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Introduction: 
The role of the English language in Norwegian society is wide-ranging. English has 

traditionally been viewed as a foreign language in Norway, although there was 

discussion of it becoming a second official language in the country in the 1990s 

(Graddol, 1997, pp. 11). The development of ‘Norwenglish,’ a Norwegian ‘dialect’ of 

sorts integrated with English words and slang, emphasises this ambiguity. English 

has been offered in schools since 1939 (Normalplan for byfolkeskolen, 1939) at the 

discretion of each individual municipality. This led to notable differences between the 

municipalities (Steenaasen, 1958 as cited in Simensen, 2014). As such, to 

encourage equality (Then and Volckmar, 2020), it became a nationally mandatory 

language for students in ‘grunnskolen’ / primary education with the ‘Grunnskolelova’ 

of 1969, from the 5th grade upwards.  

 

In Denmark, English has been offered as an optional course in schools since 1809 

(Olsen, 1947, pp.157), while French and German were mandatory to learn alongside 

Danish. Over the next two hundred years, the value of teaching English and other 

foreign languages fluctuated, until the 1970s when the structure of Danish schools 

were being reformed, leading also to an increased focus on foreign language 

education. Since then, there have been a variety of reforms developing the structure 

of English language and other 2nd foreign language learning, which have led to 

where the structure of the Norwegian and Danish educational systems and their 

teaching of foreign languages are today.  

This report summarises the main reforms that had a relevant influence on foreign 

language education in Danish and Norwegian schools. 

 

Methodology: 
 

My first steps for this research were to read through Eurydice and Council of Europe 

reports on education in the respective countries, then to look for academic articles on 

the topic, and thirdly to examine government websites in the local languages to 

understand the different parts of each reform. I then compiled a list of reforms and 
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sources, and then went back to read each reform in-depth and extracted the relevant 

parts for a report to be used by my supervisor in his wider research project on the 

sociopolitical effects of these reforms.  

 

The key foreign language education reforms were difficult to locate, both for Norway 

and for Denmark, and took quite a while, as they aren’t advertised or researched 

much. While researching and taking notes on these reforms I was translating them 

from their original languages into English, which was an interesting part of the 

research experience.  

 

Most of the reforms for both countries weren’t targeted directly towards foreign 

language education, rather they were complex general educational policies with 

foreign language education aspects which were still relevant to my research.  

 

For this report, I will begin with the relevant research I collected on Norway and 

follow with the information I found in Denmark. 

 

Norway: 
 
In 1974, the Mønsterplan 1974 (‘Pattern Plan of 1974’) was implemented in Norway. 

The first notable change with this reform was the introduction of a national 9-year 

compulsory basic school. Combined with this change came the option to take a 2nd 

foreign language in lower secondary school (years 7-9). German and French 

languages were to be offered at all schools, and some schools shall have the 

opportunity to teach other languages at their own discretion. At this point, one could 

only choose to study one 2nd foreign language. As an alternative to 2nd foreign 

language education, one could specialise in another language they already speak; 

Norwegian, English, or Sami, or choose to do a practical project. 

 

After, in the 1990s, the aim of most Norwegian education reforms became to create 

a balance between the typical academic exam-school structure and vocational 

education.  
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Reform 94 was mainly focused on upper secondary education, including the 

introduction of the statutory right for everyone between the ages of 16 - 19 to upper 

secondary education (VGS), with the option to take either academic courses or 

vocational training at VGS. This included certain ‘common’ or ‘shared’ courses: 

Norwegian/Sami, English, mathematics, social sciences, natural sciences, and 

physical education (Meld. St. 21 (2020-21); R94) for students in all courses (incl. 

vocational), as well as mandatory 2nd foreign language for study-specialising (non-

vocational only). This was introduced to make it easier for students to transfer from 

vocational to academic paths and vice versa (Meld. St. 21 (2020–2021), with the aim 

to lower dropout rates.  

