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Iceland: Educational structure and development

Jon Torfi Jénasson and Gunnhildur Oskarsdéttir

Introduction and a conceptual background

Icelandic society generally emphasizes education with an eye to ensuring that
every child and young person has an equal right to education, free of charge,
in compulsory, upper secondary school and university. There exist relatively
few fee-paying institutions at all levels, and all of these receive substantial state
or municipal funding, including pre-school. The equal right to education is
outlined in the Constitution as well as in the various laws pertaining to the
different educational levels. In general terms it may be claimed that the system
is inclusive, egalitarian and open.

At the turn of the twentieth century, the Icelandic education system was
poorly developed - the legal framework for primary education was still largely
derived from the framework moulded by the church. During the next hundred
years, however, the system became mature, sturdy and fairly advanced, largely
being on par with systems in the other Nordic countries. Regular programmes
in upper secondary and tertiary education are more open to students at all
ages than is normally the case in other countries. While the total Icelandic
population did not reach 300,000 until around the turn of the twenty-first
century, Icelandic education developed in similar ways to much larger systems,
both in qualitative and quantitative terms. This chapter deals with many of
the same concerns. Thus we draw attention to the importance of similarities
between different systems and warn against over-emphasizing their differences,
though they abound of course in the details. .

Five perspectives that are useful for understanding such system develop-
ments in describing the Icelandic education system (Jonasson 2006; Jénasson
and Blondal 2011) will serve as a framework later in the chapter. The first
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perspective brings attention to recurrent issues that emerge, sometimes in
different guises. The second perspective can be characterized by the terms conti-
nuity and gradual change. While new features are initiated and some changes
are constantly taking place, for example schools being established, changing
legal frameworks, or factors such as curriculum or attendance rates, these can
often be identified by pointing to certain actions or events that are thereby given
historical status. Looking more closely, we practically always see a more gradual
change where the historical events have clear precursors. Therefore, third,
we also emphasize the importance of the long-term perspective, and suggest
that short-term changes can often be identified as fluctuations in a robustly
developing process. By doing this we note that the regularities in the develop-
ments are often hidden by short-term fluctuations. Fourth, we point to various
examples of academic drift where institutions and programmes gradually
become more academic when using the long-term perspective and this can be
noted at all educational levels. The fifth perspective draws attention to what here
is called the institutional drift, whereby institutions gradually emerge or change
their position within an educational system (normally by moving upwards).

Icelandic education: An overview? ?

Recently, the Icelandic central government has carried out a reform of the
entire school system, with new acts for all four school levels being passed in
2008,> namely pre-school, compulsory education, upper secondary education,
and public universities. In 2010, an adult education act was passed which,
however, is aimed exclusively at those who have not already obtained upper
secondary education and extends to all age groups above the normal upper
secondary schooling age. The global financial crisis in 2008 impinged on the
Icelandic economy, which is gradually regaining its strength, but serious cuts
have delayed the full realization of the reforms.
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Figure 1.1 The basic structure of the Icelandic educational system
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Figure 1.1 shows the basic structure of the Icelandic educational system and
indicates to which ages the system refers, but after compulsory education the age of
the students does not necessarily correspond to the numbers shown here. Pre-schools
provide education for children until the age of six. Icelandic children normally start
formal school at six years old and automatically progress annually throughout ten
years of compulsory education. In addition, practically all three-, four- and five-year-
olds attend pre-school. Implicit in the main principle of an equal right to education
is the compulsory responsibility of schools to attend to the educational needs of each
student. Inclusion is the guiding policy but it is not all plain sailing (Marindsson and
Bjarnason 2014; Sigurdardottir et al. 2014). In 2013, three out of 169 compulsory
schools operating in Iceland were special education schools with less than 0.4 per cent
of the primary school student population. While enrolment in private schools at the
compulsory level has slightly increased during the last decade, less than 2.5 per cent
of pupils attend the ten privately operated schools.

The compulsory system includes primary and lower secondary schools and is
financed and operated by local authorities (the municipalities). In contrast, the
upper secondary system is operated and financed by the central government,
except for the municipalities, which provide up to 40 per cent of building
construction costs. The tertiary system is financed by the state, but student fees
are collected at some institutions.

After completing compulsory education at age sixteen, most students proceed
directly to non-compulsory upper secondary school. Since 2010 over 95 per
cent of sixteen-year-olds enrol in upper secondary level each year, even though
some drop out during the first year. Upper secondary school administration
is based on legislation, regulations and the curriculum guide issued by the
central government. The structure of the system and the curriculum framework
are dictated by the central government, whereas the schools have a rather
limited but increasing scope for independent action. Thus, the administrative
structure is essentially two-layered, where one layer represents the central
government and the other the individual schools. Upper secondary studies are
typically four-year programmes (with some notable shorter exceptions), and are
intended for the sixteen to nineteen age group (graduating at the age of twenty).
Around 100 branches of study are offered, of which over eighty are vocational
(Kjartansdottir 2013).

