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dear reader

This is a special thematic dialog issue for the World 
assembly of the global adult education organisation, 
international council of adult education (icae), enti-

tled "A World Worth Living In", held in Malmö, sweden on 
14-17 June 2011.

the world of adult education is coming to Malmö to meet 
colleagues from other parts of the world but also to take a 
closer look at the democratic tradition and philosophy of 
learning that has existed in the Nordic countries for more 
than a hundred years. We are happy to have the forms of 
learning that foster personal development, that are open 
and inclusive, that are available to a broad range of popula-
tion due to public funding and at the same time free from 
the state control. and we are, certainly, proud to share the 
experience but also would like to have a critical look at the 
Nordic practice and have a constructive discussion with col-
leagues from the whole world about the mission and effects 
of liberal adult education.

adult learning organisations have made an attempt to ex-
plain what folkbildning / liberal adult education is about 
in a clear and concise way through formulating 25 state-
ments. each article in this dialog is linked to one of these 
statements. Furthermore, chapter 2 presents a number of 
stories, portraits and cases that should exemplify and clarify 
what Nordic folkbildning / liberal adult education tradition 
implies. i do hope the articles would facilitate the discussion 
during the Malmö conference and afterwards.

articles in chapter 1 look at the role of folkbildning / lib-
eral adult education for retaining the Nordic welfare model 
and also look at the place and role this learning tradition 
has in europe and globally. Possibilities and challenges that 
globalisation brings to the Nordic region are discussed in 
chapter 3 of this dialog.

i would like to thank the contributors to this issue of dialog.

enjoy the reading!

aNtra carLseN,  
NVL Head-coordinator
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in the nordic countries the forms of folkbildning vary 

from country to country. folkbildning is based on 

different national traditions and different kinds of 

influences from other countries, deriving in the first 

place mainly from german culture. grundtvig's foremost 

inspirer was gottfried herder, one of the leading figures 

of romanticism. in his work, the nation, through its 

common language and culture, is the central unit in the 

creation of folkbildning; the people are seen collectively 

as the bearer of what is truly national.

TeXT Bernt gustavsson PhoTo scanstockphoto and nVl's archive

National and global 
       bILDNINg

on the whole, swedish folkbildning has a different prime source, i.e. 
the philosophy of Kant, represented mainly by grundtvig's swedish 
counterpart, Hans Larsson. Larsson’s thinking is closer to the enlighten-
ment, with its stronger reliance on reason, science and utility. the idea 
that man should depart from his self-inflicted state of incompetence 
is strongly present. grundtvig's influence extends mostly to Norway 
and only partially to sweden and Finland. today this national tradition 
and understanding of folkbildning faces great difficulties in identifying 
itself, both in relation to what is termed multicultural society, and to 
globalization. 

CHANges IN bILDNINg

by tracing the common concept of bildning and its transformations we 
can try to determine what popular or democratic bildning might be in a 
multicultural and global context. Within the concept of bildning we can 
incorporate what grundtvig meant by enlightenment in the romantic 
sense, i.e. in the term that he used as an alternative to the german word 
"bildung". the classical concept of bildning, which comes from Wilhelm 
von Humboldt, has undergone great changes, both in relation to infor-

a lifelong learning
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mation technology and to globalization. 
Lars Lövlie has shown what a techno-
cultural bildning could be, comprising an 
interface between man and technology, 
between the web and man as a cyborg. 
taking goethe's concept of world litera-
ture as a starting point, a globalized or 
postcolonial understanding of bildning 
can be interpreted, in such a way that it is 
no longer identical with the area in which 
Western literature is prevalent. instead, it 
will denote literatures which reflect each 
other and are translated into each other, 
thus encompassing the whole world.   

bILDNINg As A jourNey

taking the above idea of bildning as a 
starting point, and seeing bildning as a 
journey with a departure and a return, we 
can proceed to form a global concept of 
bildning. Here, the hermeneutical idea of 
interpretation and understanding is seen 
as a relationship between the known and 
the unknown, as a relationship with 
a "home", where we start from and to 
which we will return. but we will come 
back to something new. this means 
that we start from ourselves and go 
out into the world in order to look for 
new experiences and perspectives 
and to widen our horizons. it means 
also that we alternately switch on and 
off the things that are familiar to us, 
in order to arrive at something new, a 
new understanding of the world. this 
idea can be applied to everything that 
we find unfamiliar, ranging from things 
which are our own to things which can 
be very distant from us. to disconnect 
from what is our own and to see only 
the unfamiliar may lead to exotism. 
However, in order to truly perceive the 
unfamiliar, one must open oneself to a 
sensitive listening to what the other is. 
starting from this idea, Peter Kemp has 
tried to formulate a notion of the bildn-
ing of a citizen of the world.

CITIzeNs of THe WorLD

citizens of the world have a clear national 
identity of their own but realize that their 
nation is only part of the world and that 
the nation is increasingly dependent on 
the world at large. citizens of the world 
wish to know about traditions other than 
their own, and they study "the others" 
using their own traditions as a starting 
point, realizing that, ultimately, this is the 
only way one can learn anything about 
oneself. citizens of the world are criti-

cal of their own traditions and open 
themselves to the stories of others in 
order to be able to enter into the situ-
ation of these others. one need not 
go very far from the northern to the 
southern hemisphere to encounter 
poverty and great social difficulties, 
which for the most part result from 
Western colonialism. decolonization 
gave rise to postcolonial thought, 
which for the most part was produced 
by philosophers and authors from 
the southern hemisphere who had 
migrated to the north. Here, the con-
cept of "the other" plays a central role. 

the idea of "the other" was created 
by Hegel in his great bildning epic 
the Phenomenology of the spirit. to 
his mind, self-consciousness arises in 
one’s relationship to others. this rela-
tionship is always based on a hierar-
chical and subordinated relationship, 
a master/slave relationship, which 
must be recognized by both parties. 
this notion was used by modern femi-
nism in the formula of man/woman, 
and by the postcolonial in the formula 
of colonizer/colonized.

gLobAL bILDNINg

in global bildning it is essential to see 
one's own situation and dependen-
cies – today within a global context. 

Here one must understand that the 
world is built by Western oppres-
sion, and that the nation is only part 
of the whole. Nor does it consist of 
the national units on which Nordic 
folkbildning is based. it is made up 
of diversity, and it is part of multicul-
tural bildning to understand oneself 
within this diversity. it is no longer 
a matter of multiculturalism in the 
sense that we should think that 
people's status is entirely defined by 
their social and cultural background. 
to see cultures as fixed categories 
can lead to the stereotyping and 
categorization of people. diversity 
can change into difference, and dif-
ference opens up a space between 
fixed categories, a third space. in 
this third space there is room for 
new interpretations, for creating 
something new and unpredictable, 
room for creativity and fantasy, and 
a space will also grow for a new 
understanding of bildning – global 
bildning. the main problem arising 
here is how we should see the rela-
tionship between the human – the 
universal – and all existing differ-
ences and disparities – the particu-
lar. Human rights are formulated in 
universal terms, but they are always 
applied and expressed in a particu-
lar context. the future belongs to 
those researchers and thinkers who 
attempt to find the right balance 
between the universal and the par-
ticular. this is the main problem of 
global bildning.bernt gustavsson 

Professor of education and democracy 

         ciTizens of The 
WorlD are criTical of 
Their oWn TraDiTions 
anD oPen ThemselVes To 
The sTories of oThers."

“

translator’s note regarding terminology: 
the scandinavian terms folkbildning (swed-
ish) and folkeopplysning/folkeoplysning 
(Norwegian/danish) refer to the Nordic adult 
education philosophy pioneered by N.f.s. 
grundtvig in the 1800s. the terms are difficult 
totranslate into english because no corre-
sponding concept exists in english-speaking 
countries. the most frequently used transla-
tions are ‘liberal adult education’ or ‘popular 
adult education’. However, as noted on the 
website of the the swedish National council 
of adult education,"specific conceptual foun-
dation of folkbildning extends beyond the 
term ‘adult education’". Hence, some authors 
and organisations increasingly prefer to retain 
the original term folkbildning/folkeop(p)
lysning in texts and translations published in 
non-scandinavian languages. this approach 
has been favoured by the translators and edi-
tors of this magazine where practical.  some 
contributors writing in english have chosen to 
use the english terms in their articles.
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WParticipation in adult education have many so called wider 
benefits (desjardins & schuller 2007), which are not usu-
ally recognized by policy makers. according to Finnish 
study (Manninen & Luukannel 2008; Manninen 2010a and 
2010b), these benefits are extensive for individuals, as 

well as for society in general.
the study was based on the experiences of adult learners who 

participated in studies offered by liberal adult education organisa-
tions (adult education centres, folk high schools, summer universi-
ties, study centres and physical education centres) in Finland in 
2007. the data was collected using theme interviews (n = 19 adult 
learners), focus group interviews (12 study groups, 77 adult learn-
ers) and a survey (n = 1744 adult learners). the data is therefore 
both qualitative and quantitative.  

the qualitative analysis was based on the responses of 1744 adult 
learners to three questions (what direct benefits has learning pro-
vided, what wider benefits have there been, and what other out-
comes have there been in your life). a total of 2521 individual state-
ments (such as "new language skills have made it possible to travel 
and communicate with local people") were identified from the data. 
these were placed under 35 main themes (such as "internationali-
sation skills"). the main themes were subsequently positioned in 
five categories (such as "skills & competences"). 

the following model summarises the qualitative results.

MoDeL: WIDer beNefITs of LeArNINg

the following example from data shows how participation gener-
ates wider benefits:

When I started in the poem circle, I had just moved into 
the village as a new resident. The group welcomed me 

very cordially, which made it easier to create other social con-
tacts in the village. Learning new presentation skills and gaining 
new contacts have helped and motivated me to join other local 
societies as well".

(woman born in 1967, culture producer, adult education centre)

WIDer beNefITs of LeArNINg 
in liberal adult education

Dr. jyrI MANNINeN

Professor (adult & continuing 
education)

university of eastern Finland,  
Faculty of Philosophy

department of education and 
Psychology

Pobox 111, 80101 Joensuu, Finland

tel. + 358 13 251 2341,  
Mobile + 358 45 1340016

Fax + 358 13 251 4528

jyri.manninen@uef.fi

http://www.uef.fi

making new friends

TeXT Jyri manninen  PhoTo university of eastern finland
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Quantitative analysis show that participa-
tion in liberal adult education has at least 
some influence on learning motivation 
(mentioned by 93 % of participants), de-
velopment of skills and competencies (84 
%), well-being (88 %), and skills needed 
in active citizenship (81 %). 

soMe observATIoNs

the results of this study are similar to 
those of earlier ones (for example schull-
er et al. 2002), and it is fair to assume that 
liberal adult education has many positive 
outcomes and benefits in peoples’ lives. 
there are also outcomes which benefit – 
at least in a long run – communities and 
society in general. 

assuming that the results are transfer-
able to whole population, it is possible 
to estimate that nearly one million Finns 

ParTiciPaTion in liBeral 
aDulT eDucaTion courses

BenefiTs relaTeD To learning Processes

sense of community, social interactions, self fulfilment & joy of doing

DirecT BenefiTs

concrete benefits
Joy of learning

Travel and foreign cultures
further education
staying updated

instrumental benefits
new inspiration

changes in attitudes
new networks

Job hunting

sKills anD comPeTence

Practical skills
internationalisation skills

icT skills
new attitudes

general knowledge
self-expression and creativity

information seeking skills

aDDiTional BenefiTs

self confidence
Wider life circles

new friends
motivation to learn

confidence in  own skills
good spirit

learning skills
shared expertise

motivating others to learn

furTher BenefiTs

mental well-being, physical well-being, 
quality of life, well-being at work, well-

being in daily life, participation in society

(93 % of liberal adult education partici-
pants) have higher learning motivation 
as a result of participating in liberal adult 
education. therefore liberal adult educa-
tion system plays an important role in the 
learning society. Liberal adult education 
seems to support many eu policy objec-
tives and provide tools for facing other 
challenges, such as globalisation and 
aging workforce, by promoting Lifelong 
learning, active citizenship, and social 
capital. 
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35 yeArs of servICe 

63 year old sturla bjerkaker is the secretary general of the 
Norwegian association for adult Learning (NaaL), a post that 
he has held for 14 years. but he has been involved with folkeop-
plysning i.e. liberal adult education for the greater part of his life. 

