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Abstract
Urban densification has become a desirable development strategy in several cities. In addition to its environmental ben-
efits, densification is also advocated as able to promote conditions for better coexistence and social mix. Studies have
shed light on the likelihood of densification affecting residential patterns, but no attention has been paid so far to under-
standing the possible consequences on school segregation dynamics. As residential and school population composition are
strongly intertwined, we argue that densification patterns may be associated with specific dynamics in school segregation.
This studymay thus pave the way to a better understanding of an understudied relationship. Using Oslo as a case study, we
investigate how urban densification, here implemented through a neoliberal planning approach, can be associated with
different forms of gentrification and new social divisions that are somewhat mirrored in the school segregation patterns
of the city.
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1. Introduction

Urban densification has become a desirable urban devel-
opment strategy in several cities. It has been identified
as a solution to the environmental degradation deriving
from urban sprawl since the 1990s. Indeed, the climate
emergency has put considerable pressure on a shift in ur-
banisation towards a low-carbon citymodel (Rice, Cohen,
Long, & Jurjevich, 2020).

Densification has been gradually incorporated in cli-
mate policies at a European and global scale, as a de-
sirable tool to deliver positive environmental, economic
and social outcomes in contemporary cities (OECD, 2012;
UN Habitat, 2014). In addition to its environmental ben-
efits (Lim & Kain, 2016), advocates for densification ar-
gue for its capacity to create socially diverse, mixed, and
culturally vibrant urban areas (Ståhle, 2017). Evidence
from various empirical studies suggests the opposite,

however, as the densification of central areas may bene-
fit only a well-off minority (Rérat, 2012). While studies
have explored the likelihood of densification to affect
residential patterns, no attention has been paid so far
to understanding the possible consequences on school
segregation dynamics, despite one of the greatest chal-
lenges for social cohesion today being the integration
of migrant and vulnerable students in urban education
systems. School segregation, the unequal distribution
of children of different social and ethnic backgrounds
across schools, is an important manifestation of these
increasing divisions, and is itself a driver of new social
inequalities. The fragmentation of social space tends to
polarise access to education betweenmore and less priv-
ileged groups, and between native and foreign popula-
tions (Bonal & Belleï, 2018).

As residential and school population composition are
strongly intertwined, we argue that there are several rea-
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sons to believe that densification patterns may be asso-
ciated with the specific dynamics of school segregation.
Especially in contexts where strict catchment areas are
enforced, there is a strong relationship between school
choice and residential choice. School segregation is an
important spatial phenomenon. It affects, and is affected
by, the area in which people live and how people move
and travel. Urban densification, having an effect on resi-
dential patterns (Quastel, Moos, & Lynch, 2012) and res-
idential mobility dynamics (Wessel & Lunke, 2019), thus
has to be seen as playing a substantial role in affecting
conditions for school segregation. Using Oslo, the capital
of Norway, as a case study, we explore the role of densifi-
cation in shaping residential patterns, and consequently
in affecting school segregation.

Oslo is an interesting location for a study on this
topic for numerous reasons. First, Oslo is a growing con-
text, in terms of both economic and demographic trends,
especially due to internal and international migration.
To avoid urban sprawl, the city government hasmanaged
urban transformations by promoting urban densification
strategies since the 1980s. Urban densification was in-
tended to improve not only conditions of environmen-
tal sustainability, but also a more balanced socio-spatial
structure in the city, promoting social mixing. Secondly,
Oslo’s local educational policy reflects the egalitarian
socio-democratic welfare state regime, with traditionally
low school competition (Imsen, Blossing, &Moos, 2017).
Thirdly, a (de facto) catchment area regulation on school
admission is in place at primary and junior high school
level (Haugen, 2020). These two school system charac-
teristics mean that most of the observed differentiation
between schools is consistent with the residential con-
centration of specific households in the catchment areas,
rather than pedagogical differentiation.

In this article,we explore the following research ques-
tion: How are the densification developments of the past
two decades associated with changes in the distribution
of children with different backgrounds in Oslo?

Using Oslo as a case study, we investigated how a
neoliberal planning approach to densification, combined
with a strict school catchment area geography, may in-
crease the already strong social divisions of the school
population. We draw on the literature on urban den-
sification strategies and residential and school segre-
gation, aiming to bridge the gap between these fields.
This attempt is of particular relevance for two main rea-
sons. First, it sheds light on the understudied relation-
ship between urban planning strategies and school segre-
gation. Second, it may have policy implications. As high-
lighted in North American studies, reducing school seg-
regation, indeed, is estimated to significantly reduce eco-
nomic costs for society or even diminish juvenile justice
cases, and improve intergroup social cohesion (Mikulyuk
& Braddock, 2018).

The article proceeds as follows: In the next section,
we present the state of the art of the academic debate on
densification, residential segregation and school compo-

sition; in the third sectionwepresent our research design
and methods; in the fourth we introduce the case study;
in the fifth we present the results of the investigation
on densification and school segregation patterns; in the
last section, we explore the relevance of urban planning
strategies in shaping urban socio-spatial contexts differ-
ently affecting school segregation dynamics.

2. Densification, Residential Patterns, and School
Composition

In this section, we explore the multifaceted relationship
between densification, residential patterns, and school
composition. We will first address densification, the nar-
rative about its potential to create a socially mixed urban
environment, and the challenges of turning such princi-
ples into practice. Then, we look at residential and school
population composition, as potentially affected by densi-
fication, and as mutually influencing factors.

