONCLUSION

Project Speechless also addresses the way the services 
in the field are being developed. There is a stunning 
variety of tools and services. Instead of competing 
with them, further developments in language edu-
cation can benefit from standing on the shoulders 
of these established offers. Project Speechless is an 
example of how to shape an approach in such a way 
that it can integrate into the existing service eco-
system. Naturally, this approach carries a substan-
tial amount of uncertainty, as the implementation 
is left to the end user. But this uncertainty is also 
its strength, since the approach enables its users. It 
moves away from the prescriptive nature of service 
design and suggests an alternative. All in all, Proj-
ect Speechless intends to spark reflection among the 
people who have the final say, learners, teachers and 
policymakers, so that they can make a change.



W
R

A
PP

IN
G

 U
P

68

Looking back at this project now, the thing that has 
stuck with me the most are people's different views 
on their identity and their sense of belonging (you 
can read some of them on page 14). I myself came to 
Norway with my family about 13 years ago. Despite 
feeling as much Norwegian as anything else, if not 
more, I've held on to my Dutch citizenship. As with 
many of the people I talked to, I don't have a clear, 
definite answer to where I consider myself to belong. 
It is a peculiar feeling that can be difficult to express 
and I have greatly appreciated hearing others share 
their understanding of it in their words.

PERSONAL
REFLECTIONS
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THANK YOU...

To Josina, for your impeccable supervision and 
relentless positivity and eye for detail.

To my fellow diploma students for the 
companionship. the discussions, and the good 
laughs.

To Agata, Ahmad, Masha, Morgan, Renata, Tom 
and Tracy for sharing your stories with me.  
Without them this woldn't have existed.

To Janne T. Scheie and her students at 
Folkeuniversitetet for taking what I came up with 
and running with it.

To Fayette Egede Nissen, Ellen Røst, Solveig Berre, 
Per Olav Strande and the people of Kompetanse 
Norge for your expertise and enthusiasm.

To Emilie Stømmen Olsen from Designit, for 
helping me get in touch with the people I needed.

To Hoa, Julie & Irene for lending me your voices. 
You brought the film to life.

To my family for checking in to make sure I stayed 
more or less healthy.

To you, for taking the time to read this report. I 
hope it has given you something to reflect upon.
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