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Introduction

This special issue brings together empirical and pedagogical research to deepen our
understanding of educational trajectories and challenges faced by Arabic-speaking
students and their teachers in the Nordic countries. It is the outcome of three workshops
held in three Nordic countries in 2024, funded by Riksbankens Jubileumsfond’s
Research Initiative Grant (Dnr F23-0174). The workshops focused on the status of
Arabic speakers, who have become a sizable linguistic minority group across the Nordic
countries (e.g., Akar, 2025; Bohnacker et al., 2025). For example, Arabic is now the largest
minority language in Sweden (Bohnacker & Haddad, 2025) and the third largest in
Finland (Statistics Finland, 2025). A second central focus was education and learning,
particularly through the concept of educational encounters (Koskela & Siljander, 2014).
This concept became important because newcomers typically participate in various
educational programs, yet learning also takes place in everyday events and situations.
The notion of educational encounters has its roots in existential and phenomenological
traditions that view education as a lived, relational, and transformative process rather
than a mechanical transfer of knowledge (Koskela & Siljander, 2014). Everyday events
and interactions with people and the socio-material environment play a crucial role in
learning new languages and societal practices, as several articles in this special issue
show (see also Carlsson, 2025).

To introduce the special issue, we first offer a reflection on the changing status of
Arabic and Arabic speakers in the Nordic countries. We then connect this complex
language and group of language users to the educational encounters that may occur
across formal and informal learning spaces. Finally, we provide an overview of the five
empirical articles and coda in the special issue.
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2 Editorial

1 Arabic and Arabic Speakers in the Nordic Countries

As suggested above, Arabic speakers may increasingly gain attention in Nordic
educational systems and scholarship because of their numbers. In addition, a focus
on Arabic brings into relief the contingent nature of majority and minority language
dynamics. Arabic is one of the most widely used languages in the world, with an estimated
350 million first language users, and is an official language in 22 countries across South-
West Asia and North Africa (SWANA; Elkhafaifi, 2021). These countries are themselves
linguistically and culturally diverse. As such, Arabic serves as a majoritized language for
speakers of minoritized languages such as Amazigh, Assyrian, or Kurdish, or functions
in parallel with other official, majority languages, such as Somali (see Bassiouney, 2020;
Eggen, this issue). Transnationally, Arabic also enjoys prominent status as a one of
the six official languages of the United Nations and as the sacred language of Islam.
These complex and dynamic uses of Arabic across contexts have received increased
attention in English-language scholarship, through several recent volumes on Arabic
sociolinguistics (e.g., Al-Wer & Horesh, 2019; Al-Wer et al., 2022; Bassiouney, 2020) and
the newly created Journal of Arabic Sociolinguistics (Edinburgh University Press, founded
in 2025). In Nordic educational contexts, this rich and varied body of theology, literature,
and cultural practice have primarily featured in formal university-level Arabic study,
but increasingly also in community-based learning and cultural events (e.g., Calafato,
2020; Eggen, 2018, this issue).

In contrast to these more esteemed framings, Arabic is perhaps most often positioned as
alow-status immigrant language in European and Nordic educational policy and societal
discourse. Outside of higher education, Arabic may be used in supportive instruction for
newly arrived students, as in Denmark and Norway, or may be taught in developmental
mother tongue instruction, as in Finland and Sweden, although this right is politically
contested (Bohnacker et al., 2025; Daugaard & Dewilde, 2017; Eggen, this issue; Iversen,
2025). Other studies find that Arabic may be stigmatized or even pathologized in both
educational and community spaces (e.g., Beiler, 2021; Nishiyama, 2020; Yeshalem &
Milani, 2023). In a raciolinguistic perspective, this status reflects distinctly European
racial formations, which have framed white Europeanness in opposition to Muslimness,
from as far back as the Spanish Reconquista, through European colonialism in the
SWANA region, to current manifestations of Islamophobia tied to the discourses of
terrorism and cultural incompatibility (Goldberg, 2006; Hedman et al., this issue; Khan,
2020; Said, 1978). Importantly, research in the Nordic region documents that Arabic-
speakers may face Islamophobia regardless of whether they are themselves Muslim,
by heritage or personal belief, reflecting reductive understandings and conflations of
Arab and Muslim identity (Karimi, 2024; Masoud et al., 2023). Consequently, several
contributions to the special issue tackle racialized experiences of being an Arabic-speaker
in Nordic institutions of education and migrant integration (Halonen et al., this issue;
Hedman et al., this issue; Ibrahim, this issue).

