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Abstract:  

I argue that the fostering of ‘digital citizens’ in Norway is a societal project involving many 

actors, including parents, kindergartens and schools. The present article explores how migrant 

mothers in Norway experience handling their children’s use of digital media. Through 

institutional ethnographic exploration, I discover the ideals and conceptual terrains of what I 

have identified as the ‘digital Bildung’ discourse, consisting of dominant understandings of 

education, parenting, digitalisation and citizenship in Norwegian society. When performed in 

educational institutions, digital Bildung is formalised and organised by ruling texts, like 

government policies and curricula, but a main part of children’s digital Bildung is confined to 

the private sphere and entrusted to the judgement of parents. The findings indicate that 

migrant mothers may find it especially difficult to live up to, or challenge, the dominant 

understandings and practices of digital Bildung.  
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Introduction 

This article provides insights into how the fostering of ‘digital citizens’ in Norway can be 

interpreted as work coordinated between parents, children, teachers, welfare state workers and 

policy makers. Digital skills are one of five basic skills that school pupils in Norway are 

supposed to attain, along with literacy, numeracy, reading and oral skills (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training 2012). Digital skills are conceptualised in a broad 

sense in public documents such as policies and curricula, and are often referred to as ‘digital 

Bildung’, as visible in the political plan The Strategy for Digitalisation of Basic Education:  

 

Digital skills include being able to use digital tools, media and resources expediently 

and responsibly to solve practical tasks, retrieve and process information, make digital 

products and communicate. Digital skills also involve developing digital judgement 

through acquiring knowledge and good strategies for online use. Schools, pupils and 

parents must therefore deal with digital Bildung in everyday life (Ministry of 

Education and Research 2017: 18). (author’s translation) 

 

In this article, I do not explicate ‘Bildung’ as a general concept, rather I explore the more 

limited concept of ‘digital Bildung’. Other researchers have argued in favour of using the 

concept of digital Bildung to emphasise how digital literacy requires an overall intercultural 

competence, and a broader form of digital education, that is not restricted to mechanical skills 

or narrow forms of functional competence (Buckingham 2006, Gran et al 2019). The goal of 

digital Bildung is thus seen as more than the development of digital skills and ‘netiquette’ 

(online etiquette), it encompasses the fostering of ‘digital citizens’ who understand their role 

in, and the risks of, a digitalised society (Dotterer et al 2016, Gran et al 2019).  

 

As this article is built on institutional ethnography (IE) as its analytical framework and 

methodology, the research is not based on pre-defined theories of digital Bildung. Rather, I 

explore it as a dialogue formed between lived practices and specific conceptions of children’s 

needs, parenting, citizenship, and digital use. The dominant conceptions of digital Bildung in 

Norwegian society constitute what I explore as a discourse on digital Bildung. Discourse, in 

the IE usage, refers to a conceptual terrain that renders some opinions and actions preferable 

to others (Smith 2005). I began my research by interviewing migrant mothers who came to 

Norway as adults from societies they themselves describe as much less digitalised than the 

Norwegian context, in both the public and private spheres. Since they are former ‘outsiders’ 

to Norway, their experiences have been useful in spotting discourses that may influence 
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parenting and institutional practices related to children’s digital Bildung. Their experiences 

also illustrate how migration may promote new parenting opportunities and challenges related 

to having greater access to the digital world. The guiding research question is: How do the 

migrant mothers’ experiences of handling their children’s digital media use reflect dominant 

institutional understandings and practices of digital Bildung in Norway?  

 

Context of the study 

Living in contemporary Norway, migrant mothers interact with an increasingly digitalised 

society. Public and government service have largely switched from analogue and paper-based 

solutions to digital systems (Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation 

2016). Statistics show that 98 percent of the population has access to the internet at home and 

the vast majority use different kinds of digital media, such as PCs, cell phones or tablets on a 

daily basis (Statistics Norway 2019). Kindergartens and schools play an important role in 

implementing Norwegian digitalisation policies by teaching children digital skills. Supported 

by different professionals, such as health clinics and school nurses, they also convey values 

regarding digital use to children and parents (Jæger and Sandvik 2019, Norwegian Directorate 

for Education and Training 2012, 2017, Norwegian Directorate of Health 2019). 

 

Most children in Norway go through similar education. 91.7 percent of children aged one to 

five attended kindergarten in 2018 (Statistics Norway 2018). The year children turn six, they 

start ten years of compulsory school consisting of primary and lower-secondary education. 

Thereafter, youths attend three years of upper-secondary education. This is voluntary but is 

completed by 75.3 percent of pupils. It is thus included in the thirteen years of what is called 

“basic education” (Norwegian Directorate of Integration and Diversity n.d., Statistics Norway 

2019). More than 90 percent of children attend public schools (Statistics Norway 2018). 

