
History of Education
Journal of the History of Education Society

ISSN: 0046-760X (Print) 1464-5130 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/thed20

For the Nation and the Future: Historical
Snapshots into Refugee Education during the Last
100 Years in Finland and Sweden

Mervi Kaukko, Sinikka Neuhaus & Matti Välimäki

To cite this article: Mervi Kaukko, Sinikka Neuhaus & Matti Välimäki (18 Nov 2025): For the
Nation and the Future: Historical Snapshots into Refugee Education during the Last 100 Years
in Finland and Sweden, History of Education, DOI: 10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 18 Nov 2025.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 440

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=thed20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/thed20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671
https://doi.org/10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=thed20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=thed20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671&domain=pdf&date_stamp=18%20Nov%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0046760X.2025.2577671&domain=pdf&date_stamp=18%20Nov%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=thed20


For the Nation and the Future: Historical Snapshots into 
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ABSTRACT
The role of education for school-aged refugee children has evolved 
throughout history, influenced by time, geopolitical contexts, pub
lic perceptions, and ideas about the purposes of education. This 
article examines refugee education in Finland and Sweden over the 
past century, focusing on three periods. The first is the 1920s, when 
newly independent Finland agreed to the migration of large groups 
of refugees from Russia. The next phase is the 1940s, when Finnish 
children were sent as forced migrants to Sweden. Finally, we con
sider the 1980s–1990s, when large groups of refugees from outside 
Europe arrived in the Nordic countries. Our analysis shows that 
arrivals received varying degrees of welcome. The discourse on 
refugee education shifted from a Christian duty to care toward 
rationality, scarce resources, and security, with refugee students 
seen either as potential citizens or temporary visitors.
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Introduction

Throughout the history of nation-states, school-aged children have fled areas of war and 
conflict to safer countries, seeking sanctuary and a new start. Children may have moved 
with their families or independently, like Finnish war children moving to Sweden in the 
1940s and the large groups of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children and youth 
coming to Europe in 2015. Often children’s destination is close to home, in the neigh
bouring countries of conflict areas, while at other times the destination may be geogra
phically and culturally far away.

How refugee students are welcomed to schools, and how schools view their 
responsibilities in educating this group of learners, have varied through time and 
place, but often education is regarded as a key domain of integration and/or 
formation for refugees.1 The changes in organising refugee education link to the 
geopolitical situations of each era, as well as the changing public perceptions of 
refugees. However, the impact of refugee experience on education, and on the other 
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hand, the influence of forced migration on schools, has received little interest in 
research of educational history. In fact, there is a “historical silence on refugee 
schooling,” as noted by Kevin Myers in History of Education already in 2001.2

During the two decades after Myers wrote about the silence, the topic has only 
increased in its importance. After Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, many noted 
a striking difference between how Ukrainian refugees, young and old, have been wel
comed, compared with the public and educational response to the so-called refugee crisis 
of 2015, or the reception of Afghan asylum seekers in 2021.3 As mostly white Europeans, 
Ukrainians tend to be depicted as active individuals with credible claims, fleeing for 
political reasons while in contrast, refugees who came to northern Europe in the 1980s 
and 1990s from African and Asian countries or around 2015 from the Middle East are 
shown as dehumanised objects.4 Moreover, it has been argued that host societies in 
northern Europe find Ukrainians culturally and religiously relatable, which might make 
it easier for people to welcome them.5 However, at the same time, scholars acknowledge 
that the idea of relatability may not be central to successful exile.

Following the wider societal trends outlined above, the discourse around educating 
refugees has also shifted through time. Sometimes, the discussion has been about the duty 
to care and the right of a child to be safe and educated. Other times the main emphasis 
has been on scarce resources, the rights of the host country’s citizens, and security. 
Underlining all these discourses are the questions of who deserves to be “here” and safe, 
what we “owe” to refugee children, and for what aims should they be educated. The aim 
of education may be, for example, to help new arrivals settle into a new community or 
alternatively, to support their return as soon as possible.

Education is always shaped by the political and ideological conditions of its site. No 
teaching is neutral or apolitical; children, youth and their education have historically 
been at the heart of nation-building projects, linking the desired political, economic 
and social visions with the futures of children.6 Nations are not naturally emerging 
social units but culturally and discursively constructed entities imagined by commu
nities through shared histories and feelings of belonging in relation to other nations.7 

We consider nation-building as an active process involving both institutional actors 
and members of civil society, and in practice it often narrows the range of policy 
choices in areas such as education by prioritising the consolidation and stability of the 
nation-state. The state policies and decisions highlighted in this article’s material reflect 
the primacy of official perspectives, meaning that the categories and solutions devel
oped for refugee education have frequently relied on statist and nation-statist 
approaches, exemplifying what James Scott has described as the “administrative order
ing of society.”8

Ideals of nation-building, religious and ideological coherence and conveying skills and 
values that are important for the desirable citizens can be read in teaching materials and 
educational documents of those times.9 The rhetoric of nation-building positions refugee 
students in a peculiar situation as not-yet-citizens, posing the question: are refugee 
students temporary visitors or future citizens?10 If they stay, is the duty to adapt on the 
individual student or the school and society? The consideration relates not only to what 
the students should learn in the new school system, but also to what kind of special 
support they need, who is responsible for giving and paying for this support, and where 
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the future of these students will be. As we show in this article, these notions are variable 
over time and between refugee groups.

In this article, we investigate how refugee education has been organised, rationalised 
and talked about in Finland and Sweden in the last 100 years. The educational systems of 
these northern European neighbouring countries share at least two important institu
tional and contextual conditions: their national educational systems are rooted in strong 
Lutheran state church systems and they both, through time, have developed similar 
Nordic welfare models, providing financial and social safety nets for their citizens. We 
provide historical examples from the 1920s, 1940s and 1980s/1990s to illuminate differ
ent facets of refugee education as discussed by the education providers and, when 
possible, by students of those times. Our selection of historical periods or examples 
does not aim to provide a comprehensive, chronological or complete narrative of refugee 
education in Finland and Sweden. Instead, the selected snippets from historical sources 
work as illustrative examples that can, together with previous research on the history of 
education, help us understand the different ways in which refugee education has been 
conceptualised and realised at different points in time. This, in turn, can help us shape 
refugee education for the future.