2.1. Densification Strategies and Residential Patterns

Claims about the advantages of dense urban environ-
ments in terms of social mix and urban diversity are not
new. In the 1960s, Jane Jacobs advocated for a return to
the traditional way of planning cities, through relatively
high density and a mixture of functions (Jacobs, 1961).
In her view, such an approach would make cities more di-
verse, vibrant and vital. These principles anticipated the
compact city ideal and lead planningmovements such as
New Urbanism, Transit-Oriented and Smart Growth de-
velopment (Sharifi, 2016).

With urban sprawl increasingly identified as a signifi-
cant cause of socioeconomic and also ethnic spatial seg-
regation (Ludlow, 2006), inner-city revitalisation through
urban densification has been considered beneficial for
improving greater social mix and cohesion (Power, 2001).
It should be noted that there is no evidence that density
per se delivers such outcomes (Bricocoli & Cucca, 2016),
but it is rather the variety of housing types and tenures
(more likely to be found in dense than in sprawled areas)
that is likely to play amore prominent role in creating the
conditions for a lower level of segregation involving low
income groups (Burton, 2000).

Densification is now increasingly recognised as a pos-
sible driver of socio-spatial inequalities and criticised
for creating opportunities mainly for the most well-off
(Rérat, 2012). This, in turn, may cause gentrification and
the displacement of the most vulnerable, even when
densification is pursued to combat socioeconomic segre-
gation and to achieve a greater social mix (Lim & Kain,
2016; Rosol, 2015). For instance, Rosol (2015) investi-
gated Vancouver, where the combination of densifica-
tion and social mixing policies has resulted in displace-
ment and a lack of affordability, rather than greater so-
cial mixing.

These findings suggest that, if greater social mixing
is the goal, densification strategies have to be comple-
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mented with a policy framework oriented at enhancing
affordability and preventing displacement.

Scholars have investigated the possible implications
of densification strategies on displacement and gentri-
fication, in particular in the context of cities in the US
(Quastel et al., 2012; Rice et al., 2020). As the pressure
of climate change has increased and the ‘low-carbon
life-style’ has become more popular, particularly among
young middle-upper income earners (Rice et al., 2020),
densification has also become a discursively powerful
tool for improving city attractiveness. Spatial proxim-
ity and the creation of ‘live-work-play’ spaces (Quastel
et al., 2012), have been actively used as branding tools
in the advertisement of dwellings in densification hubs.
We could find in such branding strategies and in the
role of housing developers in pushing for the height,
density and price of housing around the transport hubs,
processes similar to those currently occurring in Oslo
(Cavicchia, 2020). As the development of densification
hubs results in high profitability for developers and high
costs for residents, the resulting residential patternsmay
show an overrepresentation of middle-upper income
households (Quastel et al., 2012).

The economic accessibility of densification hubs thus
plays a fundamental role in shaping residential patterns.
At the same time, household residential choice also af-
fects residential patterns, and neighbourhood character-
istics play an important role in this respect. As our in-
vestigation concerns the relationship between densifica-
tion and school composition, we focus on the residential
choices of family households, and the factors that may
affect such choice in urban contexts.

So far, urban scholars have mainly focused on spe-
cific aspects connected with urban regeneration policies
thatmay eventually lead to child-friendly cities, with gen-
trification implications (Lilius, 2014). Strategies oriented
to better conditions of street safety, infrastructure for
sport and culture, green spaces, school buildings, and
backyards, are supposed to increase the attractiveness
of neighbourhoods for families with school-age children.
Critical urban scholars have highlighted that while child-
friendly strategiesmay suggest a very positive attitude to-
wards family needs, they may also be used as a proxy for
‘middle-class friendly.’ According to these studies, fam-
ilies are becoming the new catalysts for gentrification.
Certain groups of dual-earner families in particular seem
to find the city an attractive place to live, because of
the proximity of amenities, a liberal climate for those
who wish to depart from patriarchal ideals, and prox-
imity to work, which makes it much easier to combine
work and family life (Karsten, 2003).Middle-class nuclear
families now seem to be important agents in gentrifica-
tion processes.

So far, the literature on the link between child-
friendly regeneration, gentrification and school segrega-
tion has mostly focused on US cities (Candipan, 2019).
Very few studies have examined child-friendly urban
renewal, gentrification and school choice in Europe,

describing different patterns. As we will show in the
next section, findings are mixed: In some cases, socio-
demographic changes associated with gentrification
have affected school composition, while in other con-
texts this has not been the case.