 

Reform 97 lowered the age of entry into primary education from 7 years to 6 years, 

and extended the length of primary and lower secondary education (‘grunnskole’) 

from 9 to 10 years. This year, it became mandatory for all children starting in the 1st 

grade of primary school (ages 6 and upwards) to study English, as seen with the 

‘Læreplan 97’ (‘Teaching plan 97’) published together with R97 (see Figures 2 and 

3). The total mandatory hours were 271 hours of English language teaching per 

year.  
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Figure 1: (Source) Screenshot from Språk åpner dører (2005, pp. 17) about English language being 
taught from 5th grade in the 1960s, and from the 1st grade in 1997 via R97 (and accompanying L97). 
It touches upon the lack of official education in English of English language teachers in Norway. 
 

 
Figure 2: (Source) Screenshot from Council of Europe’s Country Report (pp. 16) showing English 
language education becoming mandatory from the 1st grade in 1997.  
 

The reforms from the early 2000s focused on the development of basic competence 

in a wide array of subjects (Kvalitetsutvalget), as well as ensuring that formal 

education was held to a similar high standard across the country. Kvalitetsutvalget 

from 2001, or ‘the quality selection,’ was somewhat of a preparation for 

Kunnskapsløftet (Store Norske Leksikon, 2022), suggesting that learning a 2nd 

foreign language should be mandatory in lower secondary school (NOU 2003:16). 

However, this wasn’t implemented until Kunnskapsløftet, ‘the knowledge oath,’ was 

put into action in 2006.  

Kunnskapsløftet also increased the amount of required hours of English classes in 

the child stage (school years 1-7) from 271 hours (R97) to 366 hours in an attempt to 

increase competence and literacy in the language, as well as developing new 

curricula that encourage steady progression and continuity between school years. 
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Figure 3: Foreword in Språk åpner dører (2005) about 2nd foreign language becoming mandatory in 
lower secondary schools. 
 

Denmark:  
 

In Denmark, on the other hand, was mandatory to study French and German 

alongside Danish since the School Act of 1809 (Olsen, 1947, pp.157; Sørensen, 

1971). In 1871, English was introduced as an optional subject for classical and 

academic paths of study in secondary schools, but became mandatory for 

‘Realskoler,’ a form of lower secondary education which propels the students into the 

working world, rather than the academic (Olsen, 1947, pp.157). From 1903 onwards, 

after the Secondary Schools Act was passed, English as a subject increased in 

popularity and prestige according to Olsen (1947), and subsequently (with German 

as well) “replaced Latin and French” (pp.157) in secondary education. 

From 1937 until the Folkeskolereform in 1975, ‘folkeskolen’ was only up to 7th grade, 

after which further education was voluntary.  
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Figure 4: Stk. 2 and 3 of &17 on pp.324 of the Lov om folkeskolen from 8th May 
1972, (including law nr.300 passed on 12th June 1970, with the changes from law 
nr.112 passed on 31st March 1971, law nr. 234 passed on 19th May 1971, and law 
nr. 121 passed on 17th April 1972). It states that schooling will be done in Danish 
from school grades 1-4, and English (or German) will be taught (mandatory) in 5th 
and 6th years, and German (or English - the opposite language to what you had 
taken before) in year 7. It says this law was put in place on the 1st of October 1972 
(pp.333) 
 

Folkeskolereformen of 1975 is the product of a few years of proposals, initially Knud 

Heinesen’s draft law in December 1972 (which aimed to introduce English as a 

mandatory subject from grades 4-9, and German from grades 7-9, but apparently 

only managed to have English or German from years 5-6 and the opposite 2nd 

foreign language in year 7, as seen in Figure 5), and Tove Nielsen’s similar proposal 

in 1974 (danmarkshistorien.dk, N.D.). In January of 1975, however, Ritt Bjerregaard 

took over as education minister with the Social Democratic party, and put this reform 

into place. His reform was broader than Heinesen and Nielsen’s initial proposals, 

with a focus on the following for the language-learning aspects: 
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• Shifting teaching methodologies to become more interactive and 

student centred, developing the students’ conversational skills in the 

language, as well as encouraging proper education of language 

teachers.  