The Icelandic tertiary system is essentially a unified system, similar to those
in the United Kingdom and Spain and to some extent the Swedish system.
There is also a considerable adult and continuing educational activity in Iceland

outside the formal system and this is expanding.
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Literature and data on Icelandic education in English

Those wishing to obtain information about Icelandic education can find English
language materials in a number of locations. First, the Ministry of Education
and Culture* provides a description of much of the education system in various
documents and national curriculum guides in English.® Under legislation,
the principal acts on all levels of education and other legislation relevant to
education are available, including Chapter 7 of the Constitution which contains
statements about human rights, such as Article 76 on education.® Second,
Statistics Iceland has much numerical data on Iceland and Icelandic education
readily accessible in English.” Third, Icelandic researchers now publish exten-
sively in international journals and participate in numerous international
projects.®* A number of journals publish English language material on Icelandic
education. Examples include Netla, a web-based reviewed journal with a
special section containing English material,’ Uppeldi og menntun [Pedagogy
and Education], and Timarit um menntarannsdknir, Journal of Educational
Research (Iceland). In some cases only abstracts are available in English, but in
other cases the full articles are written in English. Finally, Iceland is included
in the Eurydice and OECD descriptive and comparative publications and
participates in a number of international comparisons, which publish reports,
notably PISA.

The features of Icelandic education

What follows is a high-level overview of the education system with some
historical background presented chronologically.

A historical preamble

The story of the modern development of the Icelandic system of education
begins in the 1860s or 1870s. During that period, a relatively large number of
different schools at various levels were established and in the following decades
the current system started to form. Thus the Icelandic system of education is
less than 150 years old.

But historically this would be somewhat misleading, for three reasons.
All of these reflect the fact that during the Middle Ages Iceland came under
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the jurisdiction of Norway and later Denmark, which continued formally
until 1944. First we note the historical ties with the Church, initially with the
Catholic Church and then with Protestant denominations, which were most
significant even though the secular and religious ties were clearly inter-woven,
due to the influence of the Reformation. Thus the influence of the State and
the Church are not easy to distinguish. The roots of Icelandic education extend
nearly 1,000 years prior to the twentieth century with schools being estab-
lished in the two dioceses in Iceland, the first in 1106. The two schools were
operated intermittently (especially during the early centuries) until around
1800. But there are, throughout history, also well known cases of education in
the home and even private tuition and substantial literary activity took place
in the monasteries and nunneries. A Latin school, a legacy of the schools in
these dioceses was moved to Reykjavik in 1846. It had been a combination
of a gymnasium and initial education for the clergy, but was split up when
established in Reylgavik. The gymnasium became a separate institution,
while a special school for the clergy was established. This gymnasium was the
flagship of Icelandic elite (higher) education for a long time and is still seen as
a prestigious gymnasium, perhaps as a primus inter pares in upper secondary
education.

Second, a considerable non-formal educational approach was taking place
outside any special system of education. A primary mover was the Church,
not least through the influence of the Pietists during the eighteenth century
who played a very active role in initial education. For all intents and purposes,
preparation for confirmation was in itself a system of education, with clear aims,
criteria, rules, teaching material and an instructional system and manpower to
enforce all this. Furthermore there were examples of home teaching and the
reading societies, established in many districts during the nineteenth century,
which were instrumental in spreading reading material among the population
as a form of adult education.

Third, Icelandic education was a part of the Danish education system
in many respects for a long time. Iceland complied with Danish edicts on
education and the University of Copenhagen was also open to Icelanders,
who received grants to stay in student housing. A considerable number of
Icelanders went to Denmark for various studies, and in fact still do. But
Iceland gained gradual independence. An impeortant step for primary and
upper secondary education was taken in 1874, and with home rule in 1904
impediments to establishing an Icelandic university were essentially removed.
Iceland had gained independence in internal affairs by 1918 and later in
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all affairs by 1944. We now turn to the description of the current system of
education.

Higher education

According to the European Bologna framework for higher education, which
the Icelandic government has accepted as a framework for higher education in
Iceland, the university level is largely a 3+2+3 cycle system with essentially no
post-secondary non-university track (Jéhannsdéttir and Jénasson 2014). This
refers to a first cycle of three years for bachelor’s degree, two years for a master’s
and three years for a doctorate. But in perhaps the majority of cases, students
take longer to complete the programmes as they have part- or even full-time
work alongside their studies.

Currently, there are four public and three private higher education insti-
tutions operating in Iceland. All are subject to the provisions of the Higher
Education Institutions Act of 2006. Additionally, there is the Public Higher
Education Institution Act of 2008. The oldest and by far the largest institution
is the University of Iceland, established in 1911 to mark the centenary of the
major proponent of independence, Jén Sigurdsson. This was nevertheless in
an important sense a symbolic event as three of the faculties established were
already existing schools, namely of divinity, medicine and law. The number of
universities increased after the middle of the twentieth century to the current
total of seven. This relatively large number of institutions can be explained in
at least three ways; first, existing institutions were elevated to university level
without merging though this has happened later in some instances, second, due
to a policy of strengthening rural areas and third, because vested interests have
managed to retain the independence of certain institutions.

Teacher education

An important part of the series of laws enacted in 1907 was the establishment
of a school for teachers, Icelandic Teachers Training College, which opened
in 1908. There had been teacher education for at least twenty years previ-
ously, and girls in the home economics schools were being prepared to teach
children at home. The college for teachers was at the upper secondary level
until 1971, when it became a university, the Iceland University of Education.

The school for pre-school teachers and physical education teachers united with
the college for teacher education in 1998. At the University of Akureyri, the
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Faculty of Education was established in 1993 educating at compulsory schools.
It soon also educated pre-school teachers and offered a programme for upper
secondary teachers. Teacher preparation for upper secondary teachers began at
the University of Iceland in 1951, which developed into a one year programme
and a similar programme was later developed at the other institutions offering
teacher education. The Iceland University of Education was merged with the
University of Iceland in 2008 and became one of its five schools. All education
programmes, including the diploma for upper secondary teachers, that had
been developed in the Faculty of Social Science were thereby moved to the new
School of Education. At the same time it was decided that teacher training, for
all the three levels, pre-school, compulsory and upper secondary, should be a
five-year master’s level programme.

Upper secondary education

Upper secondary has two tiers, the academic and the vocational, with the
academic being initially more dominant, but the vocational taking over for a
period during the early twentieth century, and the academic gaining the clear
upper hand around the 1970s,
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There is always a slight problem in defining what should count as vocational
programmes and what as academic programmes, but in Figure 1.2 we single
out the journeyman’s examination, which has been considered in Iceland the
most stable, and generally speaking the most important group, of vocational
programmes within the educational system. This includes examination for
a host of different trades, infer alia all machine, building, cloth-making and
catering trades. The figure shows the substantial parity between the two groups
of programmes, namely the university entrance examination (UEE) and the
journeyman’s examination from around 1910, when the latter started to emerge
as a real option in Iceland right up to the 1970s, when the vocational tracks
started to taper off in relative terms.?

There are several likely reasons why attendance at these two types of
programmes begins to diverge. With the expansion of tertiary education, along
with the flourishing of the service industries and with endless new opportu-
nities in the arts, media and business, the relative attraction of the vocational
trades may have diminished. Thus in an important sense there is competition
between different programmes and the type that is controlled by a credential
expansion (for bona fide reasons) takes over, namely the UEE.M i

Currently, there are thirty-two upper secondary schools in the main system
and they fall into three chief categories. First, traditional grammar schools that
offer only matriculation examination programmes. Second, various vocational
schools developed from the late nineteenth century onwards which were
specialized, with those offering programmes for the industrial arts emerging
as the most prominent vocational schools. Third, since the late 1970s, compre-
hensive schools have been established, in accordance with the governing policy
of opening up schools that offer both vocational programmes and academic
programmes for the UEE. Comprehensive schools combine the two former
types of schools, not only following the rationale of economy in rural areas,
but also serving to help eradicate a perception of unequal status between the
different types of programmes. This was also intended to facilitate transfers
between programmes and schools whenever students so desire. An explicit
rationale for building up the comprehensive system was to allow students to
easily change routes. Recently, the vocational schools have been permitted to
offer university matriculation programmes, typically in combination with their
vocational programmes. This merging of academic and vocational programmes
has been a gradual development since the 1970s. It is also a major principle
behind the most recent law on upper secondary education, that the status
of vocational and academic education should be equivalent within a holistic




Iceland: Educational structure and development 19

system, such that the UEE might be completed from both the vocational
and academic routes. The main pathways within the secondary system are:
(1) academic programmes, leading to the UEE; (2) arts programmes; (3) a
multitude of vocational programmes such as the industrial arts, which have
been the mainstay of vocational schooling; (4) a general programme, mainly
intended for those who have not obtained access to the other programmes;
and (5) a variety of (normally short) work-related programmes. There are two
organizational principles within the upper secondary system: a class based
system where the students follow their class from the first grade to the last, and
a credit-unit based system where students attend courses with different students
depending on the credit-units they need to take. In addition to the thirty-two
schools there are a number of schools often classified at the upper secondary
level, such as for the police, a film school and a number of schools related to the
arts, especially music schools.

The 2008 act provides for a new qualification, the upper secondary school
leaving certificate taking one-and-a-half or two years, but does not entail any
specific courses. Other qualifications provided for are vocational certificates
giving professional rights, the matriculation examination and other final exami-
nations which are defined by upper secondary schools that prepare students
for certain jobs but give no legally protected qualifications. Finally, upper
secondary schools may now begin to offer post-secondary education. The new
upper secondary school leaving certificate is aimed at students who do not
plan to complete further degrees and one of its main purposes is to decrease
school dropout at the secondary level. Whether this will make much difference
to students is not clear, since the certificate conveys no rights except to further
study at the same school level, which they have anyway. However, this certificate
may induce students to complete at least eighteen months instead of one year
which many have typically completed before dropping out. This remains to be
seen.

Compulsory education

The first primary school, which still exists, was established in 1852 and very
gradually more schools were established, mainly in the villages or emerging
towns. The curriculum was based on the strong Pietist tradition and borrowed
from the schools in Denmark, which in turn was much influenced by German
standards. A major turning point in the moulding of the education system
was a law making education compulsory in 1907, accompanied by a law on
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teacher education and a framework administering the education system. The
compulsory period was four years, where children entered the compulsory
system when they were ten and left at fourteen. This was a certain break with
tradition as many children in the towns were already starting school at seven
and would have left at fourteen. This could of course continue, but the law
specified the ages for which the State shouldered financial responsibility. Figure
1.3 shows when the compulsory age was first set and then extended, with an
indication that there is an extension of one year every fifteen years on average
which means, by simple extrapolation, that it may be extended to twelve years
around 2020.

Figure 1.3 shows the dates at which there was a change in the number of
compulsory years in Icelandic education. The extra point in the top right hand
corner is meant to show that in 2008 the State guaranteed education for sixteen
and seventeen year olds in upper secondary school (i.e. until they are eighteen),
but it is not compulsory.

Until the 1960s the difference between the rural and urban areas remained
quite marked, and it can be suggested that there were two education systems
operating in terms of school attendance, one for the urban and one for the
rural areas. This distinction was permitted by law for the first two-thirds of the
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century. The law gave the different municipalities some leeway of enforcement,
and in some cases attendance was lower than the law stipulated. Figure 1.4
shows a number of important developments by looking at the crude numbers,
first, how the compulsory system gradually extends to the age group 6-15 (ten
cohorts) and reaches it in 1990. Second, it shows that at times many more
students were in the system outside the compulsory age which indicates that the
change in law normally only accommodated the current state of affairs. Third,
it shows the enormous strain on the system between 1950 and 1970 with an
explosion in the number of children the system had to cater for, even though
the graph does not show the additional strain due to migration from the rural
to urban areas. Fourth, the graph shows, perhaps somewhat unexpectedly, how
stable the school population has been since the 1970s.

In Figure 1.4, the top line shows the number of children in the age groups
6~15 years during the period 1880-2014. The next line, with filled circles shows
the number of children attending primary and lower secondary school as these
were organized at any given time. The lowest line shows the number of children
who were obliged to attend school at any given time. Only one data point
shows school attendance prior to 1907, but quite a large proportion of children
attended school at some time prior to this date, but many only for short periods.

Cohort size, number of students in school and the size of the compulsory group
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Figure 1.4 Cohort size, number of students in school and size of the compulsory group
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A number of educational issues were publicly debated throughout the
twentieth century. The issue of testing is a prominent example. Discussion
surrounds the extent of testing, the purpose of tests (ie. for feedback,
comparison or monitor selection) and thus, related to this, the stakes involved.
There was an entrance examination to the gymnasia, which was transferred to
the secondary schools to carry out in 1946. These were fairly high stakes tests
determining entrance to the gymnasia. They were retained and became a part
of the compulsory final tests in 1974, but the stakes diminished considerably,
in the sense that the marks might control into which gymnasia one had access
but there would always be some avenues open. These standardized tests were
compulsory until 2008, but are still used early in the final year. The importance
of standardization seems still to be acknowledged and also the importance of
participation in international testing, ranging from the IEA Reading literacy
study done in 1991 up to the more recent TIMSS, PIRLS and PISA studies,
many of which Iceland has participated in. Much emphasis, both from media
and policy, is placed on the standing of Icelandic schools in PISA.

Another issue concerns a ‘school for all’ This is, whether or to what extent all
children should be in the same schools irrespective of academic performance
or ability. The general policy is to offer all children the same choices, but it
varies to what extent the schools, or the parents, think this is the best option
for all children. Special educational support is available in special education
classrooms and in general education classrooms, or most often a combination
of both. During the school year 2012-13, approximately 27 per cent of pupils
received special education, 33 per cent of boys and 21 per cent of girls, along
with attending mainstream classes. Since the 1990s, there has been a substantial
increase in pupils with a foreign mother tongue, and they now comprise 6.5 per
cent of pupils in compulsory education. Polish speakers are the most numerous,
with Filipino related languages, English and Thai speakers coming next. In both
the Compulsory School Act and Upper Secondary School Act there are special
articles on reception plans for pupils whose mother tongue is not Icelandic.

Pre-primary education

The roots of pre-primary education extend to the 1930s, even though it
took off during and after the Second World War. Initially nurseries, day-care
centres, kindergartens or pre-schools all existed and were run by private or
charitable organizations and were mainly intended for children from broken
or poor homes. It has been abundantly clear that the provision of any type
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of pre-school education was primarily to provide children from broken
homes with a place to stay. Gradually this provision extended to parents who
could not provide a stable home environment and then more generally. But
as the profession of nursery pedagogues began to form after the middle of
the twentieth century, as a professional group they provided a well-argued
rationale for the pedagogic importance of these centres. This was gradually
accepted by the authorities, who started to assume responsibility for building
the facilities and paying the salaries to some extent, but it was on the basis of
a welfare policy, not the pedagogic rationale. During the 1980s and 1990s this
began to change. In 1985 a pedagogic plan was published by the Ministry of
Education (a plan similar to what had been used as a part of the curriculum |
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at the school for pre-school teachers) and in 1991 and 1994 two laws were
passed to move the pre-schools into the system, the latter formally asserting
the school level as the first stage in the school system. Now it was a school,
the staff became teachers and in 1999 a curriculum replaced the pedagogical
plan from 1985.

Figure 1.5 shows the proportion of the cohorts 0-5 years that attend
pre-primary institutions. The normal time for the age groups 2-5 is eight hours.
Some five year olds are already in primary school.

Pre-school is not compulsory, but Figure 1.5 shows that practically all
children aged three, four and five attend these schools, in that sense they could
be given a foundation on which the first class in compulsory school can build.
This is, however, not done formally, and in some cases not at all. It is noteworthy
how many two year olds are attending and even around 30 per cent of the one
year olds are already at school.

Adult education

In many ways informal adult education has been an integral part of the Icelandic
way of living for a long time. With various activities, such as journals, reading clubs,
public lectures, such activities became semi-formalized but within a non-formal
setting. A major argument for the establishment of Icelandic Radio in 1930 was
education at a distance. A correspondence school was established in 1940 in close
co-operation with a school run by the co-operatives, Samvinnuskélinn. Later the
international discourse on lifelong learning that became prominent in the 1960s
and 1970s was quite influential in Iceland and the establishment of a special
programme for older people (over twenty-five) was started in one of the new
gymnasia in 1972 (it closed at the end of 2014), and subsequently also at several
upper secondary schools. The term adult education has a different meaning in
different cultures, and quite often it caters predominantly for those adults who are
not otherwise within the formal education system. This is the case in Iceland, and
from the 1990s there has been a steady development of continuing educational
centres around the country that in many respects have formed a ‘new’ mode of
education that is outside the formal system. It is gradually becoming parallel to it
in some respects. The centres are self-owning institutes, established by the local
labour unions, the local upper secondary school and the municipalities in the area
with the participation of some industrial firms. They obtain funds from the State,
from a central fund, to an extent controlled by the confederation of industries and
the labour unions and from fees paid by participants.
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Figure 1.6 Percentage of males and females who have not completed any upper secondary
certificate, average for the years 2009-2011. Based on Labor market survey. Statistics
Tceland 2013/TT}

Figure 1.6 gives the percentage of different age groups who have not
completed an upper secondary certificate, shown for males and females. This
data is the basis of much of the funding of adult education and the consensus
that increased completion of upper secondary education is a policy priority.

The legal basis for running and funding adult education has been uncertain.
In 1992, there was for the first time enacted a law on adult education in Iceland,
but this was subsumed under the law on upper secondary education in 1996,
and a legal framework for adult education was only re-established in 2010,
partly on the basis of the situation shown in Figure 1.6. This new law only
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applied to those adults who had not completed upper secondary education ~
reinforcing the understanding that adult education is not referring to those who
are or will proceed within the formal system. The State provides funds under the
umbrella of this law for educational provisions to support this group.

Five perspectives on the development of education

Here we will mention important features of the development and standing of
the current Icelandic system seen from the five different perspectives mentioned
at the beginning of the chapter.

Perspective 1: Constancy or recurrence in the discourse

Everything seems to evolve, the times change and so does the educational
discourse, both the issues and the terms used. When looking closely at the
themes or issues that underlie the educational discourse they appear remarkably
stable and persistent, even if the flavour of the debate may change. There are a
plethora of clear examples of this, such as where shall the control of education
lie, what should be the weight and role of examinations, how segregated can
one allow an inclusive system to be, to what extent should the system respond
to individual differences and how should one ensure quality control and how
central should that be.