"i have worked in liberal, adult education for a long time, if 
time is conceived linearly. but if time goes around in circles it 
is a totally different concept – at least for me it is. then things 
happen over and over again but in a different way and you 
sometimes feel you have tried something before, and some-
times that something is a totally new experience", says bjerkak-
er. 35 years ago he participated in a course on information 
policy at the Nordic Folk academy in gothenburg, together 
with adult educators from all the Nordic countries. it was a new 
and inspirational experience.

"this meeting between an experienced danish folk high 
school teacher and swedish study circle leaders was critical for 
my later career and my attitude towards the importance of life-
long learning", states bjerkaker.  

NeITHer A juDge Nor A MIssIoNAry

He has never regarded himself as a missionary. "a missionary 
has to convince others that she is right and represents the cor-
rect belief. is it possible that liberal adult educators are per-
ceived in the same way? "even if you don’t want to, you have to 
learn, because we think it is important for you." says bjerkaker, 

and asks further: "Who are we to 'sentence' people to lifelong 
learning?" He prefers to describe his role as that of someone 
who continually reminds people. He uses every opportunity to 
remind a person of that which has become his mantra. 

"i believe that knowledge is important, learning is important, 
and that learning can, should and has to happen throughout 
life because it keeps us and our surroundings alive. intelligence 
and knowledge are valuable indicators in a changing society. 
knowledge is a durable asset in time of change and democ-
racy has to be learned all over again by every generation" says 
bjerkaker with enthusiasm.   

oLD-fAsHIoNeD or MoDerN exPorT?

but is this not old fashioned? "Why on earth is folkeopplysning 
a theme for icaes general assembly in 2011?" we ask.  – it is one 
of four important themes, the other three being sustainable 
developments, adult education as a right and learning for work.

When icea chose to have its world conference in the Nordic 
area, it was partly due to the fact that people admire and be-
come inspired by the Nordic tradition for liberal adult educa-
tion. We therefore have to offer this when people gather here 
from around the world. "i believe that the Nordic emphasis on 
democratic and equal learning has always been and will always 
be topical and relevant", he says emphatically. but he does not 
agree that the study circle is old-fashioned by definition.  

"it is old fashioned in the way it came about as a 'cheap' form 

something that sparks your  
interest, and gets you going

around and about
WiTh sTurla bjerkaker 

Time runs in circles. learning happens in circles. he says 

that he is no missionary but like most missionaries he has 

both great faith and burning passion. he believes in liberal 

education – The nordic tradition with emphasis on democratic 

and equal learning processes will always be topical and 

relevant, says sturla Bjerkaker. 

TeXT and PhoTo hilde søraas grønhovd
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One day in the spring of 2006 we 
were bumping along in an old car 
far into the pampas in Uruguay. We 
passed enormous prairies and dry 
rivers. Finally we arrived at a small 
scattered town and the house that 
served  as a church, congregation 
house, school and workshop. There 
the Catholic congregation provided 
liberal adult education across gen-
erations. I greeted knitting mothers 
and children who were being read 
to. Unfortunately I did not know the 
dialect of these poor farmers, but they 
asked me to say something in my own 
language. On the worn concrete floor 
I discovered something that resem-
bled a map of Norway. I took a stick 
from the stove and started to sketch 
on the floor, point and explain as they 
listened and watched. 'Fantastico 
Sturla', said Celita afterwards. I still 
envisage her bright, attentive eyes. 

around and about
WiTh sTurla bjerkaker 

of learning. Learning materials – books 
were rare a century ago. in the study 
circle many people were able to share 
the same book, by each member read-
ing one chapter and presenting it to the 
others so that in turn the other chapters 
were presented by the other members. 
in the Nordic countries today, most peo-
ple are able to buy a book or download 
information from the internet. but there 
are two reasons why the study circle is 
an excellent export item: First of all there 
are deprived areas of the world where the 
situation is about the same as it was for us 
a century ago. sharing is still important. 
and the study circle also provides – in the 
modern version equally – an opportunity 
for dialogue-based, equal knowledge 
structure".  he says. 

"When you share knowledge with oth-
ers, you still keep everything yourself".

2011 AND oNWArD

the most important challenge for liberal 
adult education in Norway, tanzania or 
Nepal is to maintain democracy, equality, 

tolerance and understanding between 
people. 

"knowledge, particularly knowledge 
created in a social community, is an im-
portant contribution to that", says sturla 
bjerkaker. but what is needed in order to 
further the development of liberal adult 
education? Liberal adult education cer-
tainly has to keep pace with change. the 
internet and the social media can repre-
sent the future study circle, says bjerkaker. 
but he is also keen on preserving liberal 
adult education, in particular the study 
circle contributing as it does to motivat-
ing people to learn ; it can represent 
learning which is slow of necessity. even 
if technology is accelerating, most brains 
still function in the same way as before, 
he says smiling.     

. . AND oNWArD 

replying as to what drives him on and on 
in the field of continuing education, sturla 
bjerkaker tells us that it is little things like 
the following :
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sirelius is the secretary-general 
of VsY (the Finnish adult edu-
cation association), Vice Presi-
dent of eaea, the european 
umbrella organisation for adult 

education, as well as a board member of 
unesco’s institute for Lifelong Learning 
(uiL). she will be leaving VsY and eaea 
when she retires in June this year, but will 
continue on in her elected position within 
unesco. 

"the Nordic model, based on every 
adult being offered the opportunity to 
take part in free education supported by 
public funding, is so good that it ought 
to be held up as a good example for the 
benefit other countries,says eeva-inkeri 
sirelius. 

Via her international commitments, 
she has observed a great deal of inter-
est in the Nordic adult education model 
throughout the world. she was just re-
cently in contact with serbia, a country 
which lacks both public funding and any 
legislation encouraging adult education 
of the folkbildning type. the Nordic coun-
tries can be especially happy and proud 
of the long tradition of cooperation they 
have for exchanging know-how among 
themselves, both in terms of administra-
tion and political support. 

"this still doesn’t mean that those from 
the Nordic countries ought to become 
travelling representatives for folkbildning 

in an attempt to get everyone to do ex-
actly as we do, but it is important that we 
tell about our shared values in this area. 
We should actively participate in discus-
sions about this and carry on a dialogue.’"

NoT A busINess

it is with an increasing sense of unrest 
that eeva-inkeri sirelius has been observ-
ing how education is being continuously 
whittled down in europe, and how many 
attempt to control it from the top to an 
ever increasing degree. 

‘i have seen indications that certain 
governments only are willing to fund 
certain types of education, leaving the 
rest to private funding. For example, the 
german Volkhochschule has focused 
only on certain sectors such as immigrant 
education and vocational training.’

in Finland, the institutions’ autonomy is 
respected in a different manner.

"in the Nordic countries, we should not 
approve an education that is completely 
business-based, when one of education’s 
fundamental conditions is that it should 
be publicly funded. such a standpoint is 
also emphasised by unesco."

estonia is another country in which 
development is headed in the opposite 
direction. taxes are being lowered, which 
puts funding for such things as health 
care and education at risk.

NoT everyTHINg CAN be MeAsureD

sirelius is also worried about the fact 
that within the eu, there is a prevailing 
opinion that all learning should be meas-
urable, and that it is only worthwhile 
to invest in education which can be 
measured. this is directly contrary to the 
Nordic model, where measurable results 
never have been a major objective. 

"if we start adhering to this line of 
thought, our results may become ex-
tremely short-term and we may wind up 
in a pitfall situation. it is not realistically 
possible to measure everything, and the 
men and women who lay the grounds for 
the adult education tradition in the Nor-
dic countries knew this. it is important to 
remember that there is something called 
the 'wider benefits of learning'. We simply 
have to trust that each crown, Pound or 
euro we use is worth investing."

good results can be manifested in 
many different ways. one place where 
they are prevalent is within social welfare 
and health care. 

"a person who learns to take control of 
their own lives through learning is quite 
simply a much healthier person."

THe THresHoLD sHouLD be LoW

in the Nordic region, we have managed 
to instil people with an enthusiasm for 
learning which benefits personal devel-

nordic adult education should engage in a dialogue

WiTh The resT oF The World
in a european and global perspective, the nordic countries have a great deal to offer, but 

they also have a great deal to learn. Within education, this is a question of give and take and 

of carrying on a continuous dialogue. This is eeva-inkeri sirelius’ main message when, based 

on her own extensive experience of international cooperation within adult education, she 

reviews the nordic countries’ role within this area.

pushing, probing and  
creating democracy

TeXT and PhoTo clara henriksdotter
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TeXT and PhoTo clara henriksdotter

opment. it is this aspect which sirelius 
maintains that we should trot out much 
more clearly to other countries. 

"the key thing is creating an awareness 
about why non-formal education is nec-
essary and encouraging adults to reflect 
upon their own development. the world 
is changing at such a rapid pace that no 
one can cope using only old knowledge 
and abilities.’"

according to sirelius, the decisive factor 
is that the first threshold should be low. 

"regardless of whether it’s about build-
ing a wooden boat or learning a lan-
guage, we have to offer a broad range of 
choices. once someone had dared cross 
the first threshold, the important insight 
is that they have succeeded with some-
thing and therefore can dare continue to 
learn more. Motivation is essential."

fINLAND ToPs THe LIsT

the pluralistic Nordic system, which is 
grounded upon the idea that govern-
mental funding of education should be 
free yet not dictate the content or objec-
tives of such education, has obviously 
been fruitful. Within adult education, 
participation levels in the Nordic coun-
tries are among the highest in the world, 
with Finland at the absolute top with a 
participation level as high as 52% of the 
adult population. 

Naturally, this is if great interest to the 
eu, whose goal is to increase the aver-
age level from the present 9% to 15% 
before the year 2020. according to the 
eu’s measurement system, Finland has a 
participation rate of 22.1%. 

soCIeTIes ouT of sTeP  
WITH THe TIMes

Lately, both Finland and sweden have 
shown similar tendencies to certain other 
european countries in that populist par-
ties, often with racial overtones, have 
started popping up. From the perspec-
tive of adult education, this could be 
interpreted as a failure. according to 
eeva-inkeri sirelius, the reason behind 
this could be that both the general public 
and industry have been out of step with 
global thinking already from the start.

"industry was first off the starting line, 
and here you can already see a group of 
people moving freely from country to 
country, yet there is a large group that is 
only now discovering, to its consterna-
tion, that a great deal of industry has 
gone abroad. With a bit of delay, they 

have woken up to a new reality, which 
is causing them a great deal of fear and 
distress. Faced with this, they may believe 
that it is better to close the borders and 
shut their doors. 

Yet an ever increasingly multicultural 
world demands that we understand and 
tolerate those things which deviate from 
the usual. this poses a great challenge for 
any educational system. 

"i believe that we could even demand 
that people acquaint themselves with 
other cultures and extend their discus-
sions to wider circles than their own little 
'knot'. My dream is that we, in a european 
and global perspective, can understand 
that we learn, live and pursue happiness 
in different ways and that the world is not 
so black and white as we sometimes are 
made to believe." 

CuLTurAL MeeTINgs  
As PArT of everyDAy LIfe

in Finland, we have a great deal we can 
learn from the rest of europe regarding a 
multicultural society. 

"cultural diversity, which is something 
we have only started to discuss in Fin-
land, is part of everyday life in central 
europe. When i discuss cross-cultural 
meetings with my english colleagues, 
they explain that for them, it is a 'non-
issue' that they meet people belonging 
to different ethnic groups with different 
cultures, religions and skin colours. that 
is the reality they already are used to 
facing."

according to sirelius, giving students 
the possibility of experiencing other 
cultures on the spot is the best means of 
encouraging tolerance. the eu’s transna-
tional mobility programme offers 



great possibilities for this, not only to people 
in high positions but also to adult students in general.  

’Within unesco, focus lies upon humane growth 
as the goal for all education. by not only focusing on 
knowledge and abilities but also on creating a new 
view of the world, adult education receives a new 
purpose.’

We CANNoT forgeT THe WorLD ArouND us

sirelius is sorry that since becoming part of the eu, 
Finland has become so centred on europe that they 
easily lose sight of more global aspects. the interest of 
the decreasing number of civil servants is ever more 
occupied by eu matters at the expense of commit-
ment to issues concerning global education. caring 
about others is an important aspect of lifelong learn-
ing that sirelius says must not be forgotten by any-
one, and this includes civil servants. 

