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Principles and general objectives of education 
A fundamental principle of education in Iceland is that everyone should have equal 
opportunity to acquire education, irrespective of sex, economic status, residential 
location, and cultural or social background. 

The main purpose of compulsory schooling is to prepare pupils for life and 
work in a continuously developing, democratic society. The organization of the school 
as well as its work shall, therefore, be guided by tolerance, Christian values and 
democratic co-operation. 

Current educational priorities and concerns 
In recent years, several governmental measures regarding education have focused on 
the decentralization and devolution of responsibility in the education system in order 
to enhance its efficiency, dynamism and flexibility. Since August 1996, primary 
schools in Iceland are operated by the municipalities, which now provide funds for 
pre-primary and lower secondary schools as well. The most sensitive issue regarding 
this transfer was to assure and guarantee the rights of the teachers that initially felt 
threatened by this action. 

The Ministry of Education, Science and Culture decided to employ a three-
pronged strategy to enhance achievement in each curricular subject and to raise the 
general level of education in conjunction with the law: (i) total revision of the national 
curricula for both primary and secondary education which, for the first time, were 
revised simultaneously in order to achieve continuity and coherence between the two 
levels; (ii) a revision of learning materials, which in some instances was badly needed 
and in other quite timely; and (iii) new legislation, curricula and teaching-learning 
materials required increased teacher training or re-training. 

The reform of upper secondary education aimed at achieving better standards, 
more flexibility and diversity in post-compulsory education. The Act passed in 1996 
contains provisions for the construction of a new secondary education system built 
upon increased subject specialization according to programme choice, increased 
variety of educational options–catering for a wider group of students than the 
academically-oriented system–and well defined entrance requirements for each 
programme. The Act of 1996 provides for nationally coordinated matriculation 
examinations in certain subjects. This provision came partly into effect in May 2004, 
but was fully implemented in 2005. Students sit examinations in Icelandic, English 

Compiled by UNESCO-IBE (http://www.ibe.unesco.org/) 

http://www.eurydice.org/


World Data on Education. 6th edition, 2006/07 

and mathematics (two subjects are compulsory). The introduction of national 
matriculation examinations has generated a lively debate, especially among teachers 
and students. 

Since 2002, the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture has been working 
on a reform of general academic programmes leading to matriculation examination, 
with the purpose of reducing their duration from four to three years. Traditionally, 
these programmes have been organized as four-year courses for students aged 16-20 
due to the short duration of the school year. One of the main arguments for the reform 
is that the school year at the compulsory and upper secondary education levels has 
been lengthened considerably in recent years. 

The Ministry of Education, Science and Culture’s Project Plan for e-Learning 
2001-2003 focused on increased use of information technology for the benefit of 
education and culture to create an advantage for the Icelandic nation in the economy 
of the future. The vision is that traditional teaching practices should develop into what 
may be defined as distributed education, with students choosing from different 
services offered by a variety of educational institutions. As an extension of the 
Ministry’s policy on information technology, efforts have been devoted to 
strengthening the premises for using the technology in schooling. The subsequent 
Plan for 2005-2008 holds the same vision. The measures which have been taken 
include programmes for teachers on the use of ICT, development of educational 
software and the build-up of a technological infrastructure. The efforts to develop 
distributed learning demand new practices, strengthened cooperation among schools, 
and the breaking down of traditional boundaries. 

A new Higher Education Act has been passed in 2006 requiring all higher 
education institutions to adopt the three-cycle degree structure in line with the 
Bologna process. In the same year, a National Qualifications Framework has been 
adopted, and according to the new Act all programmes offered by higher education 
institutions must be accredited by the Ministry of Education by 2008 (See: Eurydice, 
2007; National report of Iceland within the framework of the Bologna process). A 
three-year Action Plan 2005-2007 on the evaluation of higher education institutions 
has also been adopted. The Plan includes programme evaluations, institutional 
evaluations and quality audits, conducted by external experts or/and consulting 
companies. 