In our analysis, we started by looking at how refugee education has been organised in 
practice: What has been taught, by whom, with whom and where? Then, we moved on to 
investigate how these practices of refugee education have been rationalised in terms of 
who has the right to be educated, for what aims, and what role refugees have in societies. 
We focus on three periods in the history of Europe in the twentieth century when refugee 
questions affected virtually the whole continent. From the 1920s to the 1940s, in the post- 
First World War era of conflicts and collapses of empires, and the war years of the Second 
World War, tens of millions of people were forced to leave their homes.11 From this time, 
we firstly examine the educational thinking and organisation of schools for Russian 
forced migrants in 1920s Finland and secondly Finnish evacuee children in Sweden in the 
1940s. The third period we examine is the 1980s/1990s, when the division of Europe into 
two ideological blocs ended and new large groups of refugees emerged, for example 
through the conflicts in the Horn of Africa and the wars of disintegration in Yugoslavia. 
Although we briefly discuss the current situation at the end, we mitigate the risks of 
presentism by allowing the past to challenge present-day concerns, focusing on context, 
differences and historical complexity rather than letting contemporary issues of forced 
displacement and education dominate interpretation. In addition, we consider it essential 
to adopt creative, counter-intuitive interpretations and maintain a consistently reflective 
research approach.12

Refugee Education – Definition and a Brief Background

By refugee education, we refer to any formal and nonformal schooling for students who 
have been forcibly displaced. There are different contexts for research on refugee educa
tion: the education of refugees in areas of crisis and war or transit, or countries that host 
refugees.13 These countries may include neighbouring countries of crisis areas, in which 
a vast majority of refugees arrive, or high-income countries of settlement.14 Our focus in 
this article is on Finland and Sweden as countries that have hosted, and sent away, 
refugees at different points in time.
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We do not limit the scope according to the students’ legal status as refugees or 
asylum seekers as we note the decidedly changing legal-political definitions of these 
statuses in the twentieth century as well as the diversity of students who come with 
various refugee and asylum statuses that makes them a heterogeneous group, and like 
all children and young people, they have individual needs. Instead, we consider which 
groups during the times in our focus have been displaced and direct our attention to 
those groups.

The history of refugee education in Finland and Sweden follows the trends in 
other European countries, which are also prefigured by these countries’ geopolitical 
position and the past wars. In an article about the education of Belgian refugee 
children in the UK after the First World War, Myers points out that there was 
a widespread assumption that the need for refugee schooling would be temporary, 
but providing primary school-aged refugee children education was a statutory obli
gation of the state.15 The official documents in the UK emphasised the role of 
language learning and the immediate, practical needs of refugees but as Myers 
points out, the Belgian children were also used as a resource for the development 
of the country’s patriotism, which was seen as needed in the aftermath of war. 
Belgian students were to be treated as “guests,” like any decent hosts would do, 
because the UK as a strong country had the resources and the moral power to do 
that. Likewise, in France, the publicly expressed attitude towards refugee children 
was missionary, caring and even loving. One of the suggested primary school essay 
titles in France in 1915 included “Five reasons why you love the little refugee 
children.”16 Interestingly, Myers notes that Spanish refugee children in the UK in 
the 1930s were not expected to adapt to the UK culture.17 Instead, schools prepared 
these “foster-citizens” for life in the UK by first and foremost supporting remem
bering and celebrating their national heritage. Notably, all these groups of refugees 
came from close-by European countries; they were “neighbours.” Similarly, in the 
case of Russian displaced children in the early 1920s, education was shaped not only 
by humanitarian concerns but also by a strong ideological agenda. Relief and 
schooling efforts, which often were supported by international organisations and 
émigré communities, were motivated by strong anti-Bolshevik sentiment, aiming to 
preserve pre-revolutionary Russian values and prevent the spread of communist 
ideology among refugee youth.18

Today, education is considered a human right that applies to all children and 
youth regardless of their background, but the levels of obligation and commit
ment to education vary depending on the context. Refugees’ right to education 
has been agreed since 1951, when the United Nations Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees19 stated that refugees have the same right to elementary 
education as nationals and the same rights to education higher than elementary 
as other non-nationals.20 However, refugee education research shows that these 
rights have been realised in various ways through history, depending on time and 
place.21 Many refugees continue to face challenges accessing and fully participat
ing in education at all levels. As Miquel Essomba argued, the events of 2015 made 
it clear that the right to education of refugee children is “currently being threa
tened and even violated in Europe,” in part due to disjuncture between rhetoric 
and policies on the one hand and practice on the other.22
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Materials and Methods

We draw on primary and secondary sources on planning and organising the refugee 
education of each period, including archival material and prior research. In the 
section on the 1920s, with its focus on newly independent Finland receiving refugees 
across its eastern border, we mostly draw on previous research,23 and a limited 
number of available primary sources, consisting of school diaries, curricula, letters 
from teachers, student lists, annual reports and other notes stored in the National 
Archives of Finland. In the 1940s, as we investigate Sweden and the reception of 
Finnish evacuee children, we draw on previous research, as well as newspaper articles 
and annual reports including memos and notes from the Swedish National Archives. 
When coming to the 1980s/1990s, our sources include guidance materials from the 
Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture and the Swedish National Agency for 
Education, correspondence about refugee reception between refugee authorities and 
schools and education authorities, propositions for the governments and previous 
research.