"the world is actually much larger than europe, and 
we should be investing much more in knowledge 
about developing countries. i can see this clearly in 
unesco’s forum in Hamburg, where government rep-
resentatives from distant countries are eager to get 
those of us from the Nordic countries to participate. 
For example, they need to get confirmation that lit-
eracy is a human right, and this is something that we 
need to accomplish together. We are not always aware 
in our Nordic countries how important we are to the 
rest of the world. We should let President Martti 
Ahtisaari serve as one of our models, since he sets a 
fine example of how a small nation can participate in 
preventing conflicts all over the world."

MuTuAL beNefITs

in unesco, eeva-inkeri sirelius has observed that de-
veloping countries’ educational questions are about 
much more than just literacy, and the Nordic coun-
tries should not only act as a donor with the "poor 
south" as a receiver. 

"even here, we can find mutual benefits from our 
cooperation. the Nordic countries could learn that we 
do not necessarily always need both this and that in 
order to succeed. We could, for example, survive with 
fewer institutions. We might also be able to arrange 
for education without setting such high demands on 
external conditions."

ToLerANCe Is Key

internationally, we ought to more clearly highlight 
that, from a Nordic historical perspective, folkbildn-
ing is closely associated with the fight for democracy, 
freedom and equality, says sirelius. 

"social responsibility and the ability to handle con-
flicts are central elements in folkbildning. the pro-
grammes offered within folkbildning could be based 
on tolerance. We have a fine programme for global 
education in Finland, but unfortunately it is relatively 
unknown. it includes elements of how we can func-
tion in a global world by respecting each other and 
accepting our differences." 

With inspiration from Denmark, a folk high 

school was established in the faroe islands in 

1899 and has ever since been an important 

part of faroese identity. The school was the 

first educational institution ever where school 

subjects were taught in the faroese language; 

up until then, Danish had been the sole 

language of education in the faroes. The folk 

high school is still up and running, providing 

an important contrast to today’s mass culture.

THe foLK HIgH sCHooL MoveMeNT 

the idea of the folk high school originated in denmark. the danish cler-
gyman grundtvig wanted to revolt against elitist pedagogy by establish-
ing a folk high school for young people. the school would respond to the 
need for popular education following in the wake of early democratisa-
tion trends in denmark. according to grundtvig’s view, if ordinary people 
were to participate in ruling the country, they needed a better education 
than what the school system of the time could offer. instead of books 
and memorisation, grundtvig focused on the living, spoken word. His 
main idea was to create a "school for Life" where people all social classes 
could meet. His views propagating a free education style began to gain 
ground, and the first folk high schools were established in the mid 1800s 
in denmark and in the other Nordic countries. 

INCreAseD LANguAge rIgHTs

the folk high school movement generated a considerable interest 
among the Faroese, and from the 1870s onwards, a significant number 
of people from the Faroes attended a danish folk high school. ever since 
the reformation, danish had been the official language of the Faroese 
church, and when a school system was established in the 1800s, danish 
was chosen as the language of instruction. the Faroese language was 
not a school subject, and several generations of Faroese people could 
not write their own language. as the Faroese folk high school was inde-
pendent of the official school system, it could pave the way for Faroese-
language education.

THe fAroese foLK HIgH sCHooL

in 1899, the Faroese Folk High school was founded by two young men, 
both of whom had attended a folk high school in denmark. during the 
first years of its existence, the school had male students in the winter and 
female students in the summer. the Folk High school was a central ele-
ment in the national movement calling for more respect for the Faroese 
national identity.  the students, who had never before had a chance to 
attend classes taught in Faroese, were now learning history, christianity, 
geography and science in their mother tongue. other subjects covered 
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The norDic folK high school

 – a school for life

learning to become human  
and get a grip on life

in the curriculum were Faroese and danish 
language and – since both body and mind 
must be cared for – Physical education.

Practical subjects such as woodwork for 
the boys and sewing for girls were taught 
so that students could support themselves 
later in life, while arithmetic skills would 
enable them to become shopkeepers. in 
accordance with the basic ideas of the folk 
high school movement, the spoken word 
was the main instrument of instruction. at 
the time, hardly any books existed in the 
Faroese language.

THe foLK HIgH sCHooL ToDAy

today, the Folk High school stands like an 
oasis in the middle of the city of torshavn. 
it offers a spring-term course for young 
people as well as courses targeted to fami-
lies, pensioners, people with psychiatric 
problems, and to tourists who use the 
school as their base during a package tour 
to the Faroe islands."the students range in 
age between 0 and 94, and over the years 
we have had people from all continents 
except australia," says bjørgfinnur Nielsen, 
who has worked as a teacher at the school 
since 1982. 

the autumn-term course is the longest 
course offered, with about 20 young peo-
ple between the ages of 17 and 20 spend-
ing five months at the school. instruction 
is given in academic subjects such as 
Faroese, history and mathematics; creative 
subjects like woodwork, handcrafts, art 

glass and pottery; as well as philosophy 
and writing in the form. 

school days start with breakfast, after 
which follows a morning assembly consist-
ing of a song, an excerpt from a film or 
short presentation.  then the students go 
to their various classes, which continue 
until late afternoon. excursions to different 
parts of the country are an important part 
of the curriculum, too.

the autumn course is an eye-opener for 
the young participants, and their develop-
ment during the 5 months at the school 
is tangible. For many, the folk high school 
experience is a kind of chronological mile-
stone, with students referring to the time 
"before" and "after" the course. 

A fANTAsTIC exPerIeNCe

19-year-old Heiðrikur Hanusarson 
Heinesen attended the Folk High school 
in autumn 2010 for five months and says 
that he enjoyed every single day. He had 
finished secondary school and at the time 
had neither a job nor concrete plans to 
continue studying. "the folk high school 
was recommended to me by some friends, 
so i chose this opportunity. it was a fantas-
tic experience. i made lots of new friends 
and tried living on my own for the first 
time in my life. i had my privacy while at 
the same time friends were always close at 
hand", Heiðrikur says. apart from the social 
aspect of studying, the musically talented 
young man benefited considerably from 

the woodwork classes, where he built a 
drum for himself. the mathematics classes 
gave him a chance to improve his skills in 
this subject, which was never his strong 
suit at school. 

froM sPeCTATors To PArTICIPANTs

Turið sigurðardóttir is the chairperson of 
the board of the Faroese Folk High school 
and works as Professor of Literature at the 
university of the Faroes. in her view, the 
task of the Folk High school is to engage 
with the young students and equip them 
in the best possible way to participate 
actively in the present instead of being 
passive spectators without any significant 
influence on their surroundings. the par-
ticipants become good at assessing and 
judging everything they encounter in life, 
which makes them more resistant and, 
to a certain extent, protects them from 
becoming victims, turið sigurðardóttir 
says. she is convinced that the school still 
provides a necessary service. Here each 
student is met at their own level, a peda-
gogical approach which is much needed 
in today’s mass-produced culture where 
development is expected to happen at a 
standardised, effective pace. the folk high 
school allows students to learn more about 
themselves and their abilities, turið sig-
urðardóttir says.

More iNFo
the website of the Faroese Folk 
High school: www.haskulin.fo

TeXT Kristianna Winther Poulsson  
PhoTo Karin Beate nøsterud/norden.org



kuvateksti: today, the Folk High school stands like 
an oasis in the middle of torshavn. the school, 
which is currently 112 years old, is alive and well 
and offers a wide range of courses. 

eyes turned towards 
THe WIDe WorLD

learning by laughter

TeXT and PhoTo  clara henriksdotter

christoph schepers is inspired by his colleagues. 
sometimes it can be difficult to make them 
understand that it is time to go home.

This friday, language consultant christoph schepers 

will open the door to his office at studieskolen in 

copenhagen at half past seven. sometimes he comes 

to work as early as five o'clock in the morning, but 

just as often it can happen that he does not arrive 

until eleven o'clock. as the father of a little boy he is 

grateful for a workplace where the working hours are 

extremely flexible. 
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The studieskolen associa-
tion offers various kinds of 
language instruction for 
adults; it provides instruc-
tion in danish for foreigners, 

sells language instruction to companies 
and institutions and has a department 
which, within the framework of folk-
bildning, provides instruction in thirty 
foreign languages. in this department 
schepers is in charge of development, 
and as a specialist consultant he is also 
in charge of human resources. 

Christoph schepers shares the room 
with his colleague eva Abrahamsen, 
and that is something he is happy 
about.

"she is the best colleague imaginable 
and, unlike me, she’s well organized. 
We both have time to talk about chil-
dren and to debate concrete problems 
connected with our daily work," he 
laughs, and asks in the same breath if 
he can offer us a cup of tea or coffee. in 
the small kitchen next to the office he 
opens the lid of a small tea caddy and 
lets the aroma flow out. 

"this is what makes a person happy. 
but i’ll have to leave at eleven o'clock 
to be in time for the university, where i 
teach german culture. in fact, a quarter 
to eleven would be best for my blood 
pressure."

euroPeAN Co-oPerATIoN  
Is NeeDeD 

christoph schepers was born in ger-
many, but he moved to denmark 
fifteen years ago. He has discovered 
that people in the Nordic countries are 
good at advances in technology but 
not so good at co-operation.

"We run our own systems and are 
fully committed to our own line of 
business." 

christoph's dream is to get all third-
sector language schools to co-operate 
and also to turn their gaze towards the 
rest of europe.

"For me the european Qualification 
Framework is the guiding light in lan-
guage instruction, but in the Nordic 
countries people use it far too rarely to 
document language skills." 

christoph scheper’s main idea is 
that people should be able to get their 
language skills validated according 
to the same system, regardless where 
in the world they live, study or work. 
it could therefore be a good idea to 
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eyes turned towards 
THe WIDe WorLD

start in the Nordic countries. over 
the last three years a Nordplus adult 
project has developed tools which use 
comprehensive web-based and self-
regulated tests within the competence 
areas described in the european frame 
of reference. studieskolen’s partners 
are Folkeuniversitet in Norway and 
Folkuniversitetet in sweden, and the 
three institutions are now running 
their second Nordplus Vuxen project 
to develop, test, evaluate and put into 
practice tools which document real 
linguistic competence.

"it’s an attempt to bring together an 
initial level test, course contents and a 
course description, plus the documen-

tation after a completed course so 
that they make up a logical whole," 
says christoph schepers. 

Nordic co-operation has taken 
him one step closer to his dream, 
but it has also involved difficulties.

"We ran into a number of lin-
guistic misunderstandings, which 
resulted in me taking a course in 
swedish."

WorK AND LeIsure  
go HAND IN HAND

it’s almost eleven o'clock, but chris-
toph still has time to tell us about 
his plans for the rest of the working 
day. i wonder whether or when he 
plans to have lunch, or "frokost" as 
it is called in denmark, and then he 
admits that the people in his work-
place are not very good at leav-
ing their work for coffee or lunch 
breaks.

"My boss tries to establish a lunch 
culture and encourages us to use 
our fine staff room, but this doesn’t 
happen very often."

the afternoon is generally dedi-
cated to meetings, and this Friday 
afternoon there will be an extra-
long strategy session between 3 
and 6 pm.

"We will outline our goals for the 
next three years. in the digital world 
the whole concept of learning must 
be redefined, and education will 
look quite different five or ten years 
from now. the fact that we’re al-
ready prepared for this at our school 
feels quite fantastic."

it is easy to see that christoph 
schepers loves his work, and he 
admits that drawing a line between 
work and leisure can be difficult. He 
is not the only one feeling this way 
at studieskolen. 

"We’re all very committed, and we 
often send ideas to each other by 
e-mail after working hours. some-
times when we have a meeting in 
the afternoon, people almost have 
to be thrown out to make them un-
derstand that it is time to go home."

the right to make a fool of oneself 
without having to be ashamed of it 
is something that schepers loves in 
danish working culture. 

"We laugh at our mistakes and 
correct them with a smile." 

chrisToPh schePers  
comPleTes senTences:

as a colleague i try to be loyal, to 
listen to people, and to inspire them.

at my workplace i am especially 
motivated by co-operation.

i would like to learn more about 
pedagogics and IT.