• Introduction of the option to study other foreign (European) languages 

(mainly French and Latin) 

 

The 1993 Lov om Folkeskolen replaced the 1975 reform, and included changes in 

language curriculum and teaching approaches of languages in secondary schools, 

placing greater emphasis on oral communication skills. This year, English became a 

mandatory subject starting in the 4th grade (danmarkshistorien.dk B). 

 
Figure 5: comparison of 1972 suggestion for the Lov om Folkeskole 1975 reform (left) and 1993 
renewed Lov om Folkeskole reform (right) 
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In 2004, general frameworks for expected language comprehension levels of 

students were implemented. These were the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEFR) and European Language Portfolio (ELP). 

In 2005, an upper secondary school reform (Gymnasiereformen) increased the 

range of choices of languages to study in upper secondary education, and 

encouraged an increase in international exchanges and partnerships. Its focus was, 

rather than purely increasing students’ academic capabilities, instead the use and 

consideration of language as a tool for cross-cultural communication. 

 

In 2014 (with Folkeskolereformen 2014), English became a mandatory subject from 

1st grade onwards, and new national curricula were introduced that had an 

increased focus on their core subjects: Danish, Mathematics, and English. Next, the 

‘Language Strategy of 2016-2020’ was passed, including a variety of minor reforms 

that aim to emphasise early language learning and increase teacher competence. 

 

Reflections: 
 
The impact of L97 in Norway on making studying English mandatory from the 1st 

grade with 271 teaching hours in years 1-7 versus LK06’s increase in mandatory 

hours to 366 were investigated in a study by Helland and Abildgaard (2011). Cohorts 

of 6th and 7th graders were tested in 2001 (post-L97, pre-LK06) and 2009 (post-L97 

and LK06) on their English proficiency. It was expected that the 2009 (post-LK06) 

group would score higher in all areas, with the increase in teaching hours and years 

of language learning. However, it was found that this group had weaker results in 

grammatics and ‘formal’ comprehension than the 2001 group, whereas the 2009 

group had higher conversational fluency. This could, however, be due to the 

consumption of English-spoken media rather than educational reforms. 

 

The most relevant or valued foreign language in Norway is English, which has been 

offered in schools since 1939, made mandatory from 5th grade (age 10) in 1974 with 

M74, and most recently made mandatory from 1st grade (age 6) onwards in 1997 

with R97/L97.  
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Utdanningsnytt.no’s article written to ‘celebrate’ 20 years of English language 

learning in the 1st grade discusses the lack of research and evaluation of the impact 

of foreign language education reforms in Norway. It poses a particularly relevant 

question: whether Norwegian schools were ready to offer English to 6 year olds 

already in 1997 or not, particularly considering the lack of formal training and 

competency in English language teachers that is still an issue today. The Norwegian 

government developed a reform in 2015, Kompetanse for Kvalitet (KfK / 

Competence for Quality), which states that by 2025, all teachers must have 

successfully completed a set amount of education in English in ‘grunnskolen’ (grades 

1-10), which should be a step towards tackling this issue. 

 

 
Figure 6: Screenshot from Språk åpner dører (2005, pp. 18) about 2nd language education in 

Norway, elaborating on how this was “supposed to be a course for all students, but was put in place 

with strict framework which made it difficult for the schools to consider their students’ need for 

effective teaching/learning in the course. 
 

It seems that, while past reforms have created a base for foreign language learning 

to be made possible and accessible, the quality of teaching and learning outcomes 

still need to be improved. It also seems that learning a foreign language at a young 

age may not be as important to comprehension and quality of learning as one would 

think (Utdanningsnytt.no, Friisberg 2023).  
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Similarly to the Norwegian educational reforms, there are multiple minor reforms and 

policy changes that have been put in place in Denmark over the last 50 years. The 

continuous changes and updates to policy make it relatively difficult to track, and as 

these reforms also emphasise and change other aspects of education 

simultaneously, it may be difficult to form a correlation between solely the foreign 

language aspects and the country’s sociopolitical views. 