 

The majority of Norwegian children have highly rated digital skills (Ministry of Education 

and Research 2017). This is regarded as important in government policies because it gives 

them access to information and societal participation (Ministry of Education and Research 

2017, Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation 2016). The aim of 

fostering ‘digital citizens’ can be understood as linked to neoliberal images of citizens as 

informed, productive, self-governed and contributing to the community both socially and 

financially (Schou and Hjelholt 2019). Signs of this mentality appear in The Strategy for 
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Digitalisation of Basic Education, which states that: “Pupils should have digital skills that 

fully equips them to manage everyday life administration and achieve success in education, 

labour work and societal partaking” (pp. 12) and further:  

 

In line with the school curriculum, pupils acquire basic digital skills throughout the 

daily work of learning in subjects from the first year of primary school. Pupils practice 

their ethical and digital judgment and the ability to make reflected choices about the 

use of ICT to enable them to master daily life and be active participants of society in a 

digital citizenship (Ministry of Education and Research 2017: 12). 

 

Moreover, the importance of having access to digital tools at home is recognised in policy 

documents (Ministry of Education and Research 2017). School policies state that parents are 

important supporters of their children’s education (Norwegian Directorate for Education and 

Training 2017, 2016). This is an ideal of the general parenting discourse as well, which 

promotes ‘attentive’ parenting, parents’ active involvement in their children’s education and 

cooperation between home and school (Dannesboe et al 2018, Stefansen 2011).  

 

Previous research 

A study of how Norwegian pupils perceive and learn digital Bildung indicates that they view 

skills in using digital tools and netiquette as important and something they expect to learn in 

school (Gran et al 2019). The pupils see the benefits of digital media for learning and many 

other purposes, such as communication, yet their experience indicates that teachers view 

digital media as useful mostly in the school context. The pupils report that during school 

hours their digital use is heavily monitored and is limited to educational purposes. The degree 

to which their parents talk to them about online risks and set rules for digital media use during 

their leisure time varies. 

 

Research from the US indicates that parents view their children’s digital skills and access to 

digital tools as important for their success in education, the labour market and society in 

general (Clark et al 2005). Parents also have several concerns, for instance regarding how 

access to digital entertainment discourages a focus on education. A study comparing parenting 

across Europe shows that many parents develop strategies to handle their children’s digital 

use from the time their children are very young (Livingstone et al 2015). Their findings 

indicate that parents with higher income, education and level of digital expertise tend to be 

more actively engaged in and less restrictive of their children’s online activities. Research 
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about family relationships and internet abuse in 25 European countries indicates that 

parenting characterised by high levels of dialogue may work as a protective factor of internet 

abuse for children (Rivera et al 2020). Other researchers point to how a reversal in the parent-

child knowledge hierarchy may arise in families where children have more digital expertise 

than their parents (Grossbart et al 2002).  

 

When it comes to migrant parents, an Australian study finds that they perceive technology as 

useful in assisting with children’s education (Tour 2019). The findings indicate that the views 

and practices of migrant parents are shaped by their desire for their children’s social mobility 

and are reinforced by their interpretations of what is valued in schools.  

 

I have not found studies exploring migrant parents’ views on their children’s use of digital 

media in the Norwegian context. However, several Norwegian researchers highlight migrants’ 

parenting and children in general. Findings indicate that these parents often report having a 

lack of knowledge of and skills in parenting norms of their settlement context and that their 

opportunities to challenge such norms are limited (Lidén 2017, Smette and Rosten 2019). 

While their children quickly begin to learn the norms and language of the country though 

kindergartens and schools, many migrant parents initially have a limited right to work and 

access welfare services, and thus they may begin this learning process later (Lidén 2017). 

However, a study of Polish migrant children’s experiences of Early Childhood Education and 

Care (ECEC)1 in Norway, indicates that not all the children get the support they need to attain 

language and play competence belonging to the culture of destination (Sadownik 2018). 

 

One study finds that refugee parents include in their parental practices impulses from their 

context of origin as well as from their settlement context (Bergset and Ulvik 2019). Other 

studies find that migrants in Norway feel a pressure to ‘prove’ that they abide by dominant 

ideals of parenting in order to avoid negative attention from kindergartens, schools and, 

ultimately, child welfare services (Paulsen et al 2014, Smette and Rosten 2019). Findings 

indicate that migrant parents feel excluded and disempowered from achieving and defining 

what is best for their children by several institutions of the welfare state (Tembo et al 2020). 