Laws and other basic regulations concerning education 
Pre-school education is regulated by Act No. 758/1994. The law governing primary 
and lower secondary education, the Compulsory School Act No. 66/1995, makes 
attendance at school compulsory for all children aged 6-16 (ten-year programmes). 
The Compulsory Education Act No. 63/1974 gave all children in Iceland the right to 
attend school from the age of 6, if their parents so wished. This law stipulated nine 
years of compulsory schooling from 7 to 16 years of age, but it anticipated that nine 
years of compulsory education would be put into effect within ten years of the passing 
of the law. In 1984, the act on nine-year compulsory schooling came fully into force. 
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The new Compulsory Act passed by Parliament in March of 1995 also 
stipulated that by 1 August 1996 the operation of schools at the compulsory level was 
transferred to the local municipalities. The eight regional offices of education, which 
provided the schools with various specialized services, have been replaced by twenty-
one local education offices in charge of general pedagogical counselling, pedagogical 
counselling in respect to particular subjects, educational counselling for students, and 
school psychology services. Where such services are not being offered by the local 
municipalities themselves, the local authority in question is under an obligation to 
negotiate with other local municipalities or with other institutions, such as teacher 
training institutions or other parties which provide similar services. The law also 
determines the length of the academic year and the minimum number of lessons to be 
given each week and defines which subjects are obligatory. 

According to a 1996 regulation concerning the instruction in Icelandic for 
pupils whose mother tongue is not Icelandic, such pupils shall, as far as it can be 
arranged  and with the agreement of the local municipality in question, receive 
instruction in their own mother tongue. The aim of such instruction is to ensure that 
these students practice both languages, and thus maintain their mother tongue by 
actively using it. 

Upper secondary education is regulated by the Upper Secondary School Act 
No. 80/1996 and subsequent amendments (the most recent in 2001). This law defines 
the framework for education at this level, its aims, the role and responsibility of the 
state and local municipalities as well as other parties that are involved in providing 
education at this level. Most of the related regulations have been issued.  

Higher education was regulated by the Universities Act No. 136/1997. 
According to a 1999 regulation regarding quality control of university instruction, 
universities were required to set up a formal internal quality evaluation system. The 
Ministry of Education, Science and Culture conducts external evaluations of higher 
education programmes or institutions and is also responsible for approving new 
degrees. The new Higher Education Act No. 63/2006 requires all higher education 
institutions to adopt the three-cycle degree structure in line with the Bologna process. 
In the same year, a National Qualifications Framework has been adopted, and 
according to the new Act all programmes offered by higher education institutions 
must be accredited by the Ministry of Education by 2008. 

Administration and management of the education system 
The Parliament is legally and politically responsible for the education system. The 
Parliament determines its basic objectives and administrative framework. Education at 
all levels is under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education, Science and 
Culture with the exception of the schools of agriculture, which are the responsibility 
of the Ministry of Agriculture. 

The Ministry of Education is responsible for implementing legislation at all 
levels, from pre-school and primary education through secondary and higher levels, as 
well as adult education. The Ministry is in charge of planning educational 
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improvements and issuing regulations and bears the final responsibility for all official 
developments and experimental work in schools. 

The Ministry lays down the framework and policy for pre-school education, 
including its role and functions, and sets the general policy regarding the methods 
used. The Ministry issues the National Curriculum Guidelines for compulsory 
education which include the detailed objectives necessary to implement the law and 
recommendations as to how the objectives should be attained in practice. In addition 
to the National Curriculum Guidelines, the Ministry issues guidelines on the 
proportion of total teaching time to be devoted to individual subjects for each year. 
The Ministry is responsible for the Curriculum Guidelines for upper secondary 
education which define the various programmes of study available, their objectives 
and course content. 