 
 
Bibliography: 
 
Abildgaard, E., & Helland, T. (2011). Sammenligning av engelskkunnskaper hos to 
grupper 6. – 7. Klassinger undervist etter henholdsvis L97 og K06. Acta Didactica 
Norge, 5(1), (Art 1-23 sider). https://doi.org/10.5617/adno.1062 
 
Bøje, J. D., Hjort, K., Larsen, L., & Raae, P. H. (2007). Gymnasiereform 2005: 

Professionalisering af ledelse, lærere og elever? : resultater fra et 
forskningsprojekt finansieret af Forskningsrådet for Kultur og Kommunikation 
2005-2008. Syddansk Universitet. 

 
Brev fra lærer til undervisningsminister Knud Heinesen om forslag til ændring af 

folkeskoleloven, 8. November 1972. (n.d.). Retrieved 24 June 2023, from 
https://danmarkshistorien.dk/vis/materiale/brev-fra-laerer-til-
undervisningsminister-knud-heinesen-om-forslag-til-aendring-af-folkeskoleloven-
8  

 
Denmark—Renewable energy, welfare state, eu member | britannica. (n.d.). 

Retrieved 14 July 2023, from 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Denmark/Denmark-since-the-1990s 

 
Denmark—Social democrats, political reforms, and eec membership | britannica. 

(n.d.). Retrieved 3 July 2023, from 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Denmark/Postwar-Denmark-1945-c-1990 

 
Educational policies: Denmark (2014) | splash db. (n.d.). Retrieved 24 June 2023, 

from https://splash-db.eu/policydescription/educational-policies-denmark-2014/ 
 
Egelund, N., Wohlers, M., & Siersbaek, P. (2006). Denmark. European Agency for 

Special Needs and Inclusive Education. 
 
European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2017. Key Data on Teaching Languages at 

School in Europe – 2017 Edition. Eurydice Report. Luxembourg: Publications 
Office of the European Union. 

 
Folkeskolens udvikling efter reformen. (n.d.). Børne-og Undervisningsministeret. 
Folkeskolereformen 1975. (n.d.). Retrieved 3 July 2023, from 

https://danmarkshistorien.dk/vis/materiale/folkeskolereformen-1975 
 



Laidlaw Research and Leadership Programme 2023 
Caroline Sinding                             Word Count  2120 

Forslag til Lov om folkeskolen, 15. December 1972. (n.d.). Retrieved 1 July 2023, 
from https://danmarkshistorien.dk/vis/materiale/forslag-til-lov-om-folkeskolen-15-
december-1972 

 
Heinesen, K., Byrith, E., Steller, P., Jørgensen, K. E., & Byrnak, A. (1972). 

Bekendtgørelse af Lov om folkeskolen. Undervisningsministeret. 
 
Improving the public school. (n.d.). Retrieved 29 June 2023, from 

https://www.uvm.dk/publikationer/engelsksprogede/2014-improving-the-public-
school 

 
Jarning, H., & Thune, T. (2023). Norsk utdanningshistorie. In Store Norske Leksikon. 
https://snl.no/norsk_utdanningshistorie  
 
Jensen, H. (1974). Fremmedsprog 1974—Undervisningsvejledning for Folkeskolen. 
 
Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet (1974). M74, Mønsterplan for grunnskolen 
1974. Oslo: Aschehoug & Co (W. Nygaard). 
 
Kirke- og undervisningsdepartementet (1939). Normalplan for byfolkeskolen 1939. 
Oslo: Aschehoug & Co (W. Nygaard). 
 
Kirke-, Utdannings- og Forskningsdepartementet (1994). R94, Læreplaner for 
videregående opplæring. Oslo: Kirke-, Utdannings- og Forskningsdepartement. 
 