 

As little is known about how migrants’ experience their children’s digital use, especially in a 

Norwegian context, there is need for research on this topic. This article provides new 
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knowledge about migrant mothers’ experiences related to the ways digital Bildung unfolds in 

their everyday lives and their conditions for contributing to their children’s digital Bildung.  

 

Analytical framework and concepts 

IE can be understood as a methodology designed to uncover the macro-institutional ideals and 

practices that influence and organise the experiences of people in local everyday settings 

(Smith 2005). Dorothy Smith, who originally developed IE, refers to such social forces as 

‘ruling relations’ of which discourses and texts are a part. She describes how ruling relations 

impose certain views from within a discourse as unitary, universal and ‘right’, in contrast to 

the way people’s everyday lives consist of many varying perspectives (Smith 2005). 

 

In Smith’s view, discourses do not exist or act on their own but are produced by peoples’ 

concerted activities (Smith 2005). The spreading through texts of understandings and ways of 

organising human action by authorities is part of these activities. Smith’s concept of ‘text’ 

refers to words, images and sounds that are given material form. She points to how most 

institutional arrangements are textualised in modern welfare states through white papers, web 

pages, curricula and so on, which are written within a discourse with specific understandings 

and concepts. As such texts are read, heard or seen by people at different times and places, 

they can coordinate their consciousnesses and actions trans-locally. These texts may also 

contribute to subordinating individual needs and experiences, making them invisible.  

 

This standardising or ruling effect comes from the fact that texts are the same for each reader 

(Smith 2006). However, texts do not determine thoughts and actions, as people can interpret 

and respond to them differently. Smith argues that research should start from a local 

standpoint in people’s everyday lives, aiming to explore how their daily work is wrapped up 

in – or resistant to – ruling relations. ‘Work’ is understood in a broad sense, including unpaid 

emotional, physical and cognitive daily labour within family relations (Smith 2005). In this 

article, I explore ‘parenting’ as work done in relation to institutions, such as kindergartens and 

schools, from the standpoint of a group of migrant mothers in Norway.  

 

According to Smith, people who participate in institutional relations often describe their work 

using the language of the institutions instead of referring to their own experiences. One 

important challenge for the institutional ethnographer is to recognise when this shift is 



6 

 

happening (Smith 2005). I illustrate in my study how the mothers’ accounts can be interpreted 

as a dialogue between the requirements of discourses, the other perspectives derived from 

their everyday lives, as well as their own intentions. Texts and discourses are not always 

known to the participants of a study, but researchers doing IE can explore them to obtain 

further knowledge about ruling relations (Smith 2005). I have analysed and discussed how 

texts like white papers and curricula promote certain digital Bildung practices that may 

influence the everyday lives of my research participants through their engagement with 

institutions.  

 

Research participants and methods 

The research begins from the experiences of sixteen migrant mothers from Africa and Asia. 

Primarily, non-governmental organisations assisted in recruiting participants, but four mothers 

were recruited through contacts in my own network. All were given information prior to 

participating and signed a consent form.2 They had resided in Norway for between six months 

and twenty years when the interviews were conducted and were between 25-49 years old. All 

had dependent children between the ages of 0-19 and had experience with different 

educational institutions. Fourteen were married, while two were single mothers. The mothers 

expressed that they had different levels of experience in digital media use depending on socio-

economic family background, level of education and their own interest in digital media.  

 

I have explored my research question by: 1) conducting in-depth qualitative interviews with 

the mothers to explore how they experience handling their children’s digital use, and 2) 

exploring what factors may influence these experiences, mainly through analysis of texts that 

appeared to shape them. To reach a better understanding of the participants’ contexts and 

what texts might be relevant to analyse, I also interviewed an employee at the adult education 

programme for migrants in Norway. All the participants attended this programme to learn 

about the Norwegian language and society and, for some, to complete their basic education.  

 

For this article’s purpose, I focus on findings from interviews with six of the mothers, whose 

real names have been changed for anonymity. The interviews were chosen because they 

render particularly visible a general finding in my data analysis, namely that there is a 

dominant discourse on digital Bildung in Norway that the mothers and the professionals at 

different institutions seem to relate to.  
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Analysing the data – discovering a discourse on digital Bildung 

The analysis is inspired by Rankin’s description of how researchers who do IE can map 

institutional relations from the standpoint of the research participants (Rankin 2017). I also 

used the approach of ‘interviewing’ the interview material (McCoy 2006). That is, I began by 

asking what the interview material could ‘tell’ me about how the mothers experience handling 

their children’s use of digital media, what skills are needed for this purpose and what 

challenges and opportunities the mothers face. Through this analysis, it became evident that 

they point to certain common concepts, which I marked, like the benefits of ‘early’ digital 

education and the importance of engaging in a ‘dialogue’ with children about online ‘risks’.  