The education system has to a large extent been decentralized both with regard 
to responsibilities and decision-making as part of a general trend in Icelandic society. 
The 101 local municipalities are responsible for the operation of pre-schools and 
primary and lower secondary schools. On the other hand, the state runs the upper 
secondary schools and institutions at the higher education level. 

Pre-school education is controlled by the pre-school board (or the school 
board in those municipalities where there is one body responsible for both of these 
areas) which supervises pre-school educational affairs in the municipality concerned. 
The boards comprise the representatives appointed by the political parties or 
organizations which have been elected to the local government. The number of 
members varies according to the size of the municipality, but most often there are five 
politically appointed representatives, in addition to the representatives of parents and 
personnel of the pre-schools who have the right to attend meetings and state their 
opinions and make suggestions. In the larger municipalities supervisors of pre-school 
services work together with the pre-school board to advise on and supervise the 
activities of the pre-schools in the area concerned. 

The school board is responsible for compulsory educational affairs in each 
municipality. The school board function consists in ensuring that all school age 
children in the area receive instruction as prescribed by law. The board also ensures 
that school premises and other facilities are satisfactory. The school board is 
comprised of representatives appointed by the political parties or organizations which 
have been elected to the local administration. Representatives of teachers, 
headteachers and parents have the right to attend school board meetings and to make 
proposals. The larger municipalities employ educational representatives who provide 
services to the compulsory schools. 

Pre-primary, primary and lower secondary schools are directed by 
headteachers. They both direct and are responsible for the operations of the school 
under the supervision of the Ministry of Education. The headteacher is responsible for 
the hiring of teachers in consultation with the school board. 

The teachers’ council advises the headteacher of each compulsory school on 
administrative issues. In addition, each compulsory school shall have a parents’ 
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council which expresses opinions and views on curricular matters and other school 
activities to the school board. 

Primary and lower secondary pupils may establish a pupils’ council to look 
after, for instance, social affairs and other matters of interest to pupil welfare. Pupil 
Council representatives are entitled to attend and make proposals at meetings of the 
head teacher and teachers’ council or staff meetings whenever questions regarding the 
organization of school activities are being discussed. Most primary and lower 
secondary schools have parents’ associations, which have no formal power but can 
influence decision-making at staff meetings and meetings of school boards, where 
they are allowed to attend and make proposals. 

The upper secondary school coordination committee, which is comprised of 
the principals of all the schools in question and headed by the Minister of Education 
or his representative, is responsible for the overall coordination the school activities. 
The daily operations of upper secondary schools are directed by the principals. They 
are responsible for ensuring that school activities are in accordance with existing 
legislation, regulations, curriculum guidelines and other administrative provisions 
currently in effect. Each principal consults with his teachers at regular staff meetings. 
The principal is responsible for the employing of teachers, school counsellors and 
librarians, as well as other school staff, in consultation with the school board. 

Every upper secondary school has a school board comprised of representatives 
from the Ministry and the municipality. Its main function is to make suggestions 
about courses offered and to prepare budget proposals. Representatives of teachers 
and pupils attend meetings as observers and have the right to make proposals. A 
school council comprised of the principal, the assistant principal, teachers and pupils 
assists the principal in directing the school. Upper secondary schools have pupils’ 
councils which have the right to comment on and make proposals regarding, for 
instance, the aims of instruction, instructional materials and form of instruction. 

Constitutionally each higher education institution is directly responsible to the 
Minister of Education. The Cooperation Committee for the Higher Education 
Level is appointed on the basis of the Universities Act and comprises the university 
rectors. The Committee has an advisory role on matters that are referred to it by the 
Minister of Education or individual higher education institutions. 

The National Centre for Educational Materials under the auspices of the 
Ministry of Education develops and publishes educational materials for compulsory 
school and distributes them to compulsory school pupils free of charge. 