Nonetheless, traces of the complex nature and variable significance of Arabic can
be found in the relationships that Nordic Arabic speakers themselves may have to the
language. While Arabic is minoritized at the national scale in Nordic countries, it may
serve as a prominent language among immigrants of different ethnic and national origins
(Akar, 2025; Eggen, this issue; Ennser-Kananen et al., this issue; Iversen, 2025; Lofdahl
et al., 2024; Sahradyan & Virolainen, this issue). This can be seen in formal educational
spaces where Arabic is either spoken by students or taught as a subject, as when adult
students with various ethnolinguistic identities and repertoires use Arabic as a common
language (Beiler & Dewilde, 2023) or children communicate and learn across Modern
Standard Arabic and dialects of Arabic in ‘mother tongue” instruction (Bohnacker et al.,
2025; Wedin & Berg, 2025). In addition, many children study Arabic in mosque-based
non-formal education, including both children who speak Arabic as a family language
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and others who learn it for religious purposes (Eggen, 2023; Iversen, 2025). These Qur’anic
literacies may be a source of inspiration for development of other literacies, although
their significance has generally gained little uptake in formal education (Daugaard &
Dewilde, 2019). Conversely, for certain previously minoritized language users from the
SWANA region, Arabic may be a language they choose to distance themselves from,
upon migration to a region where the status of the language is altogether different (e.g.,
Beiler, 2023). All of these complexities are present in Nordic educational spaces, yet they
may be obscured by the homogenizing tendencies entailed in reducing Arabic to an
‘immigrant language’.

The articles in this issue build on a growing body of research about Arabic in
supplemental, introductory, and non-formal education by focusing more specifically on
educational encounters with Arabic speakers, from more personal (e.g., Ennser-Kananen
et al., this issue; Sahradyan & Virolainen, this issue) to institutional (Halonen et al., this
issue) scales of practices.

2 Educational Encounters Across Formal and Informal Settings

As depicted above, Arabic speakers encounter various learning opportunities across
formal and informal settings from everyday interaction to more formal education.
However, the concept of educational encounters is not always clear, even though it
has been studied from as early as the 1970s. Different understandings of the concept
highlight its historical and contextual evolution from a radical to more reciprocal
experience of learners. For example, Bollnow et al. (1972a, 1972b) conceive of an
encounter as a profoundly unsettling experience that shakes the individual, catalyzing
existential transformation through the interplay of inner unfolding and external
assimilation. Also Biesta (2015) sees educational encounters with the radically new as an
unanticipated burden that, if carried, may gradually transform into passion and insight.
From Arabic speakers” perspectives, migration to new countries may be such a shaking
and unsettling experience. In contrast, Martin (2011) does not emphasize this disruptive
dimension; rather, she frames encounters as a reciprocal process between individuals
and the surrounding ‘cultural stock’, as she calls it, highlighting education as a force
that simultaneously shapes and is shaped by both persons and cultures. Martin also
underscores that educational theories have historically neglected the perspectives of
women and marginalized groups, thereby limiting the inclusivity of educational thought.
In this issue, Sahradyan and Virolainen’s use of the concept resonates with Martin’s
(2011) perspective, which highlights encounters as meetings with individuals and cultural
environments. From a reciprocal process, Todd (2023) advances the notion of encounter
by foregrounding the role of the senses, affects, embodiment, and aesthetics. She argues
that we experience the world, what she terms the ‘elements of the environment’, through
our senses, describing this interconnection as touching and being touched in the present.
The article by Ennser-Kananen et al. (this issue) closely echoes Todd’s (2023) emphasis on
embodiment, affect, and the senses, as they likewise understand encounter as a meeting
with elements of the environment in a sensual, material, and embodied manner. Taken
together, Bollnow, Martin, and Todd illuminate complementary dimensions of educational
encounters: their existential intensity, cultural reciprocity, and embodied inclusivity, all
underscoring the dynamic and transformative process entailed in education.
Furthermore, educational encounters unfold across formal and informal settings, whose
distinct yet complementary nature are widely recognized. Formal learning involves
prescribed frameworks, organized learning events, designated teachers, qualifications,
and externally specified outcomes (Eraut, 2000), while informal and non-formal learning
lack some of these features and are often incidental (European Commission, 2001). These
attributes reflect differences in learning process, setting, purpose, and content (Colley et
al., 2003). In practice, formal and informal learning often coexist, especially in migrant
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education, where learning trajectories cut across institutional, social, and everyday
domains. In this issue, Sahradyan and Virolainen show that Arabic-speaking migrants
engage in peer and shared practices across formal, non-formal, and informal settings, and
that outside of formal education, the prominent status of Arabic can create employment
opportunities for an Arabic-speaking participant. Thus, learning in different contexts
can have tangible real-world outcomes. On the other hand, Ennser-Kananen et al. (this
issue), highlight how everyday practices, such as shared meals, serve as informal,
relational learning spaces that transform classroom roles.