In our content analysis of the sources, we focus on the educational, political and 
public discussion about how refugee children and their educational needs are 
perceived, and how refugee education was organised and rationalised at different 
points in time. We recognise that studying history through archival materials is 
inherently complex and entangled with issues of power and politics.24 As Peter 
Gatrell25 observes, the privileged position of researchers underscores how limited 
the representation of archived lives can be. Archives may document events from the 
lives of whole individuals, yet the powerful institutions responsible for archiving, 
such as the UNHCR in Gatrell’s example, and the educational and political bodies in 
Finland and Sweden in our research, hold the authority to silence individuals, 
suppress alternative narratives, and ultimately present a singular version of the 
past, which continues to shape the present. We address this by acknowledging the 
limitation of our analysis and interpretation. Although a statist perspective was 
dominant in the archival materials and prior research we examined, these sources 
did not solely reflect that viewpoint. They also revealed, to some extent, the 
perspectives of pupils and teachers, and – particularly in the materials from the 
1920s – the views of schools and local authorities, who often made autonomous, ad 
hoc decisions in conditions of limited resources.

1920s: Christian Values and Moral Obligations

From the 1920s to the 1940s, in the period of numerous conflicts, wars and revolutions, 
tens of millions of people were forced to move and many of the receiving societies in 
Europe and beyond were pushed to stretch their receiving capacity. Xenophobia was also 
part of the political debate and decision-making of the time.

After the Russian Revolution and Civil War (1917–1920) and especially in the early 
1920s Finland received approximately 40,000 forced migrants. Most refugees came from 
Russia (later the Soviet Union), waiting for the post-revolution country to stabilise for 
their return.26 The largest single group of refugees that crossed the Finnish border came 
in March 1921, when about 6,500 people fled to Finland within a few days, following the 
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failed Kronstadt rebellion. In 1922, refugees made up 1% of Finland’s population at its 
peak, with around 33,500 people in the country at that time.27

In the 1920s Finland was a poor country with a national school system that was only 
forming under the conflicting pressures of different political parties. Cities and munici
palities had in principle the duty to provide education for all Finnish children since 
1921.28 There was a large consensus across otherwise divided political parties that it was 
in the best interest of the young country to invest in education for all children, and this 
teaching should be patriotic.29

At the start, the reception and education of forced migrants from Russia was rather 
disorganised. This started to change in 1922, as Finland established the State Refugee Aid 
Center to administer food and shelter for refugees, often in barracks left behind by the 
Russian army. The same year, the Ministry of Interior appointed a board to organise 
education for refugees and the responsibility of refugee education was given to the Board 
of Education with a separate office of Refugee Affairs. Officials appointed to organise 
refugee education were often people affiliated with organisations with links to Karelia, an 
area stretching to both south-eastern Finland and north-western Russia/the Soviet Union 
and divided by a border as a result of Finnish independence.30

Although the Board of Education pushed schools to accept refugee students in the 
existing educational system, it was in practice very difficult for many schools to accom
modate growing student groups.31 The Basic Education Act did not apply to refugees, or 
other marginal groups, such as “sick, from pathetic homes or weak children from rural 
areas.”32 J. Kiski, who held the voluntary position responsible for social and health 
services in their region (Piirimies), pleaded with schools in eastern Finland in 1923:

We urge you to consider choosing refugee children in your areas and enrol them in Nurmes 
school in addition to those refugee students who already started in the same school last 
winter. The selection should be done with care, in collaboration with refugee teachers, and 
naturally in correspondence with parents or caregivers.33

The option of not educating children was connected to predicted turmoil, which was 
fresh in people’s minds in the 1920s as the Finnish Civil War of 1918 had ended just 
a couple of years previously. Similar concerns about child and youth refugees were raised 
in other countries, education was seen as the “bright path” and a way to keep young 
generations out of trouble.34 Member of Finnish Parliament Mikael Soininen, represent
ing the liberal National Progressive Party (Kansallinen Edistyspuolue), and a promoter of 
comprehensive education, predicted what happens if some youngsters are denied 
education:

Above all, we should remember how those elements of the people who were primarily 
involved in the Red Rebellion were very young individuals. It would not be a mistake to say 
that the time they spent after school without any educational influence had matured them 
into such restless and dangerous individuals.35

To ease the pressure in the already existing school system, Finnish municipalities in the 
eastern and northern areas started to establish special refugee schools. In 1923, a total of 
1,571 refugees, most of whom had Finnish ethnic background but were from areas that 
belonged to Russia/the Soviet Union after Finland’s independence of 1917, were enrolled 
in various educational institutions.36
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Pedagogy and Content

Letters, funding applications and budgets from the 1920s show that schools where 
refugees studied were short of supplies, overcrowded and sometimes lacked suitable 
staff. Although formal teacher qualifications did not yet exist, educational decision 
makers tried to recruit people who had work experience as teachers.37 A list of 
resources shows that materials were very basic, and what was available were dona
tions from organisations linked to Karelia. Teaching materials were mostly created ad 
hoc, by the local teachers.38 The schools experienced high rates of student- and staff 
changes due to the continuing forced migration, which constrained the development 
of sustainable educational practices in education in general.39 Despite poor condi
tions, schoolchildren’s memories of that time paint a picture of a rather typical school 
life, organised around reading, writing, songs, games, rhymes and performances.40 

Citizen and non-citizen students were mostly taught in Finnish with the same 
curriculum: religion, handwriting, Swedish, geography, biology (animals, plants), 
mathematics, singing, drawing and physical activity.41 Diaries from a primary school 
for refugees in Pyhäjärvi detail an ordinary school day, listing not only subjects but 
also attendance and the contents of conducted lessons.42 The pedagogy appears to 
follow typical steps of that day’s schooling:

The teaching method proceeds as follows: First, through questioning during the examina
tion, and then students narrate periodically. In preparation, the teacher provides informa
tion and supplements missing details. Next, unfamiliar words are clarified. Following that, 
a deeper understanding and application are pursued.43