My most important tool is my col-
leagues and teachers.

chrisToPh schePers 
associaTes freely:

Learning together: the only way to 
learn

Folkbildning: I’m afraid that it will 
disappear if we don't take it into the 
21st century

grundtvig: he would love to be with 
us in the 21st century

Lifelong learning: a fantastic 
dream, and one that shouldn’t be 
abused by using it only for qualifica-
tions for the labour market  

in The small KiTchen 
neXT To The office he 

oPens The liD of a small 
Tea caDDy anD leTs The 

aroma floW ouT." 
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TeXT maria malin  PhoTo Börje enlund

learning by doing

The objective of the course 
sega gubbar is to activate 
mature men who are free 
during the day and motivate 
them to take part in healthy 

exercise in the company of others. as 
well as Nordic walking, the course con-
tains cycling, skiing, skating, stretching 
exercises, visits to the gym, and walks to 
places of cultural interest. sometimes the 
participants have lunch together in the 
cafeteria at the public swimming pool 
and sometimes they go to the woods and 
have a barbecue.

the course was initiated by the course 
leader, Kaj Kajander. He is a retired gym-
nastics teacher with a great interest in 
preventive health care. kaj says that the 
"sturdy fellows" meet every Monday at 
10 am. the time is ideal for people who 
are free during the day. it is a good way 
get out and start the week in a social and 
healthy way. He believes that the two 
main keys to the success of the project 
are the sense of community and the 
freedom to influence the content of the 

course. in the city of Porvoo, where kaj is 
course leader, the course brings in more 
than forty men from a variety of profes-
sional backgrounds. 

Physical exercise is always set at a 
pace that lets everyone talk during the 
exercise. and talk they do: about society, 
about their health, about their grandchil-
dren and their hobbies. the spontaneous 
discussions about health often show 
what the participants are concerned 
about. then the course leader will nor-
mally invite a guest lecturer who can tell 
the participants more about, say, Psa 
tests, a nourishing diet, our memory or 
how people can best retain their faculties 
when they get older. 

börje enlund is a course leader in kris-
tinestad. börje says that what is needed 
in starting a group is a course leader 
with a good sense of humour, and with a 
good knowledge of physical exercise and 
health issues. 

MeN IN THe KITCHeN

a cookery course for men takes place in 

the island village of Pellinge, by the sea 
on the south coast of Finland. the parti-
cipants are a very heterogeneous group, 
with ages varying from 12 to 65 years. 
some of them already know a lot about 
cooking while others are novices. still, 
they do not compete with each other. 
everybody lends a hand, since they know 
that the evening will end with a common 
meal consisting of the dishes they have 
learnt to prepare during the day. rabbe 
rosqvist is one of the more enthusiastic 
participants, and he often brings his 
teenage son with him.  rabbe says that 
young boys who have come with their 
fathers or grandfathers generally enjoy 
the sense of community and the funny 
stories told during the cooking. 

Courses IN CArPeNTry

john Whitesmith is an englishman who 
moved to Finland for love. He says that 
courses in carpentry suit him well since 
they perform several functions at the 
same time. it is useful to learn carpentry 
and at the same time make things you 
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ococo
courses for sTurDy felloWs, 
amaTeur cooKs 
and DIYers of all ages
adult education aimed at finland's swedish-speaking population has come up with three 

successful course concepts with features in common – that participants can get started 

right away, take part in decision making, and learn by doing. i have chosen courses for 

men, since men are one of the target groups that adult education focuses on in finland.

need. it’s easier to succeed when there is 
a capable instructor and a well-equipped 
workshop with tools and machines. You 
also gain confidence when you see what 
others are doing, and you can learn new 
things step by step. social interaction 
between the participants is also impor-
tant for John, who says that he can meet 
"just about anyone" on the courses. Par-
ticipants from different professional back-
grounds and age groups come together 
through their interest in woodwork.

CorroborATeD by reseArCH

Professor rita Dunn has – together with 
her husband kenneth dunn – developed 
the concept of learning styles, which is 
based on every individual's unique abil-
ity to learn. in the book Nu fattar jag – att 
hitta and använda sin inlärningsstil (brain 
books 2001) [Practical approaches to 
teaching young adults to teach them-
selves] rita dunn describes differences 
in men's and women's learning styles. 
Women have more of an auditory style 
of learning. Men learn somewhat better 

through the tactile, kinaesthetic and visu-
al senses, and need to move around rath-
er more. to put it in clearer terms: men 
learn more easily if they can hold, touch 
and press things. it’s a bit more difficult 
for men than for women to learn if they 
have to sit passively for longer periods of 
time. dunn also believes that male learn-
ers are slightly more anti-authoritarian 
than female learners.

this is also corroborated by barry 
golding, a pedagogy researcher from 
australia. during his visit to Finland in 
september 2010 golding gave an ac-
count of his research. He has been devel-
oping and studying the Men’s shed phe-
nomenon, which is a growing grassroots 
movement in australia. the sheds are 
equipped with tools and materials and 
give men who are free during the day the 
chance to work together, doing voluntary 
work or projects of their own. there is no 
instructor present, but there is a person 
in charge on the premises. golding said 
the men he interviewed for his research 
liked to stress the difference between 

this activity and actual courses. they pre-
ferred to come to Men's shed, since they 
did not want to be instructed or talked 
down to by a teacher. the important 
thing for them was to be able to do what 
they liked and to be together with others.

there is a similar project at the Workers' 
institute in the city of Vaasa in central 
ostrobothnia, Finland. the institute, 
which received the quality award of the 
Finnish Ministry of education in 2010, has 
a course called seniorsnickarna ("senior 
carpenters"). the institute is lucky to 
have a building of its own with a special 
workshop for woodwork. this makes it 
possible to keep it open in daytime (un-
der the supervision of the caretaker) for 
senior citizens who wish to do carpentry 
at their own pace. in kronoby, another 
place in ostrobothnia, there is a project 
called slöjdtorget, which follows similar 
learning-by-doing principles. 

Courses for sTurDy feLLoWs, AMATeur CooKs AND
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empowering you  
to participate

ready for the job 
iN The childcare kiTcheN

Thanks to close cooperation between the municipality, 

the Daghøjskole and a meat trade college, 17 women 

were ready and able to make healthy and organic food for 

children in Danish kindergartens and nurseries. 

TeXT michael Voss  PhoTo  nVl’s archive
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They have always loved to cook, 
and now they know that they 
have to beware of salmonella. 
For a little over a year ago a 
group of unemployed people, 

mainly women, finished an 18 week train-
ing course called: "Job in the childcare 
kitchen". the participants were of ethnic 
origins other than danish and the course 
was conducted by the ishøj daghøjskole 
and the danish Meat trade college in 
roskilde. 

in the target group for the danish 
daghøjskoler are people who have lim-
ited education and people who are per-
sonally or socially vulnerable. the danish 
Meat trade college provides education 
for butchers, waiters and chefs. 

INNovATIve CooPerATIoN 

the course was a result of an innovative 
cooperation between the municipality, 
the daghøjskole and the danish Meat 
trade college. the municipality needed 
personnel to make food for kindergartens 
and nurseries. the daghøjskolerne and 
the employment agency were aware that 
it was difficult for many women from eth-
nic minority groups to get a job. Most of 
them only had limited education and had 
difficulty with the danish language. 

"We knew that they could make food 
for 100 people and good food, but they 
had limited knowledge of how to man-
age ecology, hygiene, work-place safety, 
time and economy" says györgyi Csato, 
the leader for the ishøj daghøjskole. 

THe LANguAge Is DIffICuLT 

sengül was only 14 years old, when she 
arrived in denmark 33 years ago from 
turkey. since, she has had various jobs: 
in a flower shop, a metal factory, a fish 
factory and an office. but in the spring of 
2009 she was unemployed. 

"i have always loved making food, 
therefore i wanted to take the course" 
she says. she finds the course difficult, 
especially because she has experienced 
difficulties with the language.  

"but i have learned a lot from listening 
and talking," she says. 

and sussi van den Klejn can confirm 
that. she works in the kitchen of the kin-
dergarten Piletræet, where sengül had 
her on–the-job training. 

"she was very keen on the job from 
the beginning. she almost took the work 
out of my hands. the more time she 
spent here the better she became at the 
language." 

CuCuMber AND frIKADeLLer

in the danish Meat trade college, gitte 
svensson has been in charge of the 
teaching. 

"although they have been deeply 
involved, it has also been really challeng-
ing, but the daghøjskolen has been able 
to follow up students’ progress after the 
course , experienced as they are in teach-
ing and guiding women with limited edu-
cation and language difficulties" she says. 

Lee from israel agrees totally, "the 
teachers at the daghøjskolen repeated 
and repeated everything a thousand 
times until they were absolutely certain 
that we understood, including all the 
names of danish vegetables and fruits 
that i had hardly heard of before."

one of the devices used to get across 
more difficult material is a trivial Pursuit 
game about salmonella and other bac-
teria that educator bettina fellov of the 
ishøj daghøjskole, has developed herself. 
at the end of the course Lee considers the 
future to be bright: "i had no errors in the 
hygiene exam. and now i also know what 
a cucumber looks like and how to make 
frikadeller. i am ready for any job involv-
ing cooking." she says with a big smile. 
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 a place for growing

Working towards achieving
susTainaBle 

association activities

study circles, lectures and courses 

are all in a day’s work for aBf-

Åland (The Workers’ educational 

association of Åland). as of april, 

they are testing a new concept 

by teaching basic ideas about 

how associations can attain a 

sustainable development of 

their activities. meet study circle 

leader mia hanström and icf 

(international coach federation) 

coach Jessica eriksson, who 

are currently planning several 

evenings devoted to this topic 

during the coming fall. 

TeXT helena flöjt-Josefsson  PhoTo aBf-Åland

Mia Hanström and jes-
sica eriksson consider 
association work and 
activities to be important 
factors in a dynamic 

society, since they provide many natural 
social settings which encourage participa-
tion and development through meetings 
about shared interests. eriksson points 
out that a good association offers more 
to its participants than it demands, and, 
once this basic condition is met, this ben-
efits the individual, the association and 
society.

froM THougHT To ACTIoN

it was the advertisements about abF’s 
evening course "Handling everyday Life" 
which caught the attention of social 
worker and icF coach Jessica eriksson. 
For better or worse, she decided to get in 
touch with Mia Hanström, a study circle 
leader, in order to inform her about the 
company she recently started. shortly 
thereafter, they met in order to consider 
a possible collaboration. abF was already 
working with sustainable environmental 
and economical development at that 
time, so their conversation naturally drift-
ed towards the area of associations’ levels 
of commitment. 

"that was when the subject of associa-
tion activities arose, in particular the topic 
of sustainable development for associa-
tions. Mia suggested that my company, 'a 
sustainable Lifestyle', could complement 
their work. and that’s just it: we need 
to try to identify our own sustainable 
lifestyle before we can begin to proceed 

and develop further. so the focus area 
became sustainability, and we hope that 
the associations will create some form of 
sustainability policy adapted to the needs 
of each association," says Jessica eriksson.

Mia Hanström explains how the target 
group was very obvious for the adult 
educational association: ‘abF is built upon 
its member associations, but it is also in 
contact with other associations, and it 
becomes clear that association activities 
can be quite demanding at times. the 
associations consume the energy of their 
members instead of instilling energy. 
it must be possible to get people to be 
dedicated in different ways. For example, 
does someone have special competencies 
which can be utilised? or is there a limit 
to how much time a person is willing to 
dedicate to the association’s work and 
activities?’ 

THe MeeTINg bore fruIT

Hanström and eriksson started plan-
ning an evening devoted to the topic of 
"sustainable development for your as-
sociation". Questions such as "How shall 
members in an association find the moti-
vation and pleasure necessary in order to 
develop?" attracted the participation of 
both the general public and associations.

the evening provided a lecture and 
workshops in which several questions 
pertaining to sustainability were exam-
ined. there were many more participants 
than Hanström and eriksson had dared 
hope for, and quite a few associations 
were represented. 

after the event, Hanström and eriksson 
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discerned that there were two groups 
which participated. one of these was 
associations which saw the advantage of 
discussing shared issues with other asso-
ciations. the other was associations with 
a greater need of individual coaching in 
order that they establish realistic expec-
tations of the association and better be 
able to clarify or perhaps even delimit 
their association’s purpose.

When abF-Åland presented "sustain-
able development for your association" 
to Nordic abF, they were met with a great 
deal of interest. the study circle leader 
was able to describe how they attracted 
22 participants to the evening and how 
the participants’ evaluations showed that 
they were quite satisfied. they also ex-
pressed an interest in examining different 
topics in greater depth, which is in fact 
already being planned for this coming 
fall. 

PLANs for THe fALL

Mia Hanström explains that educational 
activities within abF-Åland increasingly 
encompass freestanding lectures or a se-

ries of lectures with ensuing discussions. 
this seems to be a sign of the times, as 
this tendency also has been found in the 
other Nordic abF associations. Hanström 
and eriksson are currently planning their 
collaboration for the upcoming fall, both 
in terms of the possibilities for coaching 
individual associations and in terms of 
a series of individual evening lectures/
workshops. by addressing one topic at a 
time, the associations can examine how 
to create sustainability in greater depth. 

the special topic evening in april re-
sulted in the fact that the associations 
were involved in and influenced the 
content of this coming fall’s lecture se-
ries. How about topics such as: How can 
we best utilise individual competencies 
within an association? How can an as-
sociation change the age distribution of 
their members and succeed in reaching 
youths? How should we draw up a sus-
tainability policy, what should it include 
and why should an association formulate 
such a policy?

Without a doubt, abF has gotten off to 
a strong start, and the project "sustain-

More iNFo
www.abfaland.ax  
abF–Åland (the Workers’ 
educational association of Åland)

www.hallbarlivsstil.ax        
sustainable Lifestyle 
(Jessica eriksson’s company)

able associations" will be further devel-
oped within the near future. the evening 
in april whetted everyone’s appetites. on 
the one hand, it became possible to chart 
which problems associations are facing at 
the moment and what might be the chal-
lenges facing them in their future quest 
for sustainable development. 

on the other hand, the participants 
were given the opportunity to reflect 
upon what associations ought to con-
sider in order to maintain a sustainable 
development. Participation in an as-
sociation is a voluntary choice based 
on personal interest, yet associations 
are dependent on their members. it is 
therefore important that they listen to 
how members prefer to participate, both 
in terms of time and competencies. in 
order to create a sustainable association, 
its members need to feel motivated, 
inspired and happy. if an association is 
able to create these feelings, it need not 
take long before the remaining pieces fall 
into place. However, since motivation and 
inspiration are perishable, confidence, 
courage and creativity are also important 
conditions for the sustainable develop-
ment of an association. 

a selecTion of quesTions for 
an associaTion To reflecT uPon:

What is our unique idea 
and purpose? 

What are our common values?

How can we utilise everyone’s 
competencies and talents?

Which different personalities 
do we have among us?

What opportunities for individual 
development do we provide?

Which challenges are you 
prepared to take on?

jessica eriksson 
and Mia Hanström 

had a successful 
arrangement de-

voted to the topic 
of "sustainable 

Development for 
your Association".
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Many of them find it dif-
ficult to identify with the 
culture of their parents or 
the (often stereotyped) 
image of Muslims pre-

sented in the media. they are well-edu-
cated, speak the language of the country 
they live in, were born in that country and 
"in their hearts they bear the Muslim mes-
sage of peace", which they wish to spread 
in their own way. one of them is fazeela 
said, a swedish-canadian. she is running 
her own business, is a full-time student of 
journalism, works part-time as an aid ad-
ministrator at islamic relief and has been 
active in the Peace agents project and 
in the association swedish Muslims for 
Peace and Justice. 

Fazeela describes how one is con-

The righT To Their
stantly mistrusted as a Muslim. Without 
self-confidence it is difficult to engage in 
a dialogue and raise questions. Without a 
strong sense of who one is it is difficult to 
be a strong force in society. 
We get attention for doing the right thing

the study associations sensus and ibn 
rushd have been initiators of the Peace 
agents (Fredsagenterna) project, in 
which thousands of young swedish Mus-
lims have been trained to spread infor-
mation about islam as a religion of peace. 
the keywords have been self-confidence, 
knowledge and identity. Following the 
example of the Peace agents, organisa-
tions in sweden have become more 
open. by inviting people and engaging 
in debates, the organisation has received 
a great deal of positive attention, which 

has been inspiring, and has also shown 
that the open attitude was the right one.

Now the concept of the project is being 
taken to a european level, with courses 
for 100 peace agents being arranged in 
each of the ten participating eu coun-
tries. Fazeela is one of the people who 
have been lobbying for the idea at the 
eu commission in brussels. Projects in 
France, Holland and england are already 
in progress. the preconditions vary from 
country to country, but the idea seems 
to be unique and it seems to work every-
where – having young Muslims gathering 
around peace work. 

"We are very careful about having a 
credible and realistic representation in 
our projects in order to create a move-
ment which all young Muslims can iden-

fighting prejudice,  
mine and yours

There are 400 000 swedish 

muslims and over 30 million 

muslims in europe. in the new 

generation of young muslims, 

with their varying backgrounds, 

confessions and opinions, there 

are many who want to be able to 

represent just themselves.

own voice

TeXT Kajsa Wiktorin  PhoTo Karin Beate nøsterud/norden.org
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The righT To Their tify with. all Muslims can be involved, 
irrespective of their ethnic backgrounds, 
philosophies, political opinions, and  reli-
gious or secular convictions." 

froM A ProjeCT To A PoPuLAr 
MoveMeNT 

swedish Muslims for Peace and Justice 
was initiated as a further development of 
the Peace agents. the organisation was 
founded in 1998 and is today running 
several co-operation projects, which in 
various ways strive for peace and dia-
logue. the association has active mem-
bers who believe in what they are doing. 
"that is the only way to achieve long-
term results which can lead to change,"  
Fazeela says. 

before the general election in 2010, 
sMFr arranged a panel discussion to 
which it invited all political youth par-
ties, including the sweden democrats, 
an anti-immigrant party which was sub-

sequently elected to the swedish parlia-
ment. according to Fazeela the atmos-
phere during the debate was threatening 
at times, but at the coffee breaks every-
body talked with everybody. she believes 
in the power of meeting face to face, and 
thinks that it is important to engage in 
all sorts of debate, even with people who 
are prejudiced against Muslims.   

AN ATTACK AgAINsT us ALL

When a suicide bomber blew himself 
up in central stockholm in december 
2010, sMFr was the first organisation 
to arrange a demonstration condemn-
ing the attack. "the bomb was directed 
against us all, regardless of nationality 
and religion." sMFr's demonstration got 
attention worldwide, with reports both 
in the united states and in the bbc. the 
latter presented a debate between Kent 
ekeroth from the sweden democrats 
and yasri Khan from sMFr. "as part of an 

organisation we are not afraid to make 
a statement and participate in public 
discussion. both adult education and the 
popular movement where we do things 
together strengthen the individual. to-
gether we can make it happen."

HoPINg for A sAfe reALITy

although there are so many positive 
things going on, Fazeela describes how 
she, as a young Muslim woman, is tossed 
between several different realities. this 
has become particularly clear since she 
herself became a mother. While she gets 
appreciative mail for her work, she also 
sees how extremist hatred in the world 
is increasing. because of insecurity there 
is always a plan b in her life, built on the 
possibility of escape. because of fear she 
does not always say or write as she would 
really like to do. However, she hopes to 
be able to do that one day. 

own voice
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LæLæLLearning for quality of life

ragnhild Pehrsson is a 

committed enthusiast 

whose passionate 

dedication is currently 

benefiting the elderly 

inhabitants of the Dønski 

assisted living facility. she 

has started a study circle 

based on the core values 

of folkeakademiet (an 

organisation promoting 

culture and adult 

learning): building the 

local voice of democracy  

– and local identity. 

a warm house during  
the cold long winter

TeXT hilde s. grønhovd and ragnhild Pehrson  PhoTo ragnhild Pehrson and sturla Bjerkaker
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æ
on, with new stories coming steadily. 
However, this is not enough for ragnhild 
Pehrson: Now she has found something 
fascinating for the group on Facebook, 
too. every tuesday a "tuesday poem" is 
published on Folkeakademiet’s Facebook 
site, and she likes to bring these poems 
to the study circle. 

– i think it makes them more curious 
about the internet and Facebook when 
they find something there that they like, 
she says.

A MeeTINg of geNerATIoNs 

every year a village party is arranged in 
sandvika, but participating is difficult for 
elderly people who use walking frames 
or need other assistance. ragnhild Pe-
hrson solved this problem elegantly by 
setting up her own cabaret during the 
village party with the help of numerous 
co-operation partners. the clients and 

staff of berger nursing home and belset 
assisted living facility were invited. Par-
ticipation in organising an event during 
the village party makes the residents 
feel that they are part of the community, 
ragnhild Pehrson says. she stresses that 
it’s important that the elderly participate 
on the same footing as everyone else: by 
preparing their own performances!  they 
received considerable help from students 
attending an optional course called "Joy 
of life for the elderly" at rud upper sec-
ondary school. ragnhild Pehrson and 
the participants agree that this meeting 
between generations is both important 
and exciting. 

it certainly looks like the study circle 
will achieve its goal of improving the 
participants’ quality of life – thereby serv-
ing as an inspiration to each other and to 
you, the reader of this article. 

ragnhild Pehrsson is interested 
in the role of the elderly in so-
ciety and in intergenerational 
encounters. to her, it is crucial 
that impressions and experi-

ences of elderly people’s role in society 
lead to insights and concrete action. With 
the co-operation of the adult learning 
association Populus, the sandvika branch 
of Folkeakademiet, dønski nursing home 
and the residents of dønski assisted liv-
ing facility have during the past couple of 
years run adult education courses in, for 
instance, cultural work, cultural mediation 
and universal design as well as a narra-
tive workshop.  – the idea behind these 
activities is that people retain their worth 
throughout their lives, ragnhild Pehrson 
says.  

NArrATIve WorKsHoP fACILITATes 
reADjusTMeNT

– Moving from one’s own 
home to an assisted living 
facility isn’t easy to adjust 
to at first, ragnhild Pehrs-
son says. the participants 
feel that adult education 
courses have been helpful 
in this process. 

– You get new neigh-
bours who live closer to 
you than what you’re used 
to, people with values and 
ways of dealing with eve-
ryday life that are different 
from yours. You get the 
help that you are legally 
entitled to, the rest you have to figure out 
for yourself. everything is new. You need 
to cope with daily life and new impres-
sions while coming to terms with the fact 
that the various nuisances of old age have 
caught up with you. 

–the study circle is a forum where new 
and old neighbours talk about small and 
big problems and find solutions. the par-
ticipants come to see each other from new 
perspectives and discover each others’ 
strengths. they come to see their role as 
a neighbour in a new light and learn from 
one another, she says.

the goal of the study circle is to improve 
the participants’ quality of life. 

–We want to focus on the freedom and 
equality provided by this environment and 
how they affect one’s self-image. We try to 
think holistically and place issues into the 
wider context of the citizen-society rela-
tionship, explains an enthusiastic ragnhild 
Pehrson.

Learning for quality of life

A TIMe for CeLebrATIoN

For the residents of an assisted living 
facility, religious festivals and public 
holidays tend to be quiet times. relatives 
often go away for the holidays, so visi-
tors are scarce. this creates an increasing 
need for social arenas and opens up op-
portunities for residents to learn about 
one another’s traditions. during the week 
before easter, the study circle gathered to 
discuss easter traditions. 

eva told the group that she grew up 
with the tradition of people giving each 
other palm branches on Palm sunday. 
another tradition she was accustomed 
to was that of handing out easter lilies 
while singing the hymn "He is risen". this 
was a custom that very few of us had ever 
heard about. 

rolf found the preparations for the 
day's theme exciting. He can't see very 
well, so he called his daughter, asking 

her to go online and look up the stories 
behind the days of the easter celebration 
as told in the bible. rolf brought this ma-
terial to the study circle with him to share 
with the rest of the group. 

–this after all is the basis of Norwegian 
cultural heritage and the way in which 
we viewed easter festivities were viewed 
back in the old days, rolf says.

DIgITAL sTorIes

ragnhild Pehrson wants to combine this 
exchange of experiences with arousing 
the participants’ interest in modern tech-
nology. to this end, she complements 
the study circle by publishing results on a 
website called digitalt fortalt (digital sto-
ries). it is a website or forum containing 
personal narratives relating to cultural 
heritage from all over Norway. the web-
site was launched during the Norwegian 
Year of cultural Heritage 2009 but it lives 
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helping you  
to make sense of it all

occupational therapist elín 

ebba Ásmundsdóttir walks with 

a light step to her workplace 

hlutverkasetur on this april 

morning in reykjavik. 