Focusing on the interconnection between learning in formal and informal settings
for migrants, Alenius’s (2016, 2018) work demonstrates how migrants learn through
mobility between societies of origin and destination, showing how transnational ties
define learning outside the classroom. Furthermore, research on language learning
among migrants (see UNESCO, 2023) draws attention to how informal learning through
media and community interaction complements or even replaces structured language
instruction. Finally, policy initiatives on the recognition of prior learning (Eurydice,
2019) further reveal tensions between the need for institutional validation and migrants’
rich, yet often unrecognized, competencies. High-stakes assessments, as examined
by Halonen et al. (this issue), underscore these tensions, demonstrating how formal
recognition frequently fails to capture the full scope of migrants” informal learning.

Nordic education systems, with state-funded adult education and inclusive welfare
frameworks, encounter Arabic speaking migrants with diverse educational backgrounds.
Therefore, recognition and validation of competencies and previous learning play a
central role in integration and inclusion. In addition, learners need to navigate complex
educational and social contexts, where structured instruction interacts with everyday
and leisure activities. Informal learning in various educational encounters, such as
mentoring or shared cultural practices, complements formal education, fostering
language development, and identity. At the same time, contributions highlight how
institutional trajectories are shaped by racialized and temporal governance, with delays
often attributed to individual shortcomings rather than structural conditions (Hedman
et al., this issue; Ibrahim, this issue).

Together, the multiple dynamics explored in the articles in the special issue reveal how
educational encounters are shaped not only by opportunities but also by contradictions
through which Arabic-speaking learners navigate learning spaces, alongside institutional
and everyday practices, in both formal and informal settings. We present the contributions
to the special issue in greater detail below.

3 Contributions to the Special Issue

1. Johanna Ennser-Kananen, Ingrid Rodrick Beiler, and Joke Dewilde examine encounters
in adult basic education in their article “Educational Encounters through Food, Drink,
and Arabic”. The authors investigate how everyday practices, such as sharing food and
drink, can facilitate educational and relational encounters with Arabic-speaking adult
students. Using sensory ethnography, they analyze how food, drink, and multilingual
communication across Arabic, Nordic languages, and English fostered shared
emplacement and relational reciprocity in adult basic education settings in Finland and
Norway. Adult students from Southwest Asia and North Africa used these educational
spaces to take on the roles of teachers and hosts, in contrast to their frequent positioning
as guests or even social clients in other contexts. Such encounters may enable greater
reciprocity than is typical in adult migrant education, as food and drink connect to
transnational histories, affective and sociomaterial realities, and lived experiences. Their
approach underscores the importance of embodied, everyday practices and material
dimensions of encounter, situating education not only as cognitive engagement but as
lived, sensory, and culturally mediated experience.
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2. In their article “From University to Working Life: International Students” Finnish
Language Learning Experiences,” Sonya Sahradyan and Maarit Virolainen examine
the case of Ahmed, an Arabic-speaking student navigating higher education, entry
into the labor market, and participation in Finnish society. Drawing on ethnographic
methods, the study traces Ahmed’s Finnish language learning trajectory and personal
curriculum, with particular attention to the range of experiences he encounters across
formal, non-formal, and informal learning settings. These settings provide the conditions
and opportunities for what the authors call ‘integrative encounters’. The authors
conceptualize these encounters as micro-spaces, such as peer interactions or group
activities, that foster intercultural dialogue and support migrants’ integration. Such
integrative spaces also enable self-expression, challenge prejudices, strengthen social
connections, and enhance minoritized participants’ sense of belonging. The findings
suggest that these learning environments, whether formal, non-formal, or informal, can
both facilitate and hinder an international student’s learning of Finnish during studies
and after graduation. Furthermore, the study highlights the significant role of non-formal
and informal learning, made possible through varying degrees of integrative encounters
alongside formal education, in shaping migrants” broader integration processes. Overall,
the research underscores the importance of adopting a holistic approach to language
education and integration policy in order to more effectively support migrants” transition
into working life and society.