Nationally coordinated examinations are taken at the end of compulsory 
education. There are also national examinations in the fourth and seventh years of 
compulsory education in Icelandic and mathematics. The examinations are set, graded 
and organized by the Educational Testing Institute. This Institute is an 
independent institution funded by the State through the Ministry of Education. The 
Institute also undertakes comparative analyses of the education system through 
participation in international surveys. 
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According to the law of 1996 on upper secondary education, a Cooperation 
Committee for Vocational Education at the upper secondary level is to be a forum 
for comprehensive policy-making in the affairs of vocational training and to give 
advice in the setting of common rules on matters relating to vocational training. The 
Committee is appointed by the Minister of Education. 

Occupational Councils are appointed by the Minister of Education for 
individual branches of industry or groups of such branches. These councils 
(comprising representatives from the labour market and the Ministry of Education) 
define the skills that the labour market demands in individual trades. Occupational 
councils are also to make suggestions concerning the structure of vocational education 
and curriculum guidelines for special subjects that pertain to the vocation in question. 
School boards of upper secondary schools are permitted to establish one or more 
advisory committees in order to promote the best possible cooperation between the 
school in question and local industries. 

Structure and organization of the education system 
Iceland: structure of the education system
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Pre-school education 

Pre-school education is the first level in the school system and is intended for children 
who have not yet reached the age of compulsory schooling (6 years). Children are not 
required to attend pre-school education, but the aim is to provide all children with the 
opportunity to attend pre-school if their parents so wish. 

Primary education 

There is no division between primary and lower secondary education; they form part 
of the same school level (compulsory education) and commonly take place in the 
same school. In general, pupils attend the school which is nearest to their home in the 
school district within which they live. Most schools cover the entire age group from 6 
to 16 years. There are no entrance requirements at this school level, and all children 
are accepted at the age of 6. The enrolment rate is 100%. 

Secondary education 

At the upper secondary level there are two main types of schools offering general 
academic education. Grammar schools offer four-year academic programmes which 
end with a matriculation examination. Students who successfully complete the course 
are entitled to enter universities. Comprehensive upper secondary schools offer an 
academic programme comparable to that of the grammar schools concluding with a 
matriculation examination, a general theoretical course for those students taking a 
two-year programme of study, and also theoretical and practical training as in the 
industrial vocational schools. 

Vocational training takes place in upper secondary comprehensive schools, 
industrial vocational schools and specialized vocational schools. The duration of 
courses varies between one and ten semesters. Many forms of vocational training 
award students a certification for certain types of employment. This applies especially 
to studies in certified trades such as the training of nurses’ aides and qualified sea 
captains. 

Traditionally, studies offered at the higher education level lead to the award of 
the following degrees: bachelor’s degree, which normally takes three or four years of 
study; master’s degree, taking one to two years of study after the bachelor’s degree; 
and doctoral degree, which require three to four years to complete. There is also a 
long-cycle professional degree system (candidatus degree, normally lasting four to six 
years) qualifying for a special office or profession in the fields of medicine, dentistry 
and pharmacy. In a number of higher education institutions a diploma or certificate is 
awarded after one or two years’ study in fields such as pedagogy, business and 
languages. The diploma courses are short, practically-oriented and theory-based. 
According to the new Higher Education Act of 2006 all higher education institutions 
must adopt the three-cycle degree structure in line with the Bologna process. 

Pre-schools normally operate eleven months a year (they usually close for one 
month because of the summer holidays). There are some pre-schools, however, that 
operate all the year round. Compulsory schools operate for nine months a year 
(September 1 through 31 May). There is a Christmas holiday and an Easter holiday. 
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The first day of summer and Ascension Day are also holidays. The minimum number 
of school days at compulsory school used to be 170 per year, but following the 
teachers’ new wage contract, the number of school days is now 180. Classes are held 
five days a week. 

All schools in urban areas operate for a full nine-month school year. A few 
schools in sparsely populated areas operate for a shorter time, i.e. eight and a half 
months. The reasons for a shorