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Introduction

Iceland, a land of breathtaking landscapes and a vibrant cultural heritage, has long
recognized the pivotal role of education in shaping its society and securing its future.
Despite its relatively small population, the nation has cultivated an educational system
that is both deeply rooted in its unique history and forward-looking in its embrace of
innovation and inclusivity. "Education In Iceland: A Comprehensive Overview from
Early Childhood to Higher Education" embarks on a detailed exploration of this
remarkable system, offering readers an in-depth understanding of its structure,
philosophy, and ongoing evolution.

This book serves as an authoritative guide for educators, policymakers, researchers,
and anyone with an interest in comparative education or the specific educational
landscape of Iceland. From the foundational principles guiding early childhood
development to the rigorous pursuits of higher education and research, we delve into
each stage of the learning journey. We examine the policies that underpin the system,
the pedagogical approaches employed, and the societal values that permeate every
classroom and institution across the country.

Our comprehensive overview begins with a historical perspective, tracing the
development of Icelandic education from its earliest forms to the modern era,
highlighting key milestones and influences. We then move into a detailed examination
of the contemporary system, dissecting its various components, including compulsory
schooling, special needs provisions, and the diverse pathways available at the upper
secondary level. A significant portion of the book is dedicated to higher education,
exploring the landscape of universities and institutions, the range of academic
programs, and the nation's commitment to research and innovation.

Beyond the structural elements, this book also addresses crucial cross-cutting themes
that define Icelandic education. We investigate the pervasive role of technology in
enhancing learning, the growing internationalization of educational initiatives, and the
robust frameworks for quality assurance and accreditation. Furthermore, we explore
the vital aspects of teacher education and professional development, educational
leadership, and the economic underpinnings that sustain the system. The book also
sheds light on adult education and lifelong learning, reflecting Iceland's commitment
to continuous personal and professional growth for all its citizens.

Understanding any educational system necessitates an appreciation of its challenges
and aspirations. Therefore, we dedicate chapters to examining the hurdles Iceland
faces in its educational endeavors and the strategic directions it is pursuing to
overcome them. Through compelling case studies and success stories, we illustrate
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the practical application of educational theories and policies, providing tangible
examples of how the Icelandic system fosters learning and development. This holistic
approach ensures that readers gain not only factual knowledge but also a nuanced
understanding of the spirit and ethos of education in Iceland.

Ultimately, "Education In Iceland" promises to be an indispensable resource, offering a
rich tapestry of information and insights into a system that consistently strives for
excellence, equity, and adaptability. It is an invitation to explore how a nation, shaped
by its unique environment and cultural identity, has built an educational framework
designed to empower its people and contribute to a thriving global community.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Development of Icelandic
Education

The story of education in Iceland is as rich and resilient as the island's landscape itself,
shaped by centuries of cultural shifts, political influences, and an enduring
commitment to literacy. From its earliest, informal roots intertwined with the arrival of
Christianity to the establishment of a modern, comprehensive system, Icelandic
education has continually adapted to serve the unique needs of its people.
Understanding this historical trajectory is crucial for appreciating the values and
priorities that define the nation's educational ethos today.

In the nascent centuries of Icelandic settlement, before the formal establishment of
schools, education largely occurred within the home and through a system known as
féstri, or fosterage. This practice involved sending children to be raised in other
households, often with the specific aim of acquiring valuable skills or knowledge from
their foster parents. This informal yet effective method ensured the transmission of
cultural heritage, practical skills, and perhaps even legal matters, laying a
foundational emphasis on learning within the community.

The arrival of Christianity in Iceland around 1000 CE marked a pivotal moment,
introducing a new dimension to education through literacy and the establishment of
ecclesiastical institutions. With the new faith came the need for clergy who could read
Latin, interpret scriptures, and administer religious services. Consequently, the first
formal educational institutions emerged in the form of cathedral schools, primarily
dedicated to training priests.

Among these early institutions, Skalholtsskéli, founded around 1056 by Bishop isleifur
Gizurarson at the Skalholt bishopric, stands out as the primary center for advanced
learning in southern Iceland. A parallel institution, the Hélar school, was established in
1106 in the northern bishopric, serving similar clerical education purposes and also
focusing on grammar and rhetoric. While these schools were mainly for those entering
religious life, they represented the initial steps towards structured learning
environments in Iceland.