According to historian Pekka Nevalainen, many schools for refugees prioritised not only 
teachers with teaching experience, but also teachers who shared the cultural, linguistic 
and religious background with the students.44 However, hiring teachers who were 
Orthodox Christian, as the majority of the refugee children were, was also opposed 
because Finland’s common schooling system, developed at the same time, was heavily 
based on Lutheran Christian values. Until the 1921 Basic Education Act, the Lutheran 
Church was mainly responsible for teaching. Christian values and ethics were still 
prominent in the secular school system.45 The Christian ethos of helping those in need 
might have also paved the way for organising education for refugees. However Jukka 
Rantala points out that teachers were not only religious examples but also under strong 
political pressure to be “model citizens.” This might have appeared an unrealistic demand 
for teachers who themselves were not citizens and who were in precarious situations as 
refugees.46

Nevalainen notes that many of the educational aims of that time sounded noble but in 
reality, the main focus was not the best interest of the refugee child.47 He writes:

The best interest or success of the children and youth was not as important as the future and 
needs of East Karelia. It was believed that Soviet rule would fall, and people would return to 
their “free” home areas. Therefore, they had to be educated to be the new builders and 
leaders of their tribes.48

The special mission to preserve the cultures and religions of refugees’ home regions is 
understandable especially in the eastern parts of Finland. People in the regions of Karelia 
had a long history of interaction and mixing, so the differences were not seen as 

HISTORY OF EDUCATION 7



significant. Moreover, early refugee education in those areas was funded and organised 
by NGOs with close alliances with the Eastern Karelia of Russia/the Soviet Union, most 
significantly the Karelian Cultural Society (Karjalan Sivistysseura) but also the Red Cross 
and smaller organisations.49

Much of the rhetoric of sources from this time aligned with nation-statist perspec
tive with the view of refugees being in Finland temporarily, waiting for their return to 
their home countries. However, as time passed, it became clear that not all refugees 
were able or willing to return to the Soviet Union when the opportunity arose. This 
view was raised in meetings with the organisations who were involved in educating 
refugees; the societal situation did not seem to improve, and it was unlikely that 
forced migrants would voluntarily return. Around the same time, funding for refugee 
reception and education was dramatically cut.50 The changing realities of refugees, 
alongside shifts in policy, highlight how refugee histories and responses are often 
shaped by imagined futures, including expectations of return or integration in an 
imagined, homogeneous community, that may ultimately prove inaccurate.51 Now 
new emphasis was placed on providing regular education in Finnish schools for 
younger children, and practical education and non-formal education such as clubs 
and sports for older youth, to promote the objectives of the construction of a nation- 
state in relation to those who stayed to be “citizens suitable for our society.”52 The 
aim to keep the refugees safe and educated to preserve their culture until their return 
changed into shaping refugee youth into a new generation of citizens in Finland. At 
the end of a semester in a folk high school in 1923 or 1924, a student, Lauri Koski, 
declares:

Dear comrades! Our working season has come to an end. Each of us is going to different 
parts of the country. For you, fellow Finns, home is a refuge with your mothers and fathers, 
but we refugees must wander from place to place like migratory birds. It would be good, 
when we happen to meet, to recognise each other as good comrades. Then, our time at the 
institute would become a bright memory for us.53

In this speech, reflecting the ethos of the time, refugee and Finnish-born youth’s 
“comradeship” was rationalised with the fact that they will live together for now and 
should be able to collaborate.

In summary, refugee education in 1920s Finland was organised rather quickly, relying 
on already scarce resources and getting additional aid from NGOs with links to Karelia, 
to answer the demands after war. Based on the primary and secondary sources, refugee 
education of this time had threefold aims: the need to educate people to return to their 
homes after the war, the humanitarian/Christian duty to act morally towards those in 
need and the demand aligning with statist and nation-building logics to support espe
cially older youth’s comradeship with their Finnish-born peers and keep them out of 
trouble as it became clear that the refugee youth were in Finland to stay.

1940s in Sweden: Conditional Solidarity with Finnish War Children

Across Finland’s western border, two decades later, the situation was reversed. After the 
outbreak of the Second World War, the Swedish government declared Sweden to be 
neutral and that it would stay out of the war. When Finland was invaded by the Soviet 
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Union in the winter of 1939–1940, there was a discussion about military intervention 
from the Swedish side. However, rather than intervening, Sweden decided to offer 
material help, such as financial loans and war equipment to Finland. Very soon the 
offer to help extended to the mobilisation of Swedish families to receive Finnish children.

Children’s transportation and resettlement were organised by the Finnish and Swedish 
governments, non-governmental organisations and volunteers affiliated with organisa
tions or working independently.54 The Central Finland Aid (Centrala Finlandshjälpen) 
was particularly impactful.55 In a couple of weeks after its launch in December 1939, 
almost 10,000 Swedes had registered as volunteers to receive children from Finland.56 

Like Finland’s attempts to help the refugees from Russia two decades earlier, Sweden’s 
efforts to help Finnish war children have been explained by the Lutheran ethics of 
solidarity with the poor, and as acts of altruism and Christianity.57 Between 1939 and 
1944, about 70,000 children were separated from their families in Finland and evacuated 
to Sweden. Many children travelled back and forth between Sweden and Finland.58

The transports of Finnish children to Sweden have many international parallels from 
the same era. Approximately 30,000 Spanish children were sent mainly to France during 
the Spanish Civil War between 1936 and 1939 and 18,000 Jewish children fled Germany 
without their parents due to pogroms during the Kristallnacht (the Night of Broken 
Glass) of 1938.59 The transports of the Finnish war children stand out due to their 
massive extent, and because the transported children were so young. A relatively large 
percentage were only two to three years old,60 about half being school-aged.61 The 
preference for Finnish children over children from other countries may be explained 
by the idea associated with the nation-building goals of politicians and officials in the 
country receiving refugees. These actors believed that Finnish children would be easier to 
integrate than children from countries which were geographically and culturally further 
away from Sweden.62

A further difference is that this movement was largely driven by Sweden, the receiving 
country, rather than an international organisation or the country of origin, even if there 
was close collaboration, especially with the Finnish embassy in Stockholm. Thus, one of 
the motivations for this work might have been a statist and foreign policy-driven 
objective of strengthening the ties between Finland and Sweden after the war.