3. Migrant trajectories and transitions are also in focus in the third article of the special
issue, “Using your time wisely? Encountering racial time in institutional (non)transitions
in the Nordic context” by Christina Hedman, Ameera Masoud, and Enni Paul. Drawing
on ethnographic fieldwork from language introduction and workplace integration
programs in Sweden and Finland, this article analyzes constraints on institutional
transitions through the lens of racial time (Mulinari, 2021), which imposes systematic
delays onracialized Arabic-speaking migrants” bodies. Across these contexts, disruptions
in migrants” educational and professional trajectories were instead often interpreted as
reflections of individual failures of motivation or will. The authors therefore conclude by
pointing to ‘stranger encounters of otherwise” (see Ahmed, 2000) as a means to disrupt
oppressive systems and support resilience for racialized students, without promising a
quick fix to temporal and material constraints on education and integration programs.

4. Similarly, in the article “Delayed, Accelerated, Racialized: Exploring Neoliberal
Temporal Encounters in Language Learning across Institutional Boundaries” Samah
Ibrahim examines how experiences of time and transition shape Arabic-speaking adult
migrants’ participationinSwedishfor Immigrants (SFI). Drawingonsociableethnography,
Ibrahim analyzes how SFI policies intersect with migrants” lived temporalities within
neoliberal and racialized frameworks. The study shows that processes of acceleration
and deceleration operate as mechanisms of temporal governance, producing unequal
access to resources, mobility, and language learning opportunities. Like Hedman et al.
(this issue), Ibrahim employs the lens of racial time to highlight how Arabic-speaking
migrants encounter uneven inclusion, with delays and pressures that structure divergent
and often unequal learning trajectories.

5. Mia Halonen, Najat Ouakrim-Soivio and Elina Vaara address how institutional
language assessment operates as a significant educational encounter for Arabic speakers
in the Nordic region in their article “Reliability of Assessment of Five L1 Groups ina High
Stakes Test: Specific Focus on Arabic L1 Test Takers”. Centering on Finland’s National
Certificate for Language Proficiency, a decisive requirement in the citizenship process,
the study explores whether spoken language evaluations are applied consistently
across different first language groups. Using material from the Broken Finnish project,
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the assessment outcomes from two separate rating rounds are compared, highlighting
differences in reliability between groups. The findings indicate that subjective ratings
differed substantially across language groups, with evaluations of Arabic first language
test takers showing particularly pronounced inconsistency. These discrepancies call into
question the reliability and consequential validity of the assessment process and draw
attention to broader concerns about equity and justice in high-stakes language testing.

6.Inthe coda, Nora Eggen concludes the special issue with a reflection on Arabic in Nordic
cultural, community, and educational spaces, in a historical perspective. She poignantly
draws out a contrast between two recent literary salons with Arab writers, conducted
in different languages (English vs. Arabic) and in spaces centered around different
communities, where the latter event afforded an intimacy and freedom to engage in
complex conversations that were not primarily defined by a Norwegian audience. Eggen
further traces the significance of such events for community-building and community-
based learning through a juxtaposition with the constricting space for mother tongue
and heritage learning in Norwegian public schools, suggesting that community-driven
events may provide a move away from colonial framings of the Arabic language and the
multifaceted communities where it is used.
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