The Reformation in the mid-16th century brought significant changes, not only to the
religious landscape but also to the development of education in Iceland. Imposed by
King Christian Ill of Denmark, Lutheranism replaced Catholicism as the official religion.
This shift had a profound impact on education, as the Lutheran doctrine emphasized
individual Bible study, necessitating widespread literacy among the populace. To
facilitate this, efforts were made to ensure that all children learned to read.
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The translation and printing of the New Testament into Icelandic in 1540, followed by
the entire Bible in 1584, were monumental achievements that greatly propelled
literacy rates. These texts were instrumental in promoting the new faith and became
central to household education. The cathedral schools at Skalholt and Hélar were
transformed into Latin Schools following the Reformation, taking on a new role in
preparing students for further studies, often in Denmark, where special privileges were
granted to Icelandic students at the University of Copenhagen.

For centuries, Danish influence remained a significant factor in Icelandic education,
particularly concerning higher learning. Many Icelanders seeking advanced education
traveled to Denmark, making knowledge of Danish a crucial asset. Danish was taught
as a foreign language in Icelandic schools, and while Icelandic remained the language
of instruction in most subjects, some textbooks were in Danish. This connection with
Denmark fostered cultural exchange but also led to a growing nationalist sentiment in
the 19th century, which gradually challenged the predominance of Danish in
intellectual life.

The 19th century witnessed a gradual formalization and modernization of education.
An education act in 1880 mandated that all children be taught reading, writing,
arithmetic, and Christianity. Parents were responsible for this instruction, with
supervision from Lutheran Church pastors. This period also saw the merging of the two
Icelandic cathedral schools into the Bessastadir Learned School, which functioned as
both a theological seminary and a general education institution until 1846. Upon its
relocation to Reykjavik, it split into the Reykjavik Learned School and the Theological
Seminary, further specializing educational offerings.

The turn of the 20th century marked a significant turning point with the passage of the
first national education law in 1907. This act made education compulsory and free for
children between the ages of 10 and 14. It also established a regional and
administrative structure for education, with local authorities responsible for primary
schools. This legislation laid the groundwork for a more structured and accessible
national education system, moving away from the more informal, decentralized
practices of the past.

The establishment of the University of Iceland in 1911 was a landmark event, signaling
the nation's growing independence and its commitment to fostering higher education
within its borders. The university was formed by uniting three existing post-secondary
institutions: a school of theology, a school of medicine, and a law school, with the
addition of a faculty of humanities. Initially housed in the Icelandic Parliament building,
it began with a modest enroliment of 45 students, but its establishment meant that
Icelandic students no longer had to solely rely on foreign institutions for higher
learning.
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Throughout the 20th century, Iceland continued to expand and refine its educational
system through a series of significant reforms. The first national curriculum was
introduced in 1926. In 1946, shortly after gaining full independence from Denmark in
1944, a new Education Act extended compulsory education to ages 6 to 16,
encompassing 10 years of free schooling in grunnskdli (basic schools). This reform
aimed to consolidate national control over the schooling system and ensure universal
access. The Compulsory Education Act of 1974 further modernized the system,
notably mandating special education services for all students with disabilities.

The late 20th century saw a major decentralization of the compulsory education
system. The Compulsory School Act of 1996 transferred administrative, operational,
and funding responsibilities for basic schools from the central government to local
municipalities. This shift granted significant autonomy to individual schools and local
authorities, reflecting a move towards a more localized approach to educational
governance.

Towards the end of the 20th century and into the 21st, Iceland's higher education
landscape also diversified. The Iceland University of Education, originally founded as a
teachers' college in 1908 and upgraded to tertiary level in 1971, merged with the
University of Iceland in 2008, becoming its School of Education. Other institutions,
such as the University of Akureyri, established in 1987, and the Agricultural University
of Iceland, gaining university status in 1998, further broadened the range of higher
education opportunities across the country.

The historical development of Icelandic education, from its informal beginnings to its
modern structure, showcases a persistent commitment to intellectual growth and
societal well-being. Each era has contributed to shaping a system that, while small in
scale, is deeply ingrained in the national identity and continuously strives for
adaptability and inclusivity. The journey from scattered domestic learning to a
comprehensive, state-supported system reflects Iceland's evolution as a nation and its
unwavering belief in the power of knowledge.
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