 

I further looked for ruling relations by ‘asking’ the interview material what people and 

institutions their parenting is done in relation to, what the mothers learn about parenting and 

digital practices from them and if there is any disjuncture between what the mothers learn and 

how they themselves perform or want to perform their parenting. I mapped the text-mediated 

plans, curricula and policies that organise the institutions. I switched back and forth between 

the texts and the interview material to obtain a better understanding of the conceptions of 

children’s digital use that the mothers and texts refer to. Through this analysis, I discovered 

that the mothers’ experiences reflect a trans-local institutional discourse on digital Bildung, 

where the goal is to foster digital citizens capable of mastering the present digitalised society. 

The mothers did not use the term digital Bildung themselves, but I further identified two key 

concepts within the discourse that are similar in the texts and the mothers’ responses, namely:  

 

1) Early digital education: Children should learn digital skills that enable them to experience 

life coping mechanisms and happiness in education, the labour market and societal 

participation, and 2) Developing digital judgement: Children should develop awareness of 

online risks and the beneficial and legal use of digital media when it comes to ethically 

acceptable communication, amount of use, source criticism and protection of privacy.  

 

These concepts can be traced back through a hierarchy of texts, following the IE notion that 

so-called higher-order texts are organising frameworks for lower-order texts produced to 

implement their values in local settings (Smith 2006, 2005). The ‘boss text’ in my study is the 

white paper Digital Agenda for Norway, which discusses how public services will be 

increasingly digitalised, and citizens are included in this digitalisation (Norwegian Ministry of 
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Local Government and Modernisation 2016). The concepts of early digital education and 

digital judgement are further found in the Framework Plan for Kindergartens, stating that 

employees should facilitate children’s playful learning through digital tools and “exercise 

sound digital judgement and help the children develop an early ethical understanding of 

digital media” (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 2017: 44). Similar 

concepts appear in the Strategy of Digitalisation of Basic Education (Ministry of Education 

and Research 2017), as stated in the introduction of the article, and the Action Plan against 

Gaming Problems (Ministry of Culture 2015). Both state that digital media can be beneficial 

for pedagogical purposes, but if they are used extensively for non-academic purposes or in 

unethical or illegal ways, they may distract children from education and cause them harm.  

 

Such understandings are carried forward by lower-order texts, such as the political campaign 

‘snakkomspill.no’ (talkaboutgaming.no), which parents and teachers may engage with 

directly. The campaign encourages parents, children and schools to talk about the positive and 

negative consequences of gaming and to agree on gaming rules to avoid conflicts (Norwegian 

Media Authority and The Norwegian Gaming and Foundation Authority 2016). Parents and 

teachers may also relate to ‘expert opinions’ in media, like school nurses who state that 

parents’ cell phone use can create a distance between them and their children (Jensen 2017). 

On schools’ homepages, parents can find articles regarding how they should set examples for 

their children concerning netiquette (Foreldrepulsen 2017, 2017). Parents’ responsibilities are 

thus extended from regulating children’s digital use to becoming role models.  

 

In the findings, I present the migrant mothers accounts of handling their children’s early 

digital education and development of digital judgement. Thereafter, I discuss how their 

everyday lives can be understood as embedded in ruling relations and how their experiences 

can be recognised as their interpreting and balancing viewpoints and practices they have been 

exposed to both within and outside of their current living context. 

 

Findings 

Early digital education, from the mothers’ perspectives 

All the participants have high ambitions for their children’s education. They convey that one 

of the reasons they came to Norway was to provide better opportunities that would allow their 

children to become ‘whatever they dream of’. Their experiences attending adult education and 
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seeking employment in Norway, in addition to their experience as mothers of children in 

kindergarten and school, caused them to quickly realise the importance of digital skills. The 

mothers praise how their children learn digital skills much earlier than they themselves did, as 

most of the mothers started this learning as adults. They explain that their children have better 

access to digital education as part of another generation growing up in a highly digitalised 

society. Elisabeth, who has two children and three stepchildren says:  

 

They [the children] practise from a very young age. And in a way that is a good thing, 

because that is how our society is, and we cannot change it. They must have good 

computer skills. If not, they fall outside [of the society]. 

 

Elisabeth expresses that she ‘cannot change’ Norwegian society, indicating that she considers 

it a necessity to have digital skills in Norway. Several of the mothers express the same 

understanding and tell how they try to adjust by supporting their children’s digital education 

as they want them to succeed in Norway. Some have chosen to actively teach their children 

digital skills related to schoolwork, navigating the internet, or using different digital tools.  