2.2. Residential Patterns, School Choice and School
Composition

A large body of literature has demonstrated that res-
idential patterns are crucial for understanding school
segregation: Where children live determines, to a large
extent where they go to school. In educational con-
texts characterised by a predominant public school sys-
tem and strict school catchment areas, with one pub-
lic school per district and very few private alternatives
(Bernelius & Vaattovaara, 2016), the large majority of
pupils attend the school in their residential neighbour-
hood. In this case, school segregation is a clear re-
flection of residential patterns, but in contexts with a
strong degree of choice, where parents can choose a
school outside their residential neighbourhood, such
as in Dutch cities (Boterman, 2019), the majority of
pupils also attend a nearby school. This implies that
while school policies on admission mediate the relation-
ship between residential location and school segrega-
tion, geography matters in all contexts (Burgess, Wilson,
& Lupton, 2005). The importance of spatial proximity
to schools implies that residential mobility behaviour is
also often informed by considerations of school choice
(Butler & Hamnett, 2007). Moving to specific neighbour-
hoods to be close to the ‘right’ schools is common in
many contexts, and is driven by class-based and racially-
based considerations of avoidance and peer-group seek-
ing (Boterman, 2013). Cheshire and Sheppard (2004)
have demonstrated that when school allocation policies
are tied solely to residential address, schools can even
have a direct effect on housing prices in the catchment
areas around the most desired public schools: In other
words, school choices aremade through housing choices,
and vice versa.

Scholars have researched themotivations behind res-
idential mobility for households with school-age chil-
dren in the Oslo context (Wessel & Lunke, 2019). These
studies have pointed out that choices are relatively
strongly influenced by the socioeconomic status and ed-
ucational background of parents, and middle-and upper-
class families are most likely to actively select neigh-
bourhoods that are considered privileged choices for
families. Neighbourhood characteristics and the socioe-
conomic and ethnic composition of neighbourhoods
have an impact on the residential decisions of house-
holds. These decisions, in turn, affect and reshape a
neighbourhood’s socioeconomic and ethnic composition
(Lilius, 2014).

In contexts characterised by free school choice or
a high availability of private school options, strategies
that do not involve moving into the vicinity of a de-
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sired school include travelling greater distances from
home to school. Butler and Hamnett (2007) have demon-
strated that, in response to a mismatch between school
and residential location, middle-class parents in London
have adopted a metropolitan-wide strategy for (sec-
ondary) education. A second pattern, much less pop-
ular, is the middle-class ‘colonisation’ of local schools
in diverse neighbourhoods. In the UK, this often im-
plies the ‘gentrification’ of public working-class schools
to create safety in numbers (Vowden, 2012), how-
ever, the relationship between urban planning strate-
gies and school segregation and change dynamics remain
largely unexplored.

Acknowledging that urban social and ethnic geogra-
phies tend to overlap (Huse, 2018), we attempt to ex-
plore how the residential patterns in densification areas
are likely to be reflected in changes to the ethnic compo-
sition of the school population.

3. Research Design, Data and Methods

We primarily draw on the statistical analysis of quantita-
tive data on school composition to investigate the mul-
tifaceted relationship between densification strategies
and school segregation.

The statistical analysis focused on the evolution
of school composition according to ethnic background
(Arnesen, Mietola, & Lahelma, 2007). Specifically, we fo-
cused on the analysis of data on the concentration of
native/non-native speakers of the dominant language
(Norwegian mother tongue/minority language mother
tongue). There are two reasons for this choice: Language
proficiency is a factor that parents prioritizewhen consid-
ering school options; and the typology of available data
on school social composition in Oslo. Data on schools
have been combined with data on densification patterns,
supplied by the Agency of Planning and Building Service
of Oslo Municipality, and mapped with the QGis applica-
tion. We also relied on quantitative data on the ethnic
composition of the population to discuss changing pat-
terns of school composition in the light of changing resi-
dential patterns.

Additionally, we drawon the results of the qualitative
analysis conducted by one of the authors as part of a re-
search project on densification and socio-spatial inequal-
ities in Oslo (Cavicchia, 2020). Such qualitative analysis
includes interviews with planners, developers and politi-
cians in the municipality of Oslo as well as an analysis of
planning documents. We rely on that analysis to briefly
reconstruct in this paper the motivations behind densi-
fication interventions and the attention given to goals
of social mix/balance in the municipal plans. We were
then able to discuss changes in the school composition
and link such changes with specific approaches to densi-
fication. Additionally, we identified possible conflicts be-
tween the aims and actual outcomes of densification and
potential shortcomings in the current policy framework
for city development.

4. Oslo: Socio-Spatial Dynamics, Local School System
and Densification Strategies

4.1. Socio-Spatial Dynamics

Urban socio-spatial segregation has traditionally been
strong in Oslo, compared to many other European cities
(Tammaru, Van Ham, Marcińczak, & Musterd, 2015).
Indeed, Oslo is considered a dual city, and the dy-
namics of social polarisation have long origins (Wessel,
2000). The Akerselva, the river that crosses Oslo in a
north-south direction, has been considered the social
and spatial division between the rich and resourceful
West of the city and the poor East, since the 1800s
(Wessel, 2000). Substantial East–West differences still ex-
ist. Single-family homes with gardens, urban parks, mu-
seums, and embassies characterise the West, where the
upper classes live. The outer East is more characterised
by highways, brownfield sites and block buildings, with
many people with low-incomes and of non-Western eth-
nicity (Andersen & Skrede, 2017).

Increasing levels of immigration have further
strengthened the socio-spatial segregation patterns, as
most immigrants have settled in the neighbourhoods
where socioeconomic deprivation has been most visible.
According to Turner and Wessel (2013), the importance
of voluntary residential choice is not negligible in explain-
ing the residential mobility ofminority groups in the Oslo
region. They found that some minority groups have re-
mained loyal to the Eastern edge of the city, despite their
success in climbing the social ladder.

Housing policies have also played a fundamental role
in shaping segregation dynamics. Due to the neoliberal
wave of the 1980s, Norway switched in a few years
from a social homeownership housing model to a typi-
cally neoliberal housing system (Sandlie & Gulbrandsen,
2017). The current Norwegian housing policy has been
defined as poverty-oriented by Nordahl (2020) and its
tools (housing allowance, municipal housing, and hous-
ing schemes) as likely to exacerbate the existing dynam-
ics of polarisation. Indeed, studies demonstrate that re-
cipients of housing subsidies and start-up loans from
the State Housing Bank tend to settle in the most de-
prived districts of the city (Johannesen, Flatbø, Sellevold,
& Bohlin Borgersen, 2018). In 2016, more than 65%
of loans granted were used to buy a dwelling in the
city’s lowest-priced districts (Johannesen et al., 2018).
The majority of the small proportion of municipal hous-
ing dwellings, often in highly segregated areas without
decent housing standards, is also mainly in the inner and
outer East area of the city. Although there has been amu-
nicipal effort in the past fewyears to increase the amount
of municipal housing in the wealthier West, there is still
a long way to go before there is an East–West balance.

Figure 1 clearly shows the patterns of ethnic divisions
in Oslo. As of 2018, differences were very evident, espe-
cially in the outer city. The outer East, with the exception
of Østensjø, has the highest share of people with non-
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Figure 1. Residential ethnic composition in 2018. Source: Authors’ elaboration on data provided by Oslo Statistikkbanken
(2018a).

Norwegian ethnic background. By contrast, the districts
in theWest of the city show an on average lower concen-
tration of people with non-Norwegian background, and
also with respect to the city average.

Two issues emerging from the map need further ex-
planation. First, the district of Nordstrand, despite being
physically located on the East side of the city, counts as
outer West (see Wessel, 2000). Secondly, the red area
in the city centre mainly indicates a high concentration
of ex-pats, often highly skilled temporary workers, em-
ployed in the banking, consulting, and IT industry.

Even though the ethnic divisions are sharp, the latest
trends (2013–2018) show a somewhat decreasing East–
West polarisation compared to the previous period. The
reason for this can be found in a more mixed situation
in the inner city, where the historical inner East-inner
West division has weakened compared to the past, and
data for the periods 2008–2013 and 2013–2018 seems
to confirm this trend. As we will show later, this is
mainly related to gentrification dynamics and socio-
demographic changes associated with densification in-
terventions, which have beenmainly implemented in the
inner East and the fringe areas outside the inner East bor-
ders. We therefore do not measure the inner city accord-
ing to the administrative borders, but extend it to include
the newly developed densification hubs.

4.2. Educational Policy and School Catchment Areas
in Oslo

The city of Oslo is divided into 115 primary school
catchment areas. Students are mainly allocated to lo-
cal schools according to their home address. Since 2004,
families have had the right to choose a school outside
their catchment area, but there is no guarantee of admis-
sion, as it depends on the available places in the receiv-
ing schools (Imsen et al., 2017). Currently 90 percent of
primary school children attend school within their catch-
ment area—although this percentage may vary in the
city (Abildsnes, 2020), making Oslo an excellent location
to study the effects of catchment area-based school poli-
cies and urban segregation (Hansen, 2017).

The role of public schools is strong in an interna-
tional comparison, as the number of private schools
is low (4.5 percent students in primary schools attend
a private institution) and they are institutionally highly
controlled. Schools are free, and most private schools
are in part publicly funded (85% by the State, 15% by
families). As the vast majority of students attend their
nearest public school, urban segregation has a direct ef-
fect on the composition of the schools, which is further
reflected in the educational attainment of the schools
(Hansen, 2017).
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Recent studies indicate that parents are also playing
an increasing active role in school choice, in Oslo. As the
pedagogy quality and orientation vary relatively little be-
tween schools (Haugen, 2020), school choice appears to
be particularly linked to the school’s social aspects. In
particular, the results in the national test evaluation, and
the percentage of minority language mother tongue stu-
dents in the local school (information and data are avail-
able of the website of each public school in Norway)
may be considered when choosing residential locations
among school catchment areas (Wessel & Lunke, 2019).

The literature also suggests that families consider
other aspects when selecting residential location, such
as neighbourhood quality and the availability of appro-
priate housing for growing household needs.

As argued in the next sections, densification strate-
gies creating certain neighbourhood quality, character-
istics and housing typologies, turn out to be relevant in
shaping socio-spatial contexts that affect primary school
segregation.

4.3. Densification Strategies in Oslo

Densification in Oslo is a primary tool in environmen-
tal and climate policies. During the 1980s, after a long
period of suburbanisation and outward expansion, Oslo
started to combat the detrimental effects of urban
sprawl and to use densification as its main development
strategy (Næss, Næss, & Strand, 2011). Densification
has mainly followed two strategies: densification from
the inner to the outer city, and along public transport
lines (Oslo Kommune, 2015b, 2018). Both strategies have
been thought to guarantee efficient land use, while en-
suring proximity to transport hubs and discouraging the
use of cars (Hanssen&Hofstad, 2013;Mete& Xue, 2020).
The municipal goal has been to create densification ar-
eas of high urban quality, with good networks and a
functional mix (Oslo Kommune, 2018). In a recent study,
Mouratidis (2018) provided evidence, by comparing com-
pact and sprawled neighbourhoods in Oslo, about the
likelihood of compact city characteristics having a posi-
tive effect on urban liveability. Proximity to public trans-
port, to the most central areas, but also to services and
leisure activities, which are typical elements of the newly
densified areas, are emphasised as among the most in-
fluential aspects to positively affect neighbourhood sat-
isfaction, and consequently liveability.

Geographically, densification has been disproportion-
ally developed on the East side of the city, in particular
in the districts of Grunerløkka, Gamle Oslo and Sagene.
There are multiple reasons for this approach. First,
Eastern Oslo is where industrial development mainly
took place. The de-industrialisation process, started in
the 1960s, left many brownfield areas and vacant spaces,
which represented the most favourable ground for den-
sification interventions. The West, instead, is charac-
terised by more established residential communities,
where resourceful inhabitants are powerful in protest-

ing against the densification of their neighbourhoods.
Their interests are also supported by a plan—the Small
House Plan—which protects several single-family house
areas from densification, many of which are located in
the West (Andersen & Skrede, 2017).

It should be noted that Oslo has limited expansion
opportunities, due to both its topography and the pro-
tected forests around the city, so in addition to the men-
tioned power dynamics, city development has also expe-
rienced natural growth towards the East.

The outer city, instead, has been barely touched
by densification interventions. The main motivations in-
volve land-use efficiency and avoiding sprawl. However,
economic reasons are also fundamental. Urban develop-
ment in Oslo is largely in the hands of private develop-
ers, who also lead housing production. They built—and
still build—where they can make the highest profit, in
areas that are attractive, close to the city centre and to
transport hubs, and where there is demand from people
able to afford dwellings in such areas (interview with a
developer in Cavicchia, 2020). This pro-growth approach,
the neoliberal planning andhousing systems in force, and
other factors, have contributed to the creation of costly
densification hubs (Cavicchia, 2020).

On this basis, it is evident that densification has
played an important role in creating conditions for new
spatial divisions and, consequently, new residential and
school segregation dynamics. Balancing the living condi-
tions between East and West Oslo and avoiding the re-
production of a more segregated city have been long-
standing goals of the municipality (Figure 2). Attention
to topics of social balance, social diversity and inclu-
sion has become stronger in municipal plans across
time. The plan approved in 2018 was the first elabo-
rated under a red-green coalition, after around three
decades of conservative administration, and the first ex-
plicitly mentioning the concept of social sustainability
as a premise for housing development and better liv-
ing conditions. Contextually, pro-growth arguments fo-
cusing on city attractiveness and competitiveness have
also been recurring, as there is a vision of Oslo being
a leading sustainable city nationally and internationally
(Oslo Kommune, 2018).

Despite these goals, there are questions about the
outcomes of densification strategies with respect to bal-
ancing living conditions of the city.

5. Densification and School Composition

In this section we describe recent patterns of school seg-
regation in Oslo, taking into account the development
of densification over the past twenty years. We explore
such patterns in both the inner and the outer city and
report our findings from the quantitative analysis.

The dataset we used involves primary schools and
covers the period 2013–2018. Figure 3 shows patterns
of school segregation in the 2018–2019 school year, and
the areas affected by densification interventions in the
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“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 1984

INTRODUCTION OF
DENSIFICATION IN
THE CITY
DEVELOPMENT
STRATEGY SOCIAL MIX AND DIVERSITY

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY TO ENHANCE CITY COMPETITIVENESS

“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 1991

OUR
COMMON

FUTURE
1987

CONSERVATIVE PARTY CONSERVATIVE PARTYLABOUR
+

SOCIALIST LEFT

LABOUR
+

GREEN

“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 1996

“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 2000

“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 2004

“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 2008

“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 2018

“KOMMUNE”
PLAN 2015

SOCIAL SUSTAI-
NABILITY AS A
PRE-REQUISITE
FOR HOUSING
DEVELOPMENT

RISING IMPORTANCE OF ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE DISCOURSES. DENSIFICATION BECOMES HEGEMONIC
IMPROVING ENVIRONMENTAL STANDARDS AND EQUALIZING THE LIVING CONDITIONS

Figure 2. Municipal plans trajectory since the introduction of densification strategies. In red the wide longstanding city
vision, in green emerging discourses. Source: Authors’ elaboration based on the qualitative analysis of the municipal mas-
terplans (‘Kommune plan’) of Oslo (Oslo Kommune, 1984, 1991, 2000, 2008, 2015b, 2018).

Figure 3. Densification and school ethnic composition. Source: Authors’ elaboration on data provided by Oslo
Statistikkbanken (2018c, 2018d).
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last 20 years. Despite the temporal limitation in the data
concerning school dynamics, the elaboration shows in-
teresting school segregation patterns that are worth dis-
cussing in relation to densification.