On arrival in Sweden, Finnish children were put in quarantine to establish their health 
status. All children were examined by a doctor. Boys’ hair was shaved, and girls’ hair was 
washed with methylated alcohol.63 After this, children were distributed to their accom
modation, either in families or institutions. Volunteering Swedish families could choose 
a child of their preference. Young girls were preferred, which meant that many older boys 
were sent to orphanages or to work on farms. Siblings were sometimes separated to speed 
the process of acclimatisation and the transition to learning the Swedish language,64 

although some sources report an attempt by some regions to keep siblings together.65

Finnish refugee children were not seen by the authorities and volunteers as 
a particularly vulnerable group in Sweden.66 Instead, they were seen by the Swedish 
hosts as “lucky children” who despite the ongoing war in their home country had 
a chance for a better life in Sweden, which may indicate the Swedish attitude towards 
Finnish people at that time. There also seemed to have been an idea in official 
documents and public discussions that children are naturally adaptable and could 
easily adjust to the Swedish system, which was considered to be culturally close. This 
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had an impact on how adults perceived children’s capabilities to manage life changes 
and transitions.67 However, healthcare professionals and researchers started to ques
tion whether it was beneficial to separate children from their families even in times of 
war. In 1943, in their influential publication War and Children, Anna Freud and 
Dorothy Burlingham warned that from a psychological perspective, separation from 
families was harmful to children.68 The study was commented on by the Swedish 
sociologist and politician Alva Myrdal in 1944. Myrdal noted that no thorough 
evaluations regarding Finnish children’s health or wellbeing had been made at the 
time of evacuation.69 Later studies have pointed out that the family separation had 
long-lasting effects, and the experiences of Finnish war children were silenced for 
many years after.70

Education in the Same System but Marked as Different

From very early on, Swedish and Finnish authorities agreed that school-aged evacuee 
children had the right to attend Sweden’s already existing educational structures of basic 
schooling, folkskola, mostly together with their Swedish peers. Whether the education 
was organised inclusively or in separate groups depended on the location. In urban areas 
with large numbers of Finnish children, schools aimed to hire Finnish-speaking teachers 
when possible. Even though there were initiatives supporting the Finnish language, such 
as organising Finnish teaching and broadcasting Finnish radio programmes, the main 
aim was to teach the Finnish evacuees Swedish as quickly as possible. For the Finnish 
students, this often resulted in forgetting their first language.71

The National Refugee Relief Board (Nämnden för statlig flyktinghjälp), established in 
Sweden in 1939, distributed state funding to voluntary committees and provided certain 
forms of education for refugees. The focus of education was in adjusting to the new 
context and in learning Swedish. This board was replaced by the National Refugee Board 
(Statens flyktingnämnd) in 1941.72

In interviews conducted later, many witnessed that they forgot their mother tongue. 
At the time an eight-year-old girl recalled later why she came back to Sweden shortly after 
being repatriated to Finland:

I had forgotten the language. I only could speak Swedish fluently. . . . There I sat on my 
things crying. So sad, I couldn’t speak the language [Finnish], couldn’t talk with my relatives. 
And my parents thought this was terrible, they pitied me and said they had to send me back, 
we cannot let her stay here. And then I started school in Sweden.73

Finnish Children as “Not Mine”

Very few sources discuss the education of Finnish war children.74 Most sources from that 
time either omit education or cover it with a neutral sentence indicating that children 
started school. Children were expected to speak Swedish and acclimatise to their new 
educational setting, which was seen by the Swedish authorities to be in their best interest. 
The rare sources discussing education point out how although schooling was mostly the 
same as it was for Swedish peers, Finnish children were labelled as different by their 
teachers. One striking example from the municipality of Alvesta in Sweden is that 
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teachers in folkskola used a red pen to mark Finnish children as “not mine,” suggesting 
they were seen as separate from the mainstream students, the teacher’s “own” students. 
Schooling was strongly influenced by Christianity, more precisely the evangelical 
Lutheran tradition, and pedagogical ideas with the teacher at the centre delivering 
fixed knowledge. However, practices of refugee education could differ drastically across 
and even within schools, as teachers were independent and there was little cooperation 
between them.75

When peace between the Soviet Union and Finland was proclaimed in 1944, the return 
of children did not take place on a large scale since the political situation in Finland 
remained unstable. Initially, in 1946, many children returned to Finland. Most of the now 
Swedish-speaking evacuees had to start or continue school in Finnish in Finland. School 
attendance was difficult due to the language switches, and therefore many evacuees 
dropped out of school.76 About 7,100 children remained in Sweden and many of those 
who initially returned to Finland came back to Sweden.77

In summary, Sweden’s reception of refugee children from Finland during the Second 
World War aimed first and foremost to provide physical safety and immediate support 
for the children. There seems to be very little focus in the sources on how education was 
organised, which may indicate an expectation of an easy process of acclimatisation, as the 
children came from a culturally similar country and were ethnically white, as their 
Swedish neighbours. The educational system was open for the Finnish war children, 
but it was deemed their duty to adjust. This similarity and relatability, which already then 
was assumed as central to successful exile and integration, in fact renders the group of 
Finnish refugee children invisible in the Swedish sources. The reviewed material shows 
that the switch to the Swedish language was considered crucial by the Swedish educa
tional authorities, even if it meant a loss of the mother tongue, and that placing the 
Finnish war children in schools demanded the use of already existing educational 
structures. This, of course, overlooks the fact that the separation from families, combined 
with forced migration, is distressing regardless of the proximity of the cultures of the 
countries of origin and destination. This distress is absent from the archival material, 
though it emerges in later research based on interviews and memoirs.78 This highlights 
how archival research can inadvertently silence alternative, often non-statist, perspec
tives, particularly those related to accountability.79

1980s–1990s in Finland and Sweden: Welfare Chauvinism Vs. Affirming 
Multiculturalism

On a geopolitical level, the end of the 1980s and the early-1990s marked the end of the 
division of Europe. This led to a rise in intra-European migration, but also new refugee 
movements emerged due to conflicts in the Horn of Africa and the wars of disintegration 
in Yugoslavia. Although Finland and Sweden were relatively peaceful countries at the 
time, this turmoil had implications throughout the Nordic countries.