 

However, the mothers also convey that they find their children’s early exposure to digital 

media challenging. It has been especially challenging for the mothers with fewer digital skills 

than their children to actively support early digital education. Kunthea bought an iPad for her 

daughter when she was a toddler. Now, she feels her daughter has caught up with her, 

challenging her authority. She says: “I feel it was stupid of me to buy it and teach her. 

Because they learn so quickly! And sometimes I even learn things from her”. This statement 

illustrates that the relationship between mother and child may change when the child masters 

digital media in a society where digital skills provide benefits. Similarly, Feven experiences 

that her daughter has a more “natural” way of using digital media than she does, but her 

account demonstrates primarily how mothers may find it challenging that children’s digital 

media use is time consuming. She says:  

 

Everything is touch for her. [Her primary] school is part of an iPad-project […] about 

learning to use an iPad [for writing] first, and then learning to write with a pen. So, for 

her, it is totally natural to use it […] I am thinking, this is the time we live in, so she 

must keep up with the times. […] But I do not want her to spend so much time on it.  

 

The quote illustrates an ambivalence all these mothers have regarding their children’s early 

digital education – they see it as both a necessity and a challenge. According to the mothers, 
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their children’s use of digital media in kindergarten and school causes them want to use 

digital media more at home. The children have digital homework, and some of them bring the 

school’s tablets home, but they want to use them for entertainment as well. The mothers find 

this slippage hard to avoid. Children’s formal education is thus organised digitally, 

influencing how they behave at home and the relations within the family. 

 

The mothers especially have concerns about the interference of their children’s digital media 

use in their education. Amina has three teenage children and says she is less worried about the 

digital use of her two youngest children, as they have “control”, do well in school and 

participate in sports. She is worried about her oldest son, however, as he spends considerably 

more time on digital media in a way that seems “out of control” to Amina. She thinks that this 

use is part of the reason he struggles at school and did not attain the grades he needed to be 

admitted to his preferred higher education programme. When Amina sought advice from his 

teacher, the teacher answered in a generalising way that gaming is something “all youngsters 

do”. Amina did not find this helpful or supportive. However, like most of my research 

participants, she has little extended family or others to turn to for support in Norway 

concerning such issues.  

 

The impact of greater access to the digital realm has been especially evident for mothers who 

had children before migrating. Amina says that her children’s use of digital media has 

escalated since they came to Norway, and that this disrupts her relationship with them. Carina, 

who has six children, compares her life in Norway to that in her country of origin: 

 

In [my country, most] families do not have stable wi-fi, so the children do not [have 

access to wi-fi] either. […] But in Norway it is [almost] open access to wi-fi. […] It is 

a challenge in a way because there are no limitations. […] In other places it is easy for 

children to go out and be creative and play or do something else. But in Norway, it is 

the way it is, and it is a challenge. 

 

Parenting in Norway creates new worries for the mothers, as their children have greater access 

to the digital world. Carina’s account is in line with general findings from the interviews, 

namely that the mothers find that digital entertainment takes time away from activities they 

consider to be more beneficial for their children’s development, such as interacting with 

family, engaging in outdoor activities or sports and playing. In the next section, I present the 

mothers accounts of how they handle their worries regarding the digital world. 
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Developing children’s digital judgement, from the mothers’ perspectives  

The mothers do not use the term digital judgement but speak of teaching their children about 

the benefits and harms of digital use. They are concerned about the amount of time spent on 

digital media and what they see as harmful online communication and content. Regarding 

time use, some speak of their children as being ‘digitally addicted’ or are worried that they 

will become so. They try to guide them to a limited and ‘controlled’ digital use.  Most of the 

mothers say that their children are not allowed to use digital media in bed at night. Elisabeth 

explains: “Otherwise, it will be difficult to function at school the next day”. She thus guides 

her children to avoid using digital media in ways that will interfere with their education.   

 

Carina tells about how she made agreements with her children regarding time limits, where 

each child has different rules according to their ages, needs and wishes:  

 

We had a new year talk where all [six kids] came in [to our room], one after the other, 

and we discussed how you should use your cell phone. So, my son said, “okay, till 10 

p.m., then I’ll stop.” So, we made an agreement that it is not allowed to use the cell 

phone in bed while going to sleep.  

 

Most of the mothers say they use dialogue in this way to negotiate with their children, though 

the other mothers do not describe similarly arranged conversations with their children.  

 

The mothers say that they try to offer their children more educational or ‘beneficial’ 

alternatives to digital media. They expose them to the library, sports or cultural activities and 

tell them to go outside and play. The mothers consider digital media use to lead to a passivity 

they find harmful for children. However, two of them talk about how digital media is ‘useful’ 

to calm the children when they themselves need peace. Feven is one of them, saying: “I can 

have peace if I want to. […] [I can say] “go watch the iPad in your room”. But that is not 

right.” Nevertheless, she says she sometimes finds it hard to avoid such practices during a 

stressful day, showing she has an ambivalence towards using digital media as a ‘pacifier’. 

 

All the mothers say they try to be good role models by limiting their own use of digital media 

in front of their children. Some state that this process can be challenging in practice and that 

they spend more time on digital media than they consider to be ‘right’ for mothers. They are 

thus ambivalent also about their own digital use. Layla, a young mother who came to Norway 

a year before we met, says she hardly ever uses her cell phone in front of her toddler, as she 
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learned about ‘good parenting’ from employees at child welfare services. She says they came 

to the adult education programme for migrants, which she attends, to talk about their work 

and how they consider if children’s needs are met at home:  

 

They said that if the child does not want to come home [from kindergarten, it may be 

because he thinks]: “My mommy and daddy do not like me, they do not like spending 

time with me”. Then maybe we [child welfare services] will come and take your 

child.” […] We [as parents] must […] do all the things [we want] the child to learn 

from us. When we are at home using the cell phone all the time, the child will grow 

up, he will marry and have children, and he will use it [the cell phone] the same way.  

 

Layla believes that parents’ extensive use of digital media can make children feel neglected. 

She thus draws the conclusion that it may lead to interventions from child welfare services. 

She also emphasises that parents are children’s roles models. This illustrates how the mothers 

can learn about parenting values through educational institutions in Norway and act on their 

interpretation of what they learn.  

 

All the mothers say that they continuously learn new strategies to handle their children’s 

digital use, but not everyone is explicit about where they learn them. Elisabeth, however, 

explicitly mentions parental network meetings organised at her children’s school, which she 

found very helpful, as police officers came there to provide them with information about the 

risks of online communication, such as bullying and sexual abuse. From these meetings, 

Elisabeth obtained advice regarding talking to her children about such risks and keeping an 

eye on their digital use while still safeguarding their privacy. She says: “[I] try to add them as 

friends. On Facebook and such things. Somehow following without sneaking. But most of all 

to talk to them”. Likewise, Carina says mothers in Norway need to “follow up”: 

 

Being a mother in Norway, you need to be digitalised regardless whether you like it or 

not. Because children have access to wi-fi, and if you are a mother here, you need to 

advance to that level. If the children are better than you, they might do something else 

[online which you do not approve of].  

 

Carina mentions that mothers may not “like” the digital, while other mothers focus on how 

parents’ opportunities to obtain digital skills may vary in their country of origin and in 

Norway. Kunthea’s account of her own attempt at following up illustrates how a lack of 

experience with digital media can make it challenging to control what children are exposed to:  
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Sometimes, strange content is shown on Facebook. A little violent, not like child’s 

play. I try to erase it, but it keeps coming back. […] If she [the daughter] is watching 

something she knows I am not approving of, she tries to hide it. Then I notice and say 

to her, “what are you watching now? Do not watch this.” [She says], “Ok”. But if I 

forget about it, it keeps coming back. I once removed YouTube from the iPad. […] 

When she found out that my cell phone has YouTube, she wanted the cell phone. 

 

On the other hand, Elisabeth, an experienced user of digital media, also considers it difficult 

to protect her children from online ‘adult’ content as it is easily available. Like several of the 

other mothers, she is especially concerned about war reports: “I am thinking about war. There 

are so many examples of that in my homeland. […] And it can be hard for children to see 

that.” Such news can become personal for the families who fled from a country at war as the 

stories are sometimes related to their homeland and people they know. According to Amina, 

her son’s focus on education and integration into Norwegian society have been negatively 

affected by all the war reports he reads, because it makes him very upset. This reaction 

triggers topics of discussion, but she does not always feel capable of giving him answers.   

 

Regarding parental control functions, which is an option on many devices, some mothers say 

they do not know how to use them. Other mothers, especially those who have older children 

or teenagers, explain that they prefer counselling or dialogue. Elisabeth says: “I cannot control 

everything. […] But I choose to trust that they understand what I try to convey.” She further 

says that she talks with her children in a way that her parents never did with her when she was 

young. Like most of the mothers, she says there are “more taboos” in her country of origin 

than in Norway. She says:  

 

The talks I had with my parents [about topics such as sex and war] came only after I 

turned eighteen. We have these talks when the children are thirteen or fourteen years 

old. […] It is very scary, but it is important that we have these talks. Because they 

might get the wrong information from the internet. Not necessarily wrong, but raw 

information that might be harmful. […] She [the daughter] asks me questions and I try 

to explain the situation, that everything in the media is not what it seems like.  