5.1. Outer City: Low Densification and Consolidation of
Traditional Patterns of School Segregation

As mentioned, the outer city (both East and West) has
been less touched by densification. We have already
shown a strong East–West ethnic residential segrega-
tion, which is remarkably reflected in primary school seg-
regation patterns (Figure 3). At the school level, how-
ever, these socio-demographic patterns are even more
important, as schools often tend to be more segregated
than neighbourhoods in Oslo. In the outer West, pri-
mary schools are marked by a strong concentration of
dominant mother tongue children: 90 percent of the pri-
mary schools have more than 80 percent of pupils with
a Norwegian background. This percentage is only 4 per-
cent in the outer East, which demonstrates opposing seg-
regation patterns. Looking at the average data for 2018,
differences are again very evident. Almost 70 percent of
children attending primary school have a minority lan-
guage as mother tongue in the outer East, while this per-
centage drops to 10,6 percent in the outerWest. Schools
more than 90 percent of pupils with a minority language
as mother tongue are mainly located in the outer East,
particularly in the district of Stovner, the farthest Eastern
area of the city. The peak in 2018, 99,3 percent of mi-
nority language mother tongue pupils, was reached in
Vahl skole, in the district of Grønland in the inner East
of the city, where only two pupils out of 269 were na-
tive Norwegian. By contrast, the school with the highest
concentration of dominantmother tongue children, 97,8
percent, was Berg skole, in the district of Nordre Aker.

The East–West residential division is sharp, and
school polarisation patterns even showan increase in the
2013–2018 timeframe, both in absolute terms as well as
with respect to the city average (Table 1).

5.2. Inner City: Medium–High Densification and the Risk
of School Colonisation

While there is a remarkable ethnic polarisation of the
school population between the outer East and the outer
West, the inner city shows a greatermix and amore even
distribution of children with foreign backgrounds, as the
figures in Table 2 show. As mentioned, many areas of the
inner East score better than in the past on several socioe-
conomic indicators and the increase of people with a for-
eign background has somewhat dropped (comparing the
periods 2008–2013 and 2013–2018). These are partly
the results of the gentrification processes that have con-
cerned some areas of the Grunerløkka district since the
late twentieth century (Børrud, 2005). Nevertheless, we
argue that also the urban densification of the inner
East of the city, resulting in expensive residential areas,
has played an important role in the mentioned social
changes. As we will show next, we identified in the in-
ner East of the city two main patterns of densification,
which are associated with different school composition
dynamics at local level.

The first pattern is related to the projects developed
in the inner part of Grunnerløkka. Here the deindustri-
alisation that started in the 1960s has been a critical
driver of gentrification. The industrial stock along the
river Akerselva has been retrofitted and the working-
class neighbourhoods have become fertile ground for the
dynamics of gentrification. In this part of the city, den-
sification has thus followed previously activated gentri-
fication processes. Densification has mainly happened
here through demolition and reconstruction operations,
as well as through large and small infill projects (see
for instance the case of Rodeløkka, mentioned later).
As noted by Hjorthol and Bjørnskau (2005), these op-
erations have been part of the re-urbanisation of the
inner core since the 1990s, accompanied by popula-
tion growth, increasing housing prices, neighbourhood
change and gentrification. Several publicly funded mea-
sures were also implemented in some of the areas in

Table 1. School segregation in Oslo. Concentration values and trends.

Schools with Schools with Average % of
less than 20% more than 80% Average % minority language
of minority of minority of minority mother tongue Dissimilarity
language language language (change 2013–2018 Dissimilarity index

mother tongue mother tongue mother tongue with respect to index (change
(2018) (2018) (2018) city average) (2018) 2013–2018)

Inner East / 10% 44,5% −3,49% 0,03 −0,004
Inner West / / 32% −2,9% 0,01 +0,0024
Outer East 4% 18% 69,6% +1,8% 0,23 +0,0128
Outer West 90% / 10,6% −1,11% 0,17 −0,001
Oslo 37,7% 10,6% 38,6% −1,73% 0,5 +0,0113
Source: Authors’ calculations on data provided by Oslo Statistikkbanken (2018a, 2018c).
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Table 2. School Composition and Densification Hubs in the Inner East.

Average % of minority Average % of minority
Densification hubs in School catchment language mother Dissimilarity language mother tongue
the Inner East area tongue (2018) index 2018 (change 2013–2018)

Nydalen Fernanda skole 49 0.0009 —

Kvænerbyen Vålerenga skole 35,3 0,0007 −3,3
Lille Tøyen Hasle skole 24 0,0024 −6
Ensjø Teglverket skole 46,1 0,0011 —

Løren and Økern Løren skole 40,5 0,0002 —

Løren
Sinsen skole 57,6 0,0036 −3,7
Refstad skole 34,60 0,0008 −3,15

Notes: Fernanda skole and Teglverket skolewere opened after 2013, and Løren skolewas closed in the period 2005–2014. It was thus not
possible to reconstruct the changes in school composition for these schools. Refstad skole was the catchment area for the densification
area in Løren, while Løren skole was closed. Source: Oslo Statistikkbanken (2018c).

the inner East of the city as a response to a territorial
stigmatisation that marked them as immigrant ghettos
(Huse, 2018). Such measures were oriented at making
such areas more attractive for Norwegian people and
legitimised, according to Huse (2018), an existing gen-
trification process. These and many other factors (i.e.,
market pressure, increasing land value, new transporta-
tion hubs) have contributed to the increase in housing
prices in this part of the city (approximately 200% in
the period 2004–2018 (Oslo Statistikkbanken, 2018b). In
particular, some areas of Grunerløkka have experienced
great neighbourhood changes, with new cafes, trendy
boutiques, newly decorated facades, and new contem-
porary buildings. Thanks to these aspects, Grunerløkka
is today considered the coolest area of the city, particu-
larly attractive for young people and hipsters. Here, the
residential offer in terms of dwelling size, show a higher
amount of one and two-room apartments compared to
the city as a whole (Oslo Statistikkbanken, 2019). The
gentrifiers have mainly been single people and couples,
and families have met, and still meet, more challenges
in finding housing solutions that match their needs in
these areas. There are fewer multi-room dwellings com-
pared to the outer city and parentsmay find bigger apart-
ments too expensive to allow them to remain (Wessel &
Lunke, 2019).