Kirke-, Utdannings- og Forskningsdepartementet (1996). L97, Læreplanverket for 
den 10-årige grunnskolen 1997. Oslo: Kirke-, Utdannings- og 
Forskningsdepartement. 
 
Kulturdepartementet (1969). Lov om grunnskolen (Grunnskolelova). Oslo: 
Kulturdepartementet. 
 
Kunnskapsdepartementet (2004). LK06, Læreplanverket for Kunnskapsløftet 2006, 
Oslo: Kunnskapsdepartementet. 
 
Kunnskapsdepartementet (2007). Språk åpner dører: strategi for styrking av 
fremmedspråk i grunnopplæringen 2005 − 2009. Oslo: Kunnskapsdepartementet. 
 
Kunnskapsdepartementet. (2015). Kompetanse for kvalitet [Plan]. Regjeringen.no. 
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/kompetanse-for-kvalitet/id2439181/ 
 
Kunnskapsdepartementet. (2021). Meld. St. 21 (2020–2021) [Stortingsmelding]. 
Regjeringen.no. https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/meld.-st.-21-
20202021/id2840771/ 
 
Language Education Policy Profile: Norway. (2003). Council of Europe. 

Lov om folkeskolen, 30. Juni 1993. (n.d.). Retrieved 12 July 2023, from 
https://danmarkshistorien.dk/vis/materiale/lov-om-folkeskolen-30-juni-1993 

 



Laidlaw Research and Leadership Programme 2023 
Caroline Sinding                             Word Count  2120 

Myklevold, G., & Bjørke, C. (2018). 20 år med engelskundervisning på 1. trinn: Har vi 
grunn til å feire? https://www.utdanningsnytt.no/fagartikkel-forskning-
sprakopplaering/20-ar-med-engelskundervisning-pa-1-trinn-har-vi-grunn-til-a-
feire/171880 
 
NOU 2003: 16. (2003). I første rekke. Forsterket kvalitet i grunnopplæringen for alle. 
Statens forvaltningstjeneste. Regjeringen-no: Utdannings- og 
forskningsdepartementet 
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/37a02a7bd6d94f5aacd8b477a3a956f3/no/
pd fs/nou200320030016000dddpdfs.pdf. 

Olsen, L. K. V. (1947). English language studies in denmark. ELT Journal, 1(6), 157–
162. https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/1.6.157 

Simensen, A. M. (2014). Skolefaget engelsk. Fra britisk engelsk til mange slags 
”engelsker”– og veien videre. Oslo: Acta Didactica Norge. 

Skole og undervisning efter 1814. (n.d.). Retrieved 12 July 2023, from 
https://danmarkshistorien.dk/vis/materiale/skole-og-undervisning-1814-2014 

 

Starting early with foreign languages does not necessarily enhance learning. (2023). 
Sdu. Retrieved 22 June 2023, from 
https://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/fakulteterne/humaniora/nyt_hum/tidlig-start-paa-
fremmedsprog-oeger-ikke-noedvendigvis-laering 

Stensaasen, S. (1958). Gjennomføringen av engelskundervisningen i folkeskolen. In 
J. Sandven & Stensaasen, S. "Samleskrift fra Universitetets Pedagogiske 
Forskningsinstitutt." Forskning og danning. Oslo: J.W. Cappelens Forlag. 

Sørensen, K. (1971). The teaching of English in denmark: A historical survey. 
Paedagogica Historica, 11(1), 90–101. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0030923710110106 

 
Thuen, H., & Volckmar, N. (2020). Postwar school reforms in norway. In H. Thuen & 
N. Volckmar, Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education. Oxford University Press.  

Utdanningsdirektoratet (2006/2013). Læreplanverket Kunnskapsløftet. Oslo: 
Utdanningsdirektoratet. http://www.udir.no/Lareplaner/Kunnskapsloftet/   
 
Utdanningsdirektoratet (2016). Overgangsordninger fra Reform 94 til 
Kunnskapsløftet. Oslo: Utdanningsdirektoratet. 
 

 
 

 
 