 

Elisabeth changed her practices after migrating, choosing to talk about topics she previously 

considered taboo. This change points to a general finding in my study, that the mothers seem 

to make a great effort to adopt what they perceive to be the norms and values in Norway, 

including engaging in dialogue with their children to teach them source criticism and 

‘conscious’ digital use. Still, they find it difficult to fully learn such norms and values, 

especially as they came to Norway as adults and know few parents who are not migrants.  
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Discussion 

The previous analysis demonstrates that the migrant mothers describe themselves as important 

teachers, role models and guides in supporting their children’s early digital education and in 

helping them develop digital judgement. This work seems to constitute a significant part of 

their parenting, something which affects the relations within the family. Previous research 

indicates that parents throughout today’s largely digitalised Europe manage their children’s 

digital use in similar ways: by talking to and advising their children, monitoring their use and 

setting limits (Livingstone et al 2015). This may imply that the digital Bildung discourse is 

common in digitalised countries in general. However, some of my findings seem primarily 

related to migrant experiences, such as the mothers’ worries about their children’s access to 

online war reports from their country of origin. Also, the migrant mothers seem to find it 

particularly hard to interpret different viewpoints and practices related to the digital Bildung 

discourse and to balance them with the viewpoints and practices of their everyday lives. 

 

My findings indicate that the mothers and their children have obtained greater access to the 

digital world by migrating to Norway, as explicitly mentioned by Carina. The mothers’ 

positive view of digital media for educational purposes could be based on their intention for 

their children to become well-educated. This conclusion is supported by previous findings on 

how migrant parents view digital media as a useful educational tool based on their desire for 

the social mobility of their children (Tour 2019). However, an important finding in my 

analysis is that the mothers display what I would call a ‘digital ambivalence’, as they 

conceptualise their children’s digital use as both a good thing and a challenge. In light of 

previous research (Bergset and Ulvik 2019), this ambivalence can be understood as being 

based on their experiences of both Norwegian society and their context of origin.  

 

The mothers are evidently exposed to the digital Bildung discourse in several ways in 

Norway. Organisationally, they interact with schools and kindergartens where discourse-

based curricula and digitalisation policies seem well implemented, as their children are 

provided with digital tools for education. Layla and Elisabeth’s accounts further indicate that 

many institutions are involved in mediating these discursive understandings orally, such as 

adult education, child protection services, schools and the police. My research participants 

seem to rely heavily on professional advice, perhaps more so than non-migrants, likely 

because they have little basis for comparison with other Norwegian parents, a smaller network 
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to rely on and less knowledge about the Norwegian context. This conclusion corresponds with 

previous findings indicating that migrant parents’ interpretations of what is valued in 

educational contexts impacts their perspectives on their children’s learning in digital spaces 

(Tour 2019). Such conditions may explain why Elisabeth is willing to speak with her children 

about digital risks even though she was taught in her country of origin that doing so is a taboo 

for certain topics. The mothers’ ‘digital ambivalence’ could thus be based on the degree to 

which they value the opinions of professionals in Norway, while also considering the 

viewpoints from their context of origin.  

 

Discourses are presented as unitary facts that cannot be doubted (Smith 2005). The 

authoritative manifestation of the digital Bildung discourse is evident as the mothers refer to 

their children’s early exposure to digital media as part of the society that they themselves 

cannot change. Clearly, ruling relations are involved, as people with authority in the 

Norwegian society, such as policy makers, seem to have defined digitalisation as inevitable. 

This perceived inevitability is evident in the organization of the educational system around 

preparing children for an increasingly digitalised society (cf. Ministry of Education and 

Research 2017). In light of previous research (Lidén 2017, Smette and Rosten 2019), it is 

plausible that these migrant mothers are especially limited in their opportunities to influence 

and challenge the structures of their settlement countries. However, some of their accounts 

could be understood as criticism of the ways Norwegian society is organised, such as when 

they highlight how children’s extensive access to the digital world makes it difficult to 

safeguard them against ‘adult’ information and to facilitate a ‘playful’ childhood. In this 

context, they point to the benefits of the norms in their country of origin.  

 

My findings further indicate that the mothers run up against practices in Norwegian society 

that may be perceived as contradictory. This could produce and reinforce their ambivalence. 

For example, their children are provided with digital tools at school, some of which can be 

brought home, but the schools also arrange meetings to teach parents how to talk to children 

about digital risks. Hence, opportunities and challenges, benefits and risks are simultaneously 

in focus. However, these apparent contradictions are more likely manifestations of a unitary 

internal logic of the digital Bildung discourse built on what research has identified as 

neoliberal images of citizenship (Schou and Hjelholt 2019). The goal of children’s digital 

Bildung at school is to foster educated citizens that contribute to society both financially and 

socially (Ministry of Education and Research 2017). Hence, any digital media use that 
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distracts children from education and prevents them from becoming well-functioning 

individuals in this arena is discursively positioned as unwanted. In line with this logic, the 

understanding held by the schools seems to be that digital use for entertainment should be 

reduced and harmful content avoided, as indicated by previous research (Gran et al 2019).  