These urban areas are in the Grunerløkka skole
school catchment area. There were 45,5 percent non-
Norwegians pupils in Grunerløkka skole in 2018. Unlike
the schools in the new densification hubs (see Table 2),
Grunerløkka skole shows a 4,5 percent increase in non-
Norwegian pupils since 2013. We could not see a sim-
ilar change in the residential patterns of the area.
Using data on ethnic background for census tracts (Oslo
Statistikkbanken, 2018a), we could roughly reconstruct
the residential composition of the catchment area of
Grunerløkka skole. We could see that the share of
Norwegian and non-Norwegian residents (70% and 30%
respectively) has remained almost stable in the consid-
ered time frame. Interestingly, if we focus on recent den-

sification interventions, we can observe different pat-
terns of change. For instance, in Rodeløkka (at the edge
of the Grunerløkka skole catchment area), the biggest re-
cent redevelopment area is located in the proximity of a
chocolate industry—Freiaparken—and has been charac-
terised by both new construction and the refurbishment
of existing buildings. In 2013–2018 there was an approx-
imate 5% increase in relative terms of native Norwegian
speakers. Our hypothesis is that such residential pat-
terns are not reflected in the school composition for two
main reasons: (1) socio-demographic change has here
concernedmore singles and couples than families, (2) na-
tive young nest-leavers tend to settle in the inner city
throughout their studies and early working career, but
they typically move in the outer city when children arrive
and approach school age (Wessel & Nordvik, 2019). This
happens in several compact areas of the inner city and
shows that densification policies have been unsuccess-
ful in the creation of stable inner-city communities. We
thus argue that the neighbourhood demographic change
introduced by this pattern of densification has not so far
fostered significant changes in school composition.

A different pattern characterises the newly devel-
oped densification areas. Going out from the core of
Grunerløkka, it is in the areas of Nydalen, Løren, Hasle,
Økern, Ensjø and Kvænerbyen, that densification has pro-
duced the major residential developments. Here, former
industrial areas started to be transformed into new res-
idential areas at the beginning of 2000, and neighbour-
hoods have been built from scratch, with new dwellings,
infrastructure, public spaces and facilities. “From indus-
trial areas to liveable urban hubs” has been the vision for
these areas (Oslo Kommune, 2015a). Proximity to trans-
port hubs, as well as their vicinity to the inner core, make
them attractive and also expensive places to live. Indeed,
land prices around transport hubs have skyrocketed and
developers, the main housing providers in Oslo, can ex-
tract huge value from developing new real estate there.
The combination of a deregulated housing market with
the poor implementation of housing affordability tools,

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 217–229 225



alsomakes housing accessibility in the densification hubs
rather low (Cavicchia, 2020).

Some of the newly densified areas, such as Løren
and Hasle in the district of Grunerløkka, are evidently tar-
geted at families (interviewwith a developer in Cavicchia,
2020). For instance, in Løren the offer of multi-room
flats, car-free areas, playgrounds in the green areas and
schools with good reputations make the area particu-
larly attractive for families with children (Selvaag Bolig,
OsloMet, & Rodeo, 2019). Compared to the rest of
Grunerløkka, Løren’s inhabitants have higher incomes on
average, including among those with immigrant back-
grounds, and a higher share of home-owners (Selvaag
Bolig et al., 2019). There seem to be similar patterns,
even though less evident than in Løren, in the new
development areas of Kvænerbyen and Ensjø in the
Gamle Oslo district and Nydalen in the Sagene district.
Data shows that, compared to the subdistricts of the in-
ner East where new densification hubs are not present,
the subdistricts where major densification interventions
have been developed: (1) score better on income and ed-
ucation level, (2) have lower shares of people with for-
eign ethnic background, and (3) have more housing op-
tions for families in terms of dwelling size.

There is a considerably more balanced distribution
of pupils observable in these areas compared to the
schools in the outer city. Indeed, none of these schools
(Fernanda, Vålerenga, Teglverket, Løren, Sinsen, Refstad
and Hasle skole) show remarkably strong segregation
patterns. The proportion of pupils with a minority lan-
guage as their mother tongue varies here between ap-
proximately 35 percent and 60 percent (the only excep-
tion is Hasle skole with 24 percent). However, we also
observed a decrease in non-Norwegian pupils in the
2013–2018 period (Hasle skole is again the most evident
case among those examined, with a decrease of 6 per-
cent). Such decreases, indeed, may indicate that a sort
of ‘Norwegian-pupils colonisation’ is in the making, and
we expect that the patterns found will continue or even
increase in the years to come.