Since Sweden did not become a battlefield in the Second World War and was 
widely considered neutral during the Cold War, its economy was relatively stable in 
the 1980s. In the post-war period, Sweden needed migrant workers, and they arrived 
in large numbers, mainly from Finland and Southern European countries. Sweden 
had started to regulate migration since the late 1960s, requiring a job and housing 
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from new arrivals. Nordic citizens, refugees and family members applying for reuni
fication were excluded from these regulations. Over the next decades, this led to 
a reduction of non-European migrants and an increase of Nordic migration.80 

Finland, on the other hand, was a relatively poor country in the 1980s. For the 
previous decades, migration flows had moved mostly outwards, as people had sought 
work and better livelihoods in neighbouring Sweden, but also overseas, for example, 
in Australia and the USA. In 1990, 2.3% of people living in Finland were foreign- 
born.81

Forced migration had been quite low to both countries since the World Wars. 
A change came in the 1970s when both Sweden and Finland received the first two 
large groups of refugees from outside of Europe (from Chile and Vietnam). Making 
a decision to accept political refugees as a group from a far-away country was a significant 
turning point in both countries’ refugee policies but in reality, the numbers were quite 
low, especially in Finland.82 Sweden, in turn, received approximately 30,000 refugees 
during the Pinochet regime in Chile, becoming the largest destination country outside of 
Latin America.83 In the mid-1980s, Sweden started to receive increasing numbers of 
asylum seekers from Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey and Eritrea. In the late 1980s, 
numbers of asylum seekers from Somalia, Kosovo and other Eastern European areas 
increased. Finland’s forced migration followed the same trends, but slightly later and in 
smaller numbers.84

It is suggested in previous research and the governmental discussion memos of the 
time that these demographic changes divided people in the two Northern European 
nations into those favouring and those opposing multiculturalism.85 The first groups of 
refugees and asylum seekers from outside Europe were singled out because they looked 
different and were from different cultural and religious backgrounds. These inherently 
racialised, unwelcoming arguments claimed that unlike refugees who came during the 
World Wars, those coming because of conflicts in Africa and Asia were not people in 
“real” need.86 This rhetoric found its way to Finnish and Swedish politics, too. In Sweden, 
the Scania party (Skånepartiet), which has roots in Swedish fascism, and the Sweden 
Democrats (Sverigedemokraterna) began to gain support.87 As these parties gained more 
support and agenda-setting power, immigration policies started to become tighter.88 In 
Finland, the Finns Party (Perussuomalaiset), which has become known for its anti- 
immigration views, was founded in 1995.

Since the 1990s in both countries, a commonly expressed view, especially by right- 
wing politicians, was securitisation, i.e. fear that refugee reception may cause internal 
threats, and that countries do not have enough resources for outsiders, such as refugees.89 

These discourses became part of a political rhetoric and narrative originating in the right- 
wing parties, but gaining broader appeal across the political spectrum, i.e. welfare 
nationalism and welfare chauvinism, meaning welfare benefits, including education, 
should be prioritised for the locally born population.90 Research on the 1990s 
shows that harsh attitudes were not only rhetoric: powered by the above-mentioned 
political movement and officials with power, there were attempts to keep refugees out, 
including considering measures such as push back at the border, tightened visa regula
tions, punishing transportation companies bringing refugees to the border and listing 
“safe countries” from where refugees were not accepted.91 The counterargument in the 
party and governmental politics from the 1970s onwards in Sweden and from the 1990s 
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onwards in Finland pointed out that societal change seemed inevitable. According to this 
view, the best a nation can do is to adapt to the new circumstances and affirm, or at least 
accept, multiculturalism.92

These two opposing views also made their way into the politics of education. Since 
1975, Sweden had followed immigrant integration policy which emphasised equality 
and the right of all residents, including foreign-born persons, to have basic economic, 
social and educational rights.93 All school-aged children had equal access to 
education94 and foreign-born residents were entitled certain adaptations, such as 
mother tongue instruction and intensive training courses in Swedish.95 Early in the 
1990s, changes in regulations made immigration to Sweden more difficult – for 
refugees as well as for other immigrants, by severe tightening of the rules for asylum 
seekers. In education, this meant a stronger focus on “efficiency” of integration, and 
there was an expectation that students should learn Swedish quickly. In 1991, the 
responsibility and the right to decide on school funding was transferred from the state 
to municipalities. In some municipalities, this meant fewer resources for additional 
support for migrant students.96

In Finland, the starting point of educational authorities was that school-aged refugees 
must be placed in schools as fast as possible.97 In 1987, Finland’s School Board’s Refugee 
Education Working Group published a memo, which became the first Finnish frame
work for refugee education.98 The most important message of this specific and extensive, 
68-page memorandum is that all comprehensive school-aged children are entitled to 
schooling regardless of their background and nationality, and their education must be in 
line with the standards of basic education.99 The memo states:

Schooling is primarily supported through conventional means, but, if necessary, also 
through separate teaching arrangements. Insufficient proficiency in the mother tongue 
has been found to cause learning and adaptation difficulties. It is considered important 
that a refugee student, alongside learning the Finnish language and receiving instruction in 
Finnish, also receives mother tongue teaching and, as far as possible, the language of 
instruction in these lessons should be their mother tongue.100