 

My findings show, however, that the mothers feel it becomes their responsibility to limit their 

children’s use of school tablets to educational purposes and to prevent ‘digital addiction’. 

Tension arises between the mothers and their children when the children want to use digital 

media more often or for other purposes than those approved by the mothers. The account of 

Kunthea indicates that children’s interests may overrule the mothers’ when children are more 

skilled digitally. Knowledge-hierarchies in families can change when the child becomes the 

teacher of the parent (Grossbart et al 2002). My findings correspond to a certain extent with 

previous findings on how the children of immigrants access better opportunities to learn the 

norms and language of their settlement society than their parents (Lidén 2017). My findings, 

however, concern the ways that these children better access digital education and tools by 

participating in Norwegian educational institutions, making their digital use more internalised. 

 

Nevertheless, all the mothers also seem to have internalised some of the discursive language 

of the institutions in Norway. They use concepts such as digital ‘addiction’ and making 

‘agreements’ with their children. Even Layla, who came to Norway recently, has learned from 

child welfare services how to be a role model for her son when it comes to digital use. Her 

account illustrates how migrant mothers may interpret and respond to professionals’ advice in 

ways that might not correspond to the professionals’ intentions. The child welfare workers 

may not have intended to forbid parents from using digital media in front of their children, but 

this was the conclusion Layla drew when they talked about ‘attentive’ parenting.  

 

Other mothers, like Feven, may also draw on such parenting ideals while expressing that there 

are certain limits to how much digital media is ‘right’ for mothers to use or let their children 

use. Even though the mothers say they sometimes fail to live up to these ideals, most of their 

accounts of their parenting seem to align with the digital Bildung discourse. Layla’s example, 

supporting previous research (Paulsen et al 2014, Smette and Rosten 2019, Tembo et al 2020), 

indicates that migrant parents may adapt to the dominant ideals in order to avoid negative 

attention from kindergartens, schools and child welfare services.  
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Amina’s example demonstrates how ruling relations can come into play; pre-defined 

discursive understandings of ‘normality’ can become separated from particular individuals 

everyday lives (Smith 2005). Seemingly, the teacher considered what is ‘normal’ digital use 

for children within the Norwegian context when addressing Amina’s specific challenges as 

something “all youngsters do”. Amina, on the other hand, seemed to worry about what kind of 

digital use was harmful to her son and family. This discrepancy illustrates how professional’s’ 

responses can make migrant mothers uncertain about what is ‘normal’ or harmful digital use. 

 

Conclusive remarks 

Using IE, I have explored migrant mothers’ experiences of handling their children’s digital 

use and discussed how their experiences reflect institutional understandings and practices of 

digital Bildung in Norway. The article’s main contributions are in 1) discovering how digital 

Bildung as a discourse and a practice is being mediated to the migrant mothers by many 

actors in different institutions, especially educational institutions, 3) illustrating how the 

migrant mothers are made responsible for ensuring that the digitalisation of their children’s 

everyday lives unfolds in line with political aims, with the consequence that they must spend 

a lot of time and energy doing digital Bildung work, and 3) illustrating how the migrant 

mothers’ ambivalence towards digital use may reflect their struggle to unify and live up to 

several institutional viewpoints of children’s needs, parenting and digital Bildung.  

 

In this article, I have pointed to some migrant-specific experiences, but my findings make 

visible the ruling relations which may affect parents in Norway in general. Children’s early 

digital education in kindergarten and school is based on political aims to foster ‘digital 

citizens’ who contribute to society socially and financially. However, parents are evidently 

made responsible for fulfilling much of these political and educational aims, indicating that 

parenting in today’s Norway may be profoundly shaped by the economic logic of the welfare 

state. Consequently, the boundaries between the state governance and the private sphere as 

well as between formal education and parenting may become increasingly blurred.  

 

Migrant mothers may be in a position where they have fewer opportunities to question, 

influence and live up to the dominant norms of their settlement context. This article can 

challenge such ruling relations by positioning migrants’ experiences as important in spotting 

institutional understandings and practices that may be taken for granted by people who have 
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grown up in Norway. Hopefully, this article can serve as the basis for a diverse and critical 

discussion regarding the consequences of digitalisation and to what extent, and in what areas, 

childhood, parenting, education and citizenship should be further digitalised.  
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