Hlutverkasetur is icelandic for 
"role centre", and ebba is the 
creator of the centre.

"after 30 years of work-
ing in the field of psychiatry 

i realised that i must come up with a 
new way of helping people with mental 
health problems to find their way back 
into an active life a regain important 
roles. this is something that conventional 
psychiatric care has often been unable 
to do." 

it was in spring 2007 that ebba estab-
lished her own centre, not even knowing 
how she was going to finance it. she had 
picked up the idea much earlier, in 1999, 
in trondheim where dagfin björgen had 
set up a user-led centre together with 
other people who had experienced men-
tal illness. "i thought that the financing 
issue would work out somehow as long 
as the idea was good. the economic situ-
ation in iceland was good at the time, 
people had money and jobs and it was 
easy to find cheap premises in reykjavik 
city centre in a house about to be demol-
ished." then came the financial crisis and 
suddenly ebba found herself alone with 
her centre. a large new group of people 

TeXT clara henriksdotter  PhoTo carmen fuchs 

icelandic occupational therapist elín ebba 
Ásmundsdóttir has not been afraid to 
choose her own path in psychiatric care

The Threshold is loW
at hlutverkasetur role centre
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hearts, someone who feels ostracised. 
these are people with fragile souls who 
often react strongly to their surround-
ings. today lunch is combined with a staff 
meeting where the employees discuss a 
user who has been very upset because 
the staff haven’t been greeting him. "He 
has been in prison and this is a sensitive 
issue. We talked about how important it 
is to acknowledge one another, and i’m 
really pleased that he was not afraid to 
approach me about this problem."

on three days a week, hot soup is on 
offer at the centre and everyone sits 
down to a meal together. the price is 
one-third of what a cup of coffee costs 
downtown, and one of the users of the 
centre buys the ingredients cheaply and 
prepares the food – on his own initiative. 
today an especially tempting aroma is 
wafting about the centre because two 
older men decided to treat everyone to 
freshly-made waffles – again, on their 
own initiative. easter is approaching, 
which adds its own touch to the atmos-
phere. Carmen fuchs, an austrian stu-
dent doing her traineeship at the centre, 
shows us how easter eggs are painted in 
her home country. 

"today lots of things have happened 
that were not planned", says ebba and 
looks slightly embarrassed as she tells me 
she particularly enjoyed a conversation 
about body hair. "We were pondering 
why people feel they need to shave all 
the hair off their bodies. We were laugh-
ing uncontrollably, and carmen com-
mented that perhaps it’s just as well that 
she doesn’t understand everything we’re 
saying. i would say we are all a little mad 
and you could describe the centre as cha-
otic – but with a sound basic structure."

 it’s four o’clock and it’s time to close 
the doors of Hlutverkasetur for the day. 
ebba’s faith in her idea and initiative has 
been confirmed again. 

"When i go to bed at night i often send 
thanks to a higher power, whoever it is, 
that i dared to take this step and try out 
everything i believe in. i am a well-known 
figure in the field of psychiatry in ice-
land, i am a professional with a Master’s 
degree, so no-one can say i don’t know 
what i am doing. that gives me a lot of 
freedom." 

eBBa fills in senTences:

as a colleague i try to always com-
municate in a way that boosts the other 
person’s self-confidence. 

in the work community it’s important 
that you can be yourself. 

at my workplace i am especially moti-
vated when I see that someone is able to 
do something they haven’t managed to 
do before, or dares to take initiative. 

i would like to learn more about 
... I don’t actually know if I want to learn 
more about anything but I think it’s 

important to apply in practice the knowl
edge you already have.

My most important tool is myself.

eBBa associaTes freely:

Learning together: a positive thing, 
that’s what you do in a family

Folkbildning activities: I wish we had 
folk high schools in Iceland

grundtvig: he gives us money for Nordic 
co-operation and widens our horizons

Lifelong learning: learning is one of our 
fundamental needs; even people with 
dementia experience a need to learn     

needing support and help emerged: the 
unemployed. ebba realised that their 
situation is in many ways similar to that 
of the mentally ill and decided to open 
up the centre to everyone in need of 
support without asking them why they 
had come. 

the users would decide how every-
thing was to be done at the centre, not 
the other way around. Here they would 
be able to start their way back into soci-
ety without being stigmatised. 

fuLfILLINg soCIAL NeeDs

that is exactly how it turned out. today 
the centre teems with activity, with a 
programme including activities ranging 
from philosophy, yoga and psychodrama 
to discussion groups and practical cours-
es. every day the centre has roughly fifty 
visitors, who can participate in the vari-
ous activities free of charge. occasionally 
weekend courses are organised for which 
a small fee is charged.  it’s also okay just 
to pop in for a chat or a cup of coffee. 

"What happens in between the ac-
tivities is often the most important part: 
people who have led isolated lives or lost 
their jobs can find someone to talk to". 

the staff consists of two occupational 
therapists and six people with varying 
backgrounds who have personal experi-
ence of mental health problems. in addi-
tion, a number of volunteers participate 
in the work done at the centre and make 

suggestions for suitable activities. the 
centre is financed by the state, the city of 
reykjavik, and a trade union. 

PATIeNTs beCoMe reseArCHers

the concept has been extremely success-
ful in iceland, and has now become the 
object of a scientific study. thanks to the 
Nordplus adult project NsN (from the 
icelandic phrase Notandi spyr Notanda, 
i.e. users interviewing users), elín ebba 
Ásmundsdóttir has been able to con-
tinue her cooperation with the centre in 
trondheim, where an entirely new way 
of evaluating psychiatric care has been 
developed. 

"People who have themselves been 
mentally ill are trained to survey and 
interview others with mental problems 
about how they feel about their situation 
and about their experiences of the serv-
ices available to them. the Norwegians 
visited us last year, and this year it’s our 
turn to travel to trondheim. it is very 
inspiring!" 

HoT souP AND A CHAT

it is nearly 10 o’clock when ebba opens 
the door to her workplace. true to her 
habit, she has already dealt with some 
paperwork at her home computer be-
fore coming to work so she won’t have 
to sit behind closed doors. at the centre 
it’s full blast all day, people wanting to 
unburden their minds and open their 

The Threshold is loW
at hlutverkasetur role centre
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It is not illegal to grow tomatoes on 
roundabouts or to plant potatoes in 
an apartment courtyard. the transi-
tion movement encourages people 
to make better use of the earth's re-

sources and to become aware of what can 
be done locally, actions that people may 
not know are allowed or possible. 

sTArT oN A jourNey To INNer AND 
ouTer TrANsITIoN

a transport strike in britain in 2004 
revealed the vulnerability of the coun-
try. if the strike had continued for two 
more days without food transport, there 
would have been a food shortage. in the 
autumn of 2006 this event gave birth 
to the transition movement, a popular 
movement that spread quickly all over 
the world, aiming to support local initia-
tives for increased self-sufficiency and a 
sustainable future. the network believes 
that people's shared aims, inventiveness 
and knowledge can create alternatives 
that will make us less vulnerable to crises 
related to the climate, the environment 
and oil. thousands of initiatives are going 
on all over the world. in britain there are 
communities which are self-reliant, which 
trade with the rest of the world inde-
pendently, and which have a currency of 
their own. there are steering groups in all 
the countries where the transition move-
ment is active. in sweden the movement 
has its headquarters in sala. 

AN eArTH-sHIP CoMes To ANCHor

Kristina eberth is a study advisor at 
studiefrämjandet (the study Promotion 
association) in gothenburg and Möl-
ndal.  "We have so many associations and 

organisations within studiefrämjandet 
working with these issues; now they can 
do it together. this concerns them all. Not 
just those working on climate issues, but 
also those engaged with music, people 
running a dog club or a knitting café." the 
transition movement works at the grass-
roots level, in the daily life of the local 
community. and that is exactly where the 
study associations work.

at the café Planet in gothenburg, large 
audiences attend the meetings of the 
study association in which information 

is given about the transition movement. 
there is a constant influx of new partici-
pants. their age varies from twenty-five 
to seventy-five, and there is a mix of 
teachers, students, engineers and farm-
ers. they all share their knowledge and 
benefit from the knowledge of others. 
kristina believes that the initiative is 
appreciated because people can meet 
across boundaries, co-operate around 
common interests and contribute by 
transferring their knowledge. the meet-
ings are followed by study circles where 
enthusiasm is channelled into practical 
work. Within a study circle people build 
an earth-ship, a self-sufficient house 
made from recycled material. they use 
car tyres as a foundation and heaps of 

soil on three of the four sides of the 
house to provide insulation and warmth. 
others start circles focusing on ecologi-
cal cultivation, on accommodation on 
wheels or on preservation through lactic 
fermentation. the circles start from the 
interests of the participants and the 
knowledge of the group. the adult edu-
cation movement has always worked by 
using old knowledge and helping to pre-
serve it – something that is increasingly 
demanded.

More A CeLebrATIoN THAN A 
ProTesT

kristina says that her lifestyle has become 
more climate-aware; she eats less meat 
and feels more positive about the present 
era. a major part of the movement is 
about focusing on opportunities. it is 
more a celebration than a protest at a 
personal level, and it gives her real pleas-
ure to be in control of her life and her 
choices and not just "go with the flow". 
in her own courtyard in gothenburg 
she plans to set up windmills and solar 
cells, and she says, "these local initia-
tives contribute so much to a sense of 
community."

she is thinking of having a transition 
party in the spring with artists and lec-
tures, in order to celebrate successes and 
keep up the momentum. she would like 
to have the party in several locations at 
the same time, together with other study 
associations. she hopes that gothenburg 
will become a transition city sooner 
rather than later. 

"the idea of transition should be part 
of everything we do, without even having 
to think about it." 

developing practical skills

switch to growing tomatoes      

TeXT Kajsa Wiktorin  PhoTo Johannes Jansson/norden.org

oN TraFFic rouNdabouTs

The aDulT eDucaTion 
moVemenT has 

alWays WorKeD By using 
olD KnoWleDge anD 

helPing To PreserVe iT"
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Nswitch to growing tomatoes      
oN TraFFic rouNdabouTs everything is possible. even people living in large cities can grow their own vegetables.
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EEEEEon this windy day it feels especially nice for her not to 
have to sit in the car to get to her work, based in the 
folk high school of Österlen, which is located in tome-
lilla, 25 kilometres from here. together with her col-
league Marianne Meijer-Annerfeldt, Katrine Hamori 

is in charge of writer training at the school. at the moment they are 
busy preparing a Nordplus project, which should result in a hand-
book on disability. the co-operation partners are upper secondary 
schools for adults in Pärnu, estonia, and in espoo, Finland, and also 
the universities of tallinn and reykjavik. the handbook will be based 
on texts written by people both with and without disabilities, and it 
will be published on the Web in pdf format. Within the participating 
countries, groups of five people will write fictional texts about dis-
ability and send them to each other.

 "the easiest way to transmit feelings is through fiction," says 
katrine Hamori, who is a qualified teacher of swedish.

For five years she has been in charge of writer training courses via 
distance learning. this particular Nordplus project was prompted 
first of all by the realization that this kind of training is particularly 
suitable for people with physical disabilities, and secondly by her 
awareness that there is not enough material for teachers.

"Without Nordplus financing we could not have done this," she 
says.  

in a few days, katrine Hamori and a colleague will travel to tallinn 
to plan the co-operation. in Ystad they have already had a planning 
meeting with their partners from espoo and reykjavik. 

"the great challenge is to find people who want to participate in 

Leading a writing course is

eNJoYabLe Work

TeXT clara henriksdotter  PhoTo inga Johansson 

at eight o'clock, as a winter's day 

is dawning in southern sweden, 

Katrine hamori starts her 

working day by switching on her 

computer to check her e-mails. 

she does not even have to dress 

before she opens the door to her 

study, since she works from her 

home in gåsegränd, in the centre 

of the small town of ystad.  

Nordic Lust
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the writing. one problem is that the or-
ganizations for disabled people seem to 
be rather turned in on themselves."

WrITer TrAININg – A PoPuLAr 
oPTIoN

in her daily work Hamori and her col-
league are responsible for fifty students 
who participate in writer training at the 
folk high school. the course is very popu-
lar, and every term we have between 300 
and 400 applications.