The document details the responsibilities on levels of state, region and municipalities and 
outlines specific contents and assessment guidelines for different age levels. Similarly to 
Sweden’s approach, the focus was on the Finnish language, especially during the transi
tion phase of refugees, and the aim is a quick integration into mainstream education and 
Finnish society: “The purpose of the initial education for refugee children is to provide 
them with the skills they need to transition to Finnish classes and to help them adapt to 
their new homeland.”101 Primary school-aged students received additional instruction in 
Finnish or Swedish (the second official language in Finland), other school-related sub
jects in their first languages if possible, and in maintaining their first language.102

The duty to educate was no longer justified by its promoters with Christian moral 
values or a collective good of the nation, but it was seen as a rational choice considering 
the state, and the right of the child.103 Yet many were also sceptical about what multi
culturalism would do to the existing school system and weighed its costs and benefits in 
a more critical manner. Based on one calculation by the Refugee Education Negotiations 
Council, education of refugees exceeded the cost of regular education by 75%.104 

A foreign journalist and an Africa-specialist Pekka Peltola argued in the Finnish 
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Refugee Affairs Negotiation Council in 1988 that considering the strengths and weak
nesses of the existing Finnish education system, it seemed unwise to put resources into 
the basic education of refugees who migrate as teens or older, as their problems related to 
language, motivation and social life cannot be fixed with Finnish education.105 This is at 
odds with the view that every school-aged child or youngster has the right to be educated 
and similar to the approach in Sweden in the 1940s, places the responsibility to adapt on 
the student.

Educational documents from both countries from the 1980s started to pay attention to 
children’s systematic adaptation into a new country and its educational system. In 
Sweden, once refugee students’ access to education was ensured, emphasis was put on 
supporting their sense of belonging, as well as balancing between learning Swedish and 
supporting the first language. Some of the strategies of individual teachers, such as 
aiming to promote the sense of belonging and the appreciation of differences, seemed 
flexible and innovative considering the time.106 The Finnish Refugee Education Working 
Group outlined that adaptation happened in stages, which were divided into 
a preparatory phase, consisting of the first and second years, and a third 
transition year, after which the student would be fully integrated into mainstream 
education.107 The initial phase was often organised separately near a refugee centre, 
after which children moved to local schools. As soon as possible and “ensuring the 
regular groups do not get divided because of this,” refugees were gradually integrated into 
PE, art and music with the locally born students.108

The aim to support refugee students primarily through conventional methods and 
using some specialised measures was a practical choice, as conventional educational 
practices already existed. The choice was also linked with a desire expressed by the state- 
affiliated planning committees not to single out refugee students because of their 
background.109 This has parallels with the silence in policy and research about the 
needs of Finnish refugee children in Sweden, but coming to the 1980s, we can see an 
increasing attempt to understand and sensitively address the needs caused by forced 
migration and supporting integration and inclusion.

Maintaining Culture and Language – To Some Extent

The Finnish Core Curriculum for Basic Education of 1985 talked about cultures and 
diversity at a very general level, learning about migrants and understanding different 
people,110 but the next curriculum, published in 1994, stated that:

Culture shapes the whole identity of a growing child or youth. The basis of a person’s 
cultural identity is the lifestyle of their community as a whole. — Children belonging to 
marginal groups have the right to grow as part of their own cultural communities and as 
active parts of Finnish society.111

Like in the 1920s and 1940s, the first teachers for different refugee groups in Finland and 
Sweden in the 1980s were selected from among the groups that arrived, when possible. 
This was seen in a Finnish state-affiliated commission report in 1984 as particularly 
important for unaccompanied minors, as a teacher from the same cultural background 
could better work as a mediator between refugees and officials.112 First language teaching 
was also seen as important. These ideals, encouraging refugee students to keep using their 
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language and recruiting teachers who can work as cultural mediators, were steps towards 
a more multicultural society.

Compared to the earlier periods, education in the 1980s/1990s Finland and Sweden was 
considered holistically, aiming to address the needs of each student. There was an attempt 
to understand how the needs of refugee students gradually change after their arrival, 
perhaps reflecting the new advances in research in child development and education.113 

Although the tone of the analysed documents from the 1980s and 1990s seems mostly 
progressive and sensitive to diversity, this was not the whole picture. Tove Skutnabb- 
Kangas and Jim Cummins argue that despite these aims, Finnish school practices aimed at 
supporting a gradual transition into a monolingual society, meaning that if not the 
generation of refugees, then at least their offspring, would abandon their first languages 
and adopt Finnish.114 This is understandable, as topics of multicultural education or first 
language support were not familiar to all teachers. They remained either on an ideal level, or 
as something that individual, committed teachers may decide to do.

Discussion

One question that keeps coming up in the past 100 years of refugee education is: “What 
do we owe to refugee children, and on what basis?” Asking this question is based on the 
idea that “we,” as an imagined national community of Finns or Swedes, must make 
a conscious decision about what the community owes and act accordingly. This influ
ences educational decisions of who are admitted to schools, how resources are allocated 
and for what purpose students are taught. On the other hand, a responsible approach to 
refugee education would recognise that obligations always already exist towards others, 
and the targets of obligations cannot be chosen based on newcomers’ background. Using 
the words of philosopher Hannah Arendt, who experienced forced migration herself, the 
students who are in Northern European schools have “the right to have rights,”115 and 
according to the international conventions and national legislations in force in the 2000s 
in Finland and Sweden, their right to education is not tied to their status or background.

In 2022, the number of refugees in Europe increased, once again, compared to 
previous years. This time the consequence was the Russian invasion of Ukraine. As in 
many other countries, the public debate in Finland and Sweden focused on Ukrainian 
asylum seekers, to whom the Temporary Protection Directive became applicable in all 
EU Member States, including Finland and Sweden. The public and political debate in 
general highlighted the positive attitude towards the reception of Ukrainian refugees.116 

As with many previous refugee groups, the initial idea was that over time, Ukrainians will 
return to their country of origin. This had an impact on the organisation of education, as 
well as the motivation of Ukrainian students to study in Finnish or Swedish educational 
systems.117 With time, it has become clear that for many a quick return is not possible 
nor desirable, which pushed the Nordic educational systems to once again consider 
a group of refugees differently.