The status and development of vocational education

An intriguing problem which has been discussed in one way or another from
the middle of the twentieth century is the interest in, and status of, vocational
education among the potential students and their parents. An important part
of the law on compulsory education in 1946 was to strengthen a vocational
route at grades seven and eight within compulsory education - but this came
to nothing, except for a change that lasted for a few years in some smaller
municipalities. A revamp of upper secondary education in the 1970s with the
establishment of comprehensive schools was largely to enhance the appeal of
vocational education, but also to increase the viability of such programmes,
being spread around the country. And practically every government since has
vowed to respond to calls from both the vocational programmes or schools, but
especially industry to do their utmost to both strengthen and lift the status of
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vocational programmes. They have never succeeded (and perhaps never really
tried) but the issue is very much alive.

Curricular issues are not seriously debated

Serious curricular debates have been relatively few and far between in Icelandic
education even though such discourse is constantly alive at some level in the
system. There were sporadically serious debates about teaching methods, right
from the eighteenth century (about how the catechism was taught) through a
debate related to testing at the turn of the twentieth century, and ‘new school
efforts during the 1930s and again in the 1970s, but perhaps not so much
since. Related to content, the decision to reduce substantially the importance
of classical subjects, notably Greek and Latin in the Reykjavik gymnasium in
1905 spurned a weighty debate and it was claimed that this marked the demise
of real education as the ‘modern’ languages and natural sciences were given
more priority. The introduction of typing and book-keeping at both lower and
upper secondary levels in the 1960s evoked no serious debate, perhaps scorn;
but to many this was not the task for the system of education. There can be
little doubt that the introduction of the OECD-backed new curricula, largely
inspired by ideas from the United States in the 1960s and 1970s provoked the
most vehement debate in Icelandic curricular history. It proposed much simul-
taneous change; new methods (guided discovery), new materials (e.g. the new
maths) but most notably both new material and the merger of subjects, both in
the natural and social sciences. What some saw as the practical disappearance
or watering down of Icelandic history was perhaps considered by others as the
most serious threat to education as it had been developed, and caused a fierce
debate in the early 1980s. More recently, the introduction of a new curricular
guide in 2011 was a single, common document for pre-school, compulsory
school and upper secondary education and thus a novel step to be taken,
emphasizing the holistic nature and continuity within the school system. This
overarching curriculum, which presented six fundamental competencies with
the focus on literacy, sustainability, democracy, equality, health and creativity,
was apparently quite well received, if with some bewilderment as it was not
entirely clear what this emphasis exactly meant in practical terms.

Perspective 2: Continuity of development through identifiable phases

The second perspective is characterized by continuity in educational devel-
opment. The advent of new pedagogical ideas, the passing of new laws, the
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establishment of new institutions, all may seemingly signal important initiatives
or changes. This is, however, not the way education develops; in most cases clear
traces of the precursors to the changes seen can be traced. The causal history in
education is not always what it seems, especially when governments attribute
important positive educational developments to their action, when often their
actions are simply in line with normal developments or perhaps a response to
these. In these cases the continuity of educational changes is underestimated.
When the precursors to the kindergarten or pre-schools were established in the
1930s, there had been a number of efforts made during the 1910s and 1920s, but
these were short lived. When the first primary schools were established in the
1850s, there had been other schools established which were not sustained, but
of course a lot of home-schooling had taken place long before that.

Maintaining that a continuum best describes the build-up of education in
Iceland, it is possible to identify distinct phases of development. One such
phase can be noted during the 1870s and 1880s when a number of primary
schools were started, but more importantly a number of vocational schools at
the secondary level. A second phase is during the first decade of the twentieth
century which saw the formal establishment of the primary school system,
with the addition of a school for teacher education, formal establishment of
a comprehensive vocational school for the industrial arts - a trade school, a
commercial school and then the University of Iceland was established in 1911.
Around 1930, considerable developments took place, in particular at the upper
secondary level and the Icelandic state radio was established with a large educa-
tional portfolio, both as a part of the formal system but also outside it; only the
latter part came to fruition (due to debates about where the money should come
from). During the post-Second World War years — in 1946 and the following
years — the whole legal edifice of the educational system was revamped, but
some of the changes intended did, however, not come to fruition. In 1946 the
school system was essentially redefined, with the six classes of children aged
7-12, defined as primary school (children’s school, the then grades 1-6) and
then the middle school, with ages 13~16 (grades 1-4), with grades 1 and 2 being
a part of compulsory education, which now covered eight years in total. In 1974,
the primary and lower secondary system were reorganized as an eight-year
unitary system (7-14, ages of starting first and last grade), gradually extended
to ten years (6-15).
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Figure 1.7 Percentage of cohort registered in formal education

Perspective 3: Regularity

The third perspective is the regularity of educational development. On the
whole the changes are small but consistent, and even when there is some growth
it seems to follow a very consistent or regular pattern. When we look at the
whole system, undifferentiated, we see very regular, smooth, apparently linear
growth, as seen in Figure 1.7. Here we see how the attendance of all groups
increases gradually over sixty years.