"the applicants are people of all ages 
who want to develop their writing skills. 
the training lasts one term, but many stu-
dents want to continue for another term 
and become mentors in small groups."   

remote teaching is cost-effective for 
the school, but more demanding for the 
teacher than normal class teaching. 

"You have to plan and analyse in a 
different way, and every student must 
receive feedback. For example, i must be 
very careful with my words, because if i 
am vague i’ll immediately receive twenty 
questions by return."

Katrine Hamori leads courses in 
writing at the folk high school 
of Österlen. she works from 
home and thinks that it is stimu-
lating to have daily contact with 
her students by e-mail.

KaTrine comPleTes senTences:

as a colleague i try to be available.

in a working community it is 
important to be loyal.

in my job i am especially 
motivated by being able to give 
feedback to my students so that they 
feel they are developing and can say 
this to me.

i would like to learn more about 
disability.

My most important tool is my 
brain. After all, it does the work.

KaTrine associaTes freely:

Learning together: folk high school

Folkbildning: necessary

grundtvig: the idea of education 
for the people came from him

Lifelong learning: money is 
needed for it

ALWAys eNjoyAbLe

as it happens, today is the day when the 
writing assignments for the week must 
be sent back to the students. 

"i’ve read their texts and i can see what 
they need. it always feels enjoyable. it’s 
like writing a chapter in a book every 
week."   

katrine Hamori has lunch and coffee 
breaks when she feels like it, and some-
times she goes to the library to let her 
thoughts drift during the working day. 

"i don't actually miss coffee breaks with 
colleagues. that just takes up a lot of 
time, and this feels more effective. but of 
course this is lonely work, so i am lucky to 
have my colleague Marianne, so that we 
can toss the ball back and forth."

No offICe Hours

one of the best things about the job is 
being able to give students supportive 

feedback that will help them to develop.
"a guy who had been a soldier in af-

ghanistan wrote about his experiences, 
and he produced a very good text. it 
was very difficult for him to re-live what 
he had gone through, but it was obvi-
ous that it did him good to get feedback 
about the text. it was important for him 
that it made a connection, and that it 
moved me as a reader.

Many of katrine Hamori's students are 
young and they produce texts at night or 
phone her after office hours. as a result, 
her working hours are flexible, to say the 
least, and she seldom closes the door to 
her study completely. However, for a per-
son who is sixty-something this seems to 
be stimulating rather than stressful.

"the last thing i do in the evening is 
check my e-mails to see if there are any 
new texts for the following day." 
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Today, the term globalisation 
is used to describe how indi-
vidual countries and regions 
in the world become mutually 
dependent upon each other to 

an ever increasing degree. in an analysis 
carried out by the Nordic council of Min-
isters in 2005, the Nordic countries were 
designated as a winning region. the anal-
ysis describes certain values as the Nordic 
region’s strengths. in this report, iceland-
ers gylfi Magnússon, senior Lecturer 
at the university of iceland and former 
Minister of economic affairs, and Tryggvi 
felixson, senior advisor at the Nordic 
council, share their perspectives on the 
Nordic region in the world. they base 
their views on the Nordic region as a 
global Winner region, a discussion paper 
about the future of the Nordic countries, 
which was written collaboratively be-
tween Monday Morning (a danish think 
tank) and the Nordic council of Ministers. 
they were asked whether the Nordic re-
gion’s position in the world has changed 
in the five years which have passed since 
the discussion paper was published.

gLobALIsATIoN’s PossIbILITIes

according to tryggvi Felixson, globalisa-
tion allows for many new possibilities and 
is, after all, a prerequisite for prosperity in 
the Nordic region. but adjustments are 
also called for in order to successfully rise 
up to a number of the challenges posed 
by globalisation. For small countries, 
it is sensible to attempt this by joining 
forces. of the world’s some 200 nation 
states, five are in the Nordic region, as 
well as three independent areas. in other 

words, the Nordic region, especially each 
small country belonging to this region, is 
quite tiny in a large world. Joining forces 
can make the impact of individual small 
countries larger and prepare them for 
competition in the world surrounding 
them, which on the one hand is big and 
dangerous, but on the other hand offers 
many possibilities.

the united Nation’s statistics for living 
conditions in the world’s many different 
countries demonstrate that the Nordic 

countries have managed relatively well. 
the region’s five countries can be found 
at the top or almost at the top of the lists, 
almost regardless of which criterion is 
used. being born and/or living in a Nordic 
country can therefore be regarded as 
picking a winning ticket in life’s coun-
try lottery. gylfi Magnússon says that 
the Nordic region’s economic position 
has not changed a great deal over the 
last five years, in spite of the vehement 
upheavals of international economies. 
iceland is the only exception, since it was 
in the middle of an economic experiment 
five years ago which ended badly. but all 
signs indicate that iceland’s economy will 
recover quickly from the shock. 

the other Nordic countries seem likely 
to survive the economic crisis relatively 
well, especially in comparison with those 

The nordic countries 
in a globalised world

globalisation is not a new 

feature of development. 

The expression 

"globalisation" was first 

used during the second 

half of the twentieth 

century, and the term 

became common towards 

the end of the eighties. 

in fact, one could say that 

the Vikings’ expeditions 

across europe over a 

thousand years ago 

and, in their time, the 

icelanders’ colonisation of 

"Vinland" were forms of 

globalisation. 

a place for learning

TeXT sigrún Kristín magnúsdóttir PhoTo guðmundur ingólfsson and Johannes Jansson 

Joining forces can 
maKe The imPacT of 

inDiViDual small counTries 
larger anD PrePare Them 

for comPeTiTion."
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countries which have been the hit the 
hardest. Without a doubt, this is due to 
the experiences gained during difficult 
times in the nineties. 

ProsPerITy Is DePeNDeNT 
oN NATurAL resourCes AND 
CoMPeTITIveNess

everything indicates that the Nordic 
model will survive, says gylfi Magnússon. 
the countries are competitive in many 
areas that depend on high productivity, 
well-educated workers and high salaries. 
the public sectors are large but effective. 
the tax systems work well and public 
financing is sound. the countries have 
chosen different solutions regarding cur-
rencies and have access to different natu-
ral resources. in most other respects, the 
countries’ economies are similar to other 
economies in North-West europe. they all 
have a relatively high standard of living. 

tryggvi Felixson explains that the Nor-
dic countries are endowed with a great 
deal of natural resources and are char-
acterised by small, open economies. the 
prosperity of the countries is therefore 
greatly dependent on being able to man-
age the competition with foreign coun-
tries. corporations become multinational 
and locate their operations wherever 
circumstances are optimal. the financial 
markets of individual countries become 
directly interconnected. knowledge 
and ideas are transmitted at lightning 
speed between countries. research and 
development becomes more complex 
and demands an ever increasing amount 
of resources and diverse competencies. 

specialisation becomes all the more 
important, yet there is simultaneously a 
need for more interdisciplinary coopera-
tion where several competencies comple-
ment each other. 

IT No LoNger suffICes To resT  
oN your LAureLs

gylfi Magnússon points out that the Nor-
dic countries’ citizens naturally need to 
make an effort in order to maintain this 
desirable position. the countries do not 
have anything specific which secures this 
position in the future, but there is also 
nothing which prevents them from main-
taining their position. 

strong general education, research 
and design combined with solid struc-
tures and an effective public sector will 
continue to be the keys to competitive 
advantages for Nordic companies in in-
ternational markets. solid environmental 
politics also have an impact. tryggvi Fe-
lixson adds that experiences from many 
countries show that the mere fact that 
they are endowed with natural resources 
does not secure wealth and prosperity for 
the citizens of the country in question. a 
number of other conditions must be met, 
among which are a number of values, 
considered to be the Nordic countries’ 
strength. such strengths include equality, 
trust, a low power distance, inclusion, 
flexibility, respect for nature, a protestant 
work ethic and aesthetics. 

joINeD forCes

it is time to ask how the Nordic region 
can maintain its position of strength and 
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if there is something that can be done 
in the future to secure its high rank-
ings on the uN’s different evaluation 
lists. For tryggvi Felixson and gylfi 
Magnússon, joining forces is still key. 
tryggvi Felixson maintains that the 
Nordic countries have extensive and 
positive experiences from collabora-
tion. there are some ten joint Nordic 
institutions and programs in areas 
where one believes that combining 
efforts will give better results than 
if working individually. cooperation 
creates synergies in national initia-
tives. there are several agreements 
which give Nordic citizens the right to 
shared access to social services, edu-
cation and a joint electricity market. 
there are cultural directives which 
encourage mobility and cultural col-
laboration. the general opinion is 
that this broad range of joint efforts 
contribute to the maintenance of 
prosperity in the Nordic region. but 
is there more be done? the Nordic 
governments and its elected repre-
sentatives have said yes. and this has 
given rise to a number of different 
new initiatives during the last few 
years. one could even describe it as a 
revitalisation of Nordic cooperation. 
the so-called globalisation initiative 
which the Prime Ministers launched 
in 2007 is proof of this. the initiative 
puts emphasis on strengthening col-
laboration in research and innovation 
as well as in the area of education. a 
strengthened international coopera-
tion is included in Torvald stolten-
berg’s report from 2009, which con-
tains many suggestions which ought 
to be realised. the debate which has 
arisen in the wake of gunnar Wetter-
berg’s book United Nordic Federation, 
published in 2010, can trigger more 
ideas for Nordic cooperation during 
the coming period. 

gylfi Magnússon sums up by noting 
that there is especially one challenge 
which the nations must tackle. this 
is the demographic changes which 
are on the horizon for all countries. 
the workforce is steadily shrinking, 
although the Nordic position is not 
especially bad according to an inter-
national comparison. still, develop-
ment of european cooperative efforts 
will be very important for the Nordic 
countries, especially the development 
of the european union. 

gylfi Magnussen tryggvi Felixson
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Houses stand far apart in 
the skærum area of West 
Jutland. Nevertheless, 
countless citizens, along 
with a significant number 

of denmark’s foremost researchers keep 
finding their way to the university exten-
sion centre, which today is celebrating its 
25th anniversary. one of the initiators and 
longstanding champions of the centre 
is gudrun Aspel, who currently works as 
Managing director of the centre as well as 
chairing the board. in her youth she had 
to travel far away from home to study psy-
chology at the university of copenhagen. 
she has always been interested in how 
educational institutions might be able 
to reach the most remote corners of the 
country, where many people still live.  –in 
my view, university extension is among 
the most important democratic institu-
tions we have because it reaches out to 
everyone with an interest in participating 
regardless of their situation. university 

extension safeguards the important inter-
action between art, science and society, 
says gudrun aspel emphatically.

A foCus oN eCoLogy AND eCoNoMy

More than 25 years ago, the idea was 
ripening in her mind of establishing a 
large centre that would function as a tool 
for the entire danish university extension 
system through, for instance, arranging 
residential courses where academics 
and ordinary people could inspire one 
another. she contacted the late Thorkil 
Kristensen, a politician and scientist 
whose expertise encompassed economic 
issues as well as the question of ecologi-
cally sustainable development. Moreover, 
just like her, he had a keen interest in 
strengthening the dialogue between ordi-
nary citizens and academics, including 
those in remote rural areas. the former 
Minister of Finance was a much respected 
person, and having him as chairman of 
the board made it possible to provide the 

easy to access

TeXT Karen Brygmann  PhoTo folkeuniversitetscenteret skærum mølle

for 25 years, the university extension centre 

skærum mølle in West Jutland has been 

fostering dialogue between academics and 

ordinary citizens and ensuring that new 

research is communicated to the general 

public in almost all areas of research. one 

of the flagships of the centre is the annual 

Thorkil Kristensen seminar, where a number 

of internationally renowned researchers will 

once again meet for debates in June.

West Jutland calling
economic guarantees and support from 
regional politicians needed for establish-
ing skærum Mølle.

A PLACe for DIALogue

during the first years of its existence, 
the focus at skærum Mølle was on com-
municating research from the field of 
natural sciences to the general public. For 
instance, the centre organized geology 
courses taught by some of denmark’s top 
researchers and professors. For gudrun 
aspel, however, the interdisciplinary 
perspective is the way forward. therefore 
the centre soon ventured into arranging 
courses which included elements of the 
humanities, social sciences and theology. 
the local citizens responded by arriving in 
such large numbers that skaerum had to 
improvise by temporarily renting premis-
es at a nearby parish hall. For instance, 
150 people came to listen to a lecture on 
author Martin A. Hansen. today skærum 
Mølle has its own spacious lecture hall, 

university extension safeguards the important 
interaction between art, science and society
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and several thousand people from all over 
denmark attend courses here each year. 