As our analysis shows, this trend has recurred in history; Russian refugees were 
originally thought to be only temporary guests in Finland in the 1920s, and although 
many Finnish children stayed in Sweden in the 1940s, many also returned, and the 
groups who arrived in the 1980s/1990s have become a solid part of our societies. Our 
analysis also reveals a parallel shift in refugee education practices, from refugee 
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children being taught together by teachers from their own cultural and religious 
backgrounds, with the aim of preserving heritage (as was the case in Finland in the 
1920s), to later efforts focused on assimilation or at least integration into mainstream 
classrooms. This reflects a broader transition from viewing education as a temporary 
measure to maintain national identity in exile, based on the assumption of eventual 
return, to a growing emphasis on adaptation and integration.118 The analysis also 
reveals how the perspective on refugee education links with the changing ideas of 
education and forced migration. Always, but particularly in times of conflict, social 
upheaval or economic depression, these ideals have been highly political and often 
grounded on the logics of nation-state centrism and nation-building efforts. Table 1 
summarises the ideals of education and the rationale for refugee education, based on 
our reading of the primary and secondary sources.

It seems to us that we have historical knowledge about how forced migration might 
have impacted the individual experiences, school-level practices and national policies of 
education, even though research in this area is lacking. The last 100 years in Finland and 
Sweden show that refugee education should not be seen as a rare response to an 
exceptional situation, after which schools can return to normal. After the normal 
phase, another crisis brings new forced migrants. Ukrainians are not the last group of 
refugees that will come to our countries to seek sanctuary, as the number of wars and 
other armed conflicts is not decreasing in the world.

The analysed diaries, memos, notes, letters and policy documents indicate that more 
could be learnt from history. Yet, in our efforts to do so, we need to remain mindful of the 
methodological issues inherent in archival research. Topics that are sensitive or that 
implicate powerful institutions in questions of accountability are often omitted or 
silenced. Our study primarily reflects the ideals and perspectives of the receiving country, 
but in future research these could be contrasted with transnational or origin-country and 
origin-community viewpoints as well as the individual experiences and aspirations of 
refugee students. In some cases, archival documents and memoirs or interviews could 
help overcome the statist, “host-country bias” and make it possible to imagine a student- 
centred reconstruction of the history of refugee education.

Table 1. Ideals and rationale of refugee education.
1920s in Finland 1940s in Sweden 1980s–1990s in Finland and Sweden

Educational 
ideals in 
general

Consensus from left to right about 
the importance of education.

Child-centredness, yet 
not all children.

The start of a comprehensive 
schooling for all. 
Education based on ideals of 
equity, inclusion and sameness.

Rationale for 
refugee 
education

Caring for, and educating refugees 
was seen as a moral obligation 
and Christian duty. 
Education for the future: Avoiding 
conflicts and preparing educated 
returnees to the East. 
Assimilating those who were 
going to stay.

Moral obligation. 
Making ties between 
two national 
neighbours. 
Helping the less 
fortunate Finns while 
highlighting own 
virtues. 
Preparing for future in 
Sweden.

Balancing between the individual 
right (of the refugee child) to be 
educated and scarce resources. 
Polarised debates about the ideals 
of multiculturalism and scepticism 
about deservingness.
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Furthermore, the archival documents we analysed tended to focus solely on the 
present moment, with little reference to the past, which limits the possibility of drawing 
historical comparisons across different periods. The rare mentions of the past in the 
documents from the 1920s were that the most dangerous rebels in the Russian revolution 
were uneducated youth and thus, their education was a matter of crucial importance and 
national security. In the 1980s and 1990s, migration researchers noted that the settlement 
of Somali refugees in Finland could have some parallels with the reception of the 
Vietnamese and Chilean refugees a little over a decade earlier,119 and these parallels 
should be considered when organising practical matters.

Understanding the impacts of forced migration on subsequent educational and policy 
choices, as well as on the experiences of students, can help us make justified choices when 
facing the current and future crises. Our reading of the sources suggests, for example, that 
we should openly discuss what level of support is needed for students from refugee 
backgrounds, acknowledging those needs differ between individuals. Silencing the dif
ferences or overlooking the special needs refugee students may have seems to be more 
common now than it has been historically, and it is done with good intentions: there is 
a reluctance to label or single out students as different.120 Yet forced migrants today and 
in the past have expressed their wishes to be seen and heard as people and as refugees, as 
complete persons with their experiences and needs.121 However, this act of seeing and 
hearing must acknowledge the individual as a person in their own right, not merely as 
a stereotypical representation of their social category.122 All the analysed phases include 
discussions about the role of languages and cultures, and to what extent students should 
keep or lose those at the expense of the languages and cultures of the host country. 
Likewise, the role of religion in education seemed to be a recurring point, focusing on the 
question of whether students’ own religions should be supported or not, and how. 
Interestingly, all these discussions continue today worldwide in different forced migrant 
reception contexts.

As educational researchers, we should keep these discussions alive, as it seems that we 
have not reached a simple right answer of how the needs of refugee children should be 
taken into consideration in our schools, and towards what futures refugee students 
should be educated. We should continue to try to develop our schools to be more 
welcoming for all students, regardless of their background, as the attempt made in the 
poor and newly independent Finland in the 1920s. We should keep developing our 
curricula to be more sensitive to differences, like the Finnish and Swedish educational 
policymakers have attempted, with varying success, especially since the 1980s. We should 
do more to take this knowledge into practice, as integral parts of pre- and in-service 
teacher education. Calls to incorporate refugee education as part of teacher training in 
the Nordic countries have been made for at least the last 40 years, but with limited 
success.123 Importantly, we should see refugee education as the right of the educated 
student as well as the benefit of the new home country, regardless of whether it will be 
a permanent home or a temporary shelter.
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