Figure 1.7 shows the proportion of different cohorts registered in formal
education during the period 1950-2012. For one cohort group, 20-24 year olds,
the slope of the best fit is 0.7, which indicates a 0.7 per cent increase a year on
average during this period. Note that no distinction is made between school
levels, for example the twenty+ age groups are registered either at the upper
secondary or the tertiary levels.

Figure 1.8 shows UEE passes for males and females for the period
1912-2012. The number of passes per year is expressed in terms of the twenty
year cohort, even though the candidates are of various ages. The best fit
lines are assuming saturation at 100 per cent of the cohort completing this
examination. For the males an underlying simple exponential line with an
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Figure 1.8 Percentage relative to twenty years cohort

exponent near 0.03, which means a roughly 3 per cent rate of growth, shows
that the growth is obviously quite regular for a whole century. The best fitting
exponent for females indicates a 7 per cent growth and saturation seems to be
operating.

But we have two rather startling examples of exponential growth, namely
growth of attendance at particular types of institutions or programmes that
have the highest status within the system. The first example is from the UEE,
where we note that the expansions for males and females are at once very robust
and very regular over a very long period. What is perhaps most interesting is
that the rate of expansion is very different for males and females (see Figure
1.8). Jénasson (2003) discusses this in detail from the Nordic comparative
perspective, showing the similarity amongst the Nordic countries. The other
example is the same for university education, where the growth is similarly,
robust, regular, predictable and exponential for a very long period, as seen in
Figure 1.9 (see also Johannsdéttir and Jénasson 2013). It should be noted that
there are no signs that these developments will not continue for a long time.
There is considerable evidence, not taken up here, that we are noting a universal
phenomenon, even though the details vary.

Figure 1.9 shows the number of Icelandic university students registered for a
whole century, expressed as a percentage of a cohort, which is the average of the
age group 20-24 year olds. The smooth line is the best fit of only the numbers
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Figure 1.9 Proportion based on one cohort (average 20-24 years)

from the period 1911-70. Thus it can be assumed that it predicts what happens
subsequent to this and the fit is very good.

Perspective 4: Academic drift

The fourth perspective is that of academic drift (AD) of individual courses,
programmes and even a group of programmes or within whole schools. The
first type we mention is when informal or non-formal education gradually
becomes a part of the formal system; it becomes more ‘school like. We also call it
academic drift when the activity that is being explored relies progressively more
on ‘the book; on text, on theory, namely on codified, rather than procedural
knowledge or practice-based experience. Even when the latter is being empha-
sized, it is increasingly confined within the school setting rather than in the field
of practice. We suggest that there are three categories of AD and are all derived
from developments within Icelandic education. The first and the crudest form
(the institutional level AD) is when informal or non-formal education gradually
moves into or towards the formal mode, where formal refers to the school
system. The clearest example of this is when vocational education moved from a
non-formal setting, namely from the field to schools, and this occurred in stages
throughout the twentieth century, varying according to vocations, and may be
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ongoing. The increased attendance at all types of educational institutions is
clearly in this category. Credentialism, which was referred to above, is within
this category. We suggest that the increased attendance of pre-school children
at school (in Iceland all kindergarten or pre-school activities since the 1990s
have been a part of the school system) is also a part of this. So would be the
growth of professional master’s programmes, for example MBAs or MPAs which
people undertake to enhance their employability where on-the-job experience
is no longer sufficient for progression. The second form of AD (the programme
AD) is the increased relative strength of general programmes as compared to
vocational programmes, most visible at the upper secondary level (see Figure
1.2). Here we see institutions on balance becoming more academically oriented.
The third form (the content or substantive AD) is when programmes that
were not originally meant to be academic (i.e. not intended to be theoretical
and based on book or similar work) drift in that direction. In this category we
see the increased tendency at the kindergarten level to emphasize language,
reading, mathematical and ICT skills. Also vocational programmes become
gradually more theoretical or computer or ‘office’ oriented, as characterizes
many vocational programmes. It is a moot point if it is appropriate also to place
the drift towards moral, communicative and co-operative competencies within
vocational programmes in this category, but the increased demand for these
competencies is evident.