–We want to be the place where dif-
ferent currents meet. We embrace both 
grundtvig’s views on popular education 
and brandes’ approach of critical ap-
praisal. Last but not least, we want to be a 
centre for dialogue: both interdisciplinary 
dialogue and discussions between citi-
zens and academics. We have seen that 
this element is appreciated by the most 
highly specialized researchers. they enjoy 
coming here, finding out what people are 
interested in and partaking of the varied 
knowledge possessed by people who 
don’t necessarily have educational quali-
fications in the subject discussed, gudrun 
aspen notes with satisfaction. 

ToP reseArCHers DIsCuss  
WorLD HuNger

at skærum Mølle, great importance is 
attached to co-operation with educa-
tional institutions, academics and citizens’ 
groups in denmark and internationally. 
For instance, after the fall of the berlin 
Wall, the centre hosted several groups 
from rumania with the support of the 
demokratifonden (the danish democ-
racy Foundation). russian and French 
researchers visiting Jutland have been 
so impressed by the Nordic tradition 
of folkeoplysning that they have since 

tried to spread the concept in their own 
countries. 

the centre is currently preparing for a 
new high-profile event: on 4th June the 
doors will be opened to the participants 
of the seventh thorkild kristensen semi-
nar, organized in cooperation with the 
grundtvig Forum. the seminar will focus 
on how challenges such as hunger, pover-
ty and rising food prices will be tackled in 
the coming decades, with the total popu-
lation of the world reaching nine billion in 
2050. With topics such as ethics, economy, 
sustainability and food production on the 
agenda, the seminar will certainly live up 
to the multidisciplinary ambitions of the 
centre. the list of speakers includes two 
globally renowned danish researchers: 
Per Pinstrup-Andersen, whose work has 
for many years focused on economic de-
velopment with an emphasis on combat-
ing poverty, hunger and malnourishment 
in the developing countries, and sven 
burmester, former Vice President at the 
World bank and united Nations Popula-
tion Fund representative in china and 
North korea. – World hunger is everyone’s 
business, and we were delighted to hear 
that these busy researchers are willing 
to fly out here from Washington to par-
ticipate. through this conference, West 
Jutland is calling out to the world, gudrun 
aspel declares. 

The goals of skærum Mølle: 

 to promote the idea of the uni-
versity extension as a link between 
science, art and society 

to establish and operate skærum 
Mølle as a development centre for 
popular, open university teaching 

 to extend co-operation with other 
institutions in various fields of edu-
cation and research

to work in the fields of astronomy 
and geology, the disseminating 
of older people’s life experience, 
the development of tourism, indi-
vidual courses and international 
co-operation

to give people an opportunity to 
focus on studying specific subjects 
individually or together

Link to the website 
of skærum Mølle:

www.skaerum.dk/

West Jutland calling
More iNFo

in June, top researchers will get together to debate 
the big challenges of the global food situation.
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ing in the european union. other Nordic 
countries might be interested in how 
the baltic countries were able to sharply 
reduce their public finances during the 
recession however managing to keep the 
public sector in function. 

one of the topics of relevance for 
estonia is the administrative reform 

and therefore there are several projects 
within the mobility programme for public 
administration related to administrative 
reforms in the Nordic countries. civil 
servants from estonia plan to study for 
example how the danish and swedish 
local government reform have been 
developed and how successful they 

Estonians want to be 
a ParT oF The Nordic regioN

where we decide ourselves  
what to learn TeXT raivo Juurak  TranslaTion Krõõt Juurak   

PhoTo silje Bergum Kinsten/norden.org and raivo Juurak

This year marks 20 years since 

the opening of the nordic 

council of ministers’ (ncm) 

offices in the Baltic countries. 

Close co-operation with the 
Nordic countries shows that 
estonians want to be a part of 
the Nordic region and appre-
ciate both the Nordic model 

of society and mentality", notes Madis 
Kanarbik, the head of the tartu branch of 
the NcM office in estonia. He is responsi-
ble for the fields of education, science and 
public administration among others. 

Madis kanarbik is satisfied that the 
baltic and Nordic countries have reached 
equal partnership during the first dec-
ade of this century. a good example of 
equal partnership is the cooperation 
programme for education "Nordplus" 
financed by the NcM and by the govern-
ments of the baltic countries. the baltic 
countries have an active role in launching 
and financing joint Nordic-baltic initia-
tives now.

equAL Co-oPerATIoN PArTNers

Madis kanarbik also attaches great im-
portance to the Nordic-baltic Mobility 
Programme for Public administration 
launched in 2009, involving civil servants 
of municipal, regional and national lev-
el. this programme can be useful for the 
Nordic countries because there are some 
things to learn from the baltic countries, 
too. it is said, that iceland, for example, 
can be interested in how the baltic coun-
tries were preparing themselves for join-

"



gLobaLisatioN oPPortuNities  37

have proven to be. similar mobility pro-
grammes have been initiated in the fields 
of business and culture. these mobility 
programmes offer a good possibility for 
exchange of experience and building of 
networks between the Nordic and baltic 
countries.

estonia and the Nordic countries have 
been successful in their cooperation 
in the field of adult education, Madis 
kanarbik says. in the beginning of 1990 
the Nordic countries took actively part 
in building up the estonian adult educa-
tion training centres network. in addi-
tion, many of the current estonian adult 
education trainers got their professional 
preparation in the Nordic countries folk 
high schools. co-operation between es-
tonia and the Nordic adult educators will 
continue. a good example in this field is 
the program "Nordplus adult".

HIgHer eDuCATIoN - Key To suCCess

Madis kanarbik notes that several Nordic 
and estonian universities have already 
developed strong partnerships. there 
is a great deal of co-operation, active 
exchange of students and co-operative 
networking based on various disciplines. 
this cooperation is supported by the pro-
gram "Nordplus Higher education". dur-
ing the meeting of the baltic and Nordic 
ministers of education and research held 
in copenhagen in November 2010 it was 
decided that the existing cooperation be 
deepened even further so that a common 
higher education and research area could 
emerge. the importance of cooperation 
in the field of research has been stressed 
in particular. When young scientists get 
to know one another early on in their 
studies they are also more likely to create 
regional collaborative research networks 
later on during their future career. the 
cooperation of universities is also backed 
by an important political program paper 
– the "baltic sea strategy". the strategy 
emphasizes that more attention be set 
on higher education and research in the 
baltic sea region. 

Estonians want to be 
a ParT oF The Nordic regioN

Madis kaNarbik is satisfied 
that the baltic and Nordic coun-
tries have reached equal part-
nership during the first decade 
of this century.

"it´s admiring what estonia 
has achieved during the time of 
freedom, since 1991 and there 
is no doubt about that the 
next 20 years will be a remark-
able time in estonian history as 
well," states berth sundström, 
director of the NcM office in 
estonia. 

"We will celebrate the year 
of anniversary by looking for-
ward. during May we do it by 
showing Nordic design at the 
Nordic Look fashion exhibition 
sale with focus on sustainability 
and innovation. on 15–17 sep-
tember we will continue the 
celebrations under the topic 
green growth with seminars 
about sustainable future in 
tartu and tallinn, and with an 
electric car parade and exhibi-
tion in tallinn as well. We hope 
that our anniversary activities 
will contribute to the new spirit 
of responsibility among citizens 
and decision makers."
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During the last few decades, 
the Nordic welfare model 
has been contested by 
many. one of many justifica-
tions for challenging this 

model has been that it creates a passive 
population which becomes dependent on 
subsidies. Western society in general has 
evolved towards economic liberalism. 

the spirit Level was published in great 
britain in 2009 and was translated into 
swedish 2010. since the Nordic countries’ 
welfare system plays a prominent role 
in the book, it has caused an intensive 
debate in scandinavia. the researchers/
authors richard Wilkinson and Kate 
Pickett account for an extensive amount 
of research findings which all conclude 
that all groups in society benefit from 
increased equality, including the wealthy. 

one of the reasons behind this is that 
human beings are extremely social, and 
it is important that we feel involved and 
trust each other. significant inequality 
creates hierarchies and fear. and it seems 
to be the actual inequality which is the 
problem. "What’s important is where we 
find ourselves in relation to others in our 
society," write Wilkinson and Pickett. 

beTTer eDuCATIoNAL 
ACHIeveMeNTs IN CouNTrIes  
WITH HIgH equALITy

Wilkinson and Pickett examined 23 rich, 
developed countries, among which were 
sweden, denmark, Finland and Norway. 
iceland was excluded since they lack 
statistics about income inequalities. this 
research clearly demonstrated that coun-

everywhere and for everyone

is best for all

" 

" 
is the nordic welfare model 

obsolete or should it serve as 

a model for other countries? 

according to the much discussed 

book The Spirit Level, it is the 

existing level of equality which 

is the deciding factor rather than 

the quest for equality. 

TeXT marja Beckman  PhoTo Vanda vuxenutbildningsinstitut
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is best for all
tries with high income inequalities also 
had a greater share of social and health 
related problems. such problems related 
not only to average life expectancy but 
also to obesity, teenage pregnancies, vio-
lence, mental illness and to the general 
experienced "level of happiness". 

regarding education, it may not come 
as a surprise that children of well educa-
ted parents stand a better chance of be-
coming well educated themselves. Howe-
ver, Wilkinson and Pickett demonstrate 
that a good education also depends on 
which country you live in. a comparison 
of literacy levels between Finland, bel-
gium, great britain and the usa demon-
strated that the more equal countries 
Finland and belgium had significantly 
better results across the board than the 
more unequal britain and usa. Moreover, 
the differences between the best and the 
worst results were larger in the countries 
with less equal societies.

A sTroNg goverNMeNT Is NoT A 
PrerequIsITe

several researchers have also demon-
strated that countries in which the wel-
fare state has been in place for a long pe-
riod of time often show better results. For 

example, sweden and Finland are way 
ahead of greece and Portugal in terms of 
reading abilities among fifteen-year-olds. 
still, the authors point out that a strong 
government is not necessarily a prereq-
uisite for creating a more equal society. 
in Japan, social expenditures’ share of the 
gNP is very low in comparison with other 
large industrial countries. Yet income dif-
ferences are not so large in Japan, and ac-
cording to the book, this is an important 
factor behind Japan’s low level of health 
related and social problems. such is also 
the case for the state of New Hampshire 
in the usa, which achieves its high de-
gree of equality through "an unusual 
evening out of market income levels". the 
authors ascertain that it is the final level 
of equality which is decisive – not the 
road travelled attempting to get there.

AN AMbIvALeNCe regArDINg 
MATerIAL WeALTH

in the introduction, Wilkinson and Pickett 
describe Harwood institute for Public 
innovation in the usa’s report Yearning 
for balance. according to this report, a 
large proportion of the population was 
deeply ambivalent to wealth and mate-
rial assets, and wished for a society which 

could "change the course from greed and 
overabundance towards a lifestyle more 
focused on values, solidarity and family." 
However, they did not believe that oth-
ers felt the same way, which resulted in 
that they often experienced a sense of 
isolation.

the spirit Level has caused a great deal 
of debate in sweden. it is perhaps not a 
surprise to anyone that it is applauded by 
those to the left on the political scale and 
questioned by those on the right hand 
side. 

those with the most positive opinions 
of the book hope that the results of its 
meticulous research will change the spirit 
of the time and inspire people to care 
more about each other. 

More iNFo
the publisher of The Spirit Level 
(Jämlikhetsandan in swedish) in 
sweden has collected several debate 
topics about the book on the follow-
ing site: 

www.karnevalforlag.se/bocker/
jamlikhetsanden
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Pushing, ProBing anD creaTing Democracy

a lifelong learning

making new friends

something that sparks your interest,
and gets you going

Pushing, ProBing anD creaTing Democracy
learning to become human and get a grip on life

learning by laughter
learning by doing

a place for growing

fighting prejudice, mine and yours

a warm house during the cold long winter

helping you to make sense of it all

deVeloPiNg PracTical skills

Nordic lust
a Place for learning easy to

where we decide ourselves

everywhere and for everyone

skaNdiNaVisk sekTioN

Folkbildning/liberal adult 
education is... 

empowering you to participateempowering you to participateempowering you to participate
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