6. Final Remarks

In this article, we argue that urban planning strategies
may play an important role in shaping socio-spatial con-
texts that affect school segregation. While the literature
developed so far has focused on urban renewal strate-
gies and their possible impacts in terms of gentrifica-
tion and changing school segregation dynamics in con-
temporary cities, this article has focused on the implica-
tions of urban densification. Densification has been intro-
duced in many cities as a strategy to limit urban sprawl,
however, compact cities are also believed to promote
conditions for better coexistence and social mix (OECD,
2012). Indeed, in our case study, the city of Oslo, den-
sification has been supposed to contribute to a better
social balance between more deprived and privileged
neighbourhoods, formally the East and the West of the

city. We have explored whether densification strategies
in Oslo are associated with changes in the distributions
of studentswith a different ethnic background in primary
school. The main results of this investigation highlight
some possible policy implications.

First, it is crucial to focus on how densification has
been implemented. We have explained that densifica-
tion in Oslo was developed following neoliberal princi-
ples in both planning processes and housing policies.
The provision of affordable housing has been extremely
limited, with private developers essentially being the
only housing providers (Cavicchia, 2020). Additionally,
followingmarket dynamics, densification strategies have
created certain neighbourhood quality, characteristics
and housing typologies (more or less oriented to fam-
ilies with school age-children), turning out to be rele-
vant in shaping socio-spatial contexts that affect primary
school segregation.

Second, it is relevant to focus on where densifica-
tion has mainly been implemented, and where it has
not been implemented. According to both private mar-
ket interests and urban sustainability criteria, densifica-
tion in Oslo has mainly been developed in the inner city.
In the outer city, where residential and school segrega-
tion patterns are remarkably high, we mainly observed
mild densification interventions. The lack of significant
urban transformation in both the outer East and West,
together with the lack of strong measures for housing af-
fordability, play a role in the consolidation of the existing
East–West polarisation patterns. In the inner city, the sit-
uation is more nuanced and this approach to densifica-
tion shows twomain resulting patterns of school compo-
sition dynamics.

In some areas of the city, densification can be asso-
ciated with family-gentrification dynamics in the hous-
ing market and the potential ‘Norwegian-pupils colonisa-
tion’ of primary schools. This seems to be the case in the
examined brand-new and expensive compact neighbour-
hoods, realised in previously low-medium status districts
of the inner East of Oslo. Here, indeed, while the current
situation shows a higher social mix compared to other
areas in both the inner and the outer city, the described
changes in socio-ethnic indicators show a shift towards
increasingly homogeneous urban areas (Hill, 2012) and a
risk of neighbourhood segregation, as in Løren (Selvaag
Bolig et al., 2019). A second pattern of densification is
consistent with more traditional gentrification dynamics
and mainly concerns established compact areas in the
inner city (Grunerløkka mentioned above). In this case,
densification has taken place as part of the inner-city re-
vitalisation,which occurred because of the city’s deindus-
trialisation. The main aspects of the inner-city revitalisa-
tion have involved building upgrades due to the influx of
better-off households, infill projects, increased residen-
tial attractiveness and artistic. These areas have become
the preferred residential destinations of young adults,
couples and hipsters, the so-called creative class, young
gentrifiers attracted by the urban lifestyle. Consequently,

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 217–229 226



the neighbourhood demographic trends introduced by
this densification pattern has not fostered significant
changes in the social profiles of families with school-age
children, and, thus, in the composition of schools. The
residential stability of families with school-age children
still appears to be quite low (Wessel & Nordvik, 2019).

This analysis highlights two main problems. Envir-
onmental, climate and transportation policies, together
with substantial economic advantages, require densifica-
tion in the inner city, fostering the greatest land-use ef-
ficiency possible. Densifying in the outer city would, in-
deed, goes against both environmental principles and
the willingness of developers to build new residential ar-
eas (Cavicchia, 2020). However, existing segregation pat-
terns would suggest the necessity of more affordable
housing in the outer West, through densification inter-
ventions characterised by housing accessibility criteria.
In theWest, social balance in school composition is a long
way off. Nevertheless, even where social balance seems
to be a closer goal, as in the new inner-city densification
areas, the lack of affordable housing is affecting a shift to-
wards higher segregation, instead of a greater mix, both
in residential and in school patterns.

As previously argued in the gentrification and social
mix literature (Bridge & Butler, 2011), when it comes
to school segregation dynamics, a strategy to break the
segregation of privileged groups is also missing. In Oslo,
while densification may also potentially be a tool to
achieve higher social balance in school composition, the
neoliberal approach, the lack of affordable housing, and
of measures to prevent displacement risk, means that it
reproduces existing inequalities and produces new social
divisions. The coexistence of residential and school seg-
regation, as well as possible new forms of gentrification,
challenge the rhetoric of urban densification as a sustain-
able way of developing Oslo.

In summary, our analysis suggests that planning
strategies may have a significant impact on school seg-
regation dynamics in cities characterised by a predomi-
nance of the public school and strict catchment area sys-
tems, however, planning strategies and local education
policies have not usually been integrated. In the case
of Oslo, decision-makers should be more aware of the
potential consequences of densification strategies for
school choice practices, taking into consideration aspects
related to the socio-demographic profile and trends in
the existing and newly developed areas, as well as school
segregation dynamics. Better integration in the policy do-
mains of education, planning, and housing is needed to
limit a further increase in school segregation processes.
Investigations indeed show that it is only when such a
cross-sectoral perspective is adopted that the successful
governance of school segregation can be achieved.
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