Seen over an extended period of time the signs of AD at all the three levels
mentioned here are reasonably clear even though some can only be discerned
with a perspective of a half or even a whole century. The pre-school is an inter-
esting example of drifts numbers one and three, as for a long time there were
no institutions available, they gradually came into existence during the middle
part of the twentieth century as child-care centres were formally converted
into school in the 1990s (with changes in terminology, from child minders
to teachers, and from pedagogical plans to curricula) and more recently with

debate as to whether or not there should be more emphasis on literacy and ICT
skills.

Perspective 5: Institutional drift

The last perspective presented here is that of institutional drift. This is seen when
a set of activities gradually become institutions, or when individual or a group
of institutions become formalized or drift, normally upward, in the educational

system. This can happen either of their own accord, but more often through
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governmental intervention. Iceland offers several examples of such change. The
first was when the old gymnasium was split into two parts in 1846 with one part
becoming an academic preparatory school (and thus relieved of any vocational
or professional component) while the other part became a professional school
for the clergy. Then we have gradual drift of a number of schools from upper
secondary level through tertiary level to university during the latter half of the
twentieth century. This was followed by an amalgamation of upper secondary
or tertiary institutions into existing universities. At the (lower) secondary level
a whole spectrum of different kinds of secondary schools was combined into
a simplified school system in 1946. This left, however, a number of loose ends,
which were tied together in 1974 by including these into the unified compulsory
school. Then a law describing the whole education system in Iceland was also
enacted. The upper secondary system started to form with the establishment of
comprehensive schools in 1973, but it was in 1988 that a law on upper secondary
education first attempted to unify all the different upper secondary schools
clearly into one system, with the next step taken in 1996.

The institutionalization of the pre-school sector is in some respects similar
to the unification of lower secondary education in 1946, as here there were
a number of quite different institutions (nurseries, day-care centres, kinder-
gartens, pre-schools), having different origins and purposes, that were gradually
unified into one kindergarten or nursery school. This has now become a unified
institution, a pre-school, which is formally the first stage in the school system,
even if it is not compulsory. This formalization took place in stages from 1973
and was completed by the 1990s.

It is still possible to find people who only attended school for two to four
years. Presently, however, children starting pre-school can expect to attend
formal education for 20-25 years before they are expected to enter the labour
market (but it should be noted that many work alongside school). This profound
development has taken less than a century. It was also noted above that adult
education is becoming institutionalized in two ways. First is the gradual
movement of non-formal education towards the formal system, as programmes
are becoming more stable and partly recognized by the schools. Second is the
recognition of prior learning, or learning outside the system, which is also an
interesting form of institutionalization.

Using a long-term perspective, we can see, as if in slow motion, how the
system gradually forms at all levels, and gradually moves towards a holistic,
unified, fairly academic institution, even though we are not quite there yet.
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Concluding remarks

The Icelandic system is a small one, but it has a similar structure to much
larger systems and has developed in a similar way. We have used five different
perspectives to guide a discussion about the development at all its levels. Upper
secondary and tertiary education have a long history, even though their devel-
opment as a system is more recent, while the history of primary and pre-school
education is even shorter. The discussion has been focused on the macro
features of educational change and important invarjants. Education policy and
provision in Iceland continues to be a changing landscape. Taking into account
a recent White paper published by the Ministry of Education and Culture in
2014, it appears that forthcoming emphases may include the enhancement of
literacy among all ages and decreasing dropout rates from upper secondary
schools.

Notes

1 Commemorating the centenary of the institution of compulsory schooling in 2007
in Iceland an extensive history in two large volumes was published covering most
aspects of pre-school, primary and secondary education in Iceland covering the
period referred to (Guttormsson 2008). The abundant material therein will be a
continuous basis for the present discussion without referring much to it; this would
be overwhelming, and the text referred to is in Icelandic.

2 The data presented is normally from the Statistics Iceland website Education unless
otherwise specified, see http://www.statice.is/Statistics/Education

3 See reference to all these acts and a link to all of them in English at http://eng.
menntamalaraduneyti.is/ Acts

4 The website is http://eng.menntamalaraduneyti.is/

5 Icelandic national curriculum guides, http://eng.menntamalaraduneyti.is/
publications/curriculum/

6 The constitution is to be found at http://www.government.is/constitution/

7 Statistics Iceland, http://www.statice.is/

8 Much is now written on Icelandic education in Icelandic and much of the recent
material is available on the web. The search tool leitir.is is useful to find material, in
English and Icelandic. .

9 Netla, articles on education in English, http://netla.hiis/articles-in-english

10 Data for males and females separately would have shown somewhat different

patterns as the bulk of the vocational students are males.
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11 In order to give the complete picture a correction for the age of the students would
be required. In both groups there are students of all ages, but the relative spread
in the journeyman's examination is greater. If we only presented data for the age
range 19-22 who completed these examinations, the gap would be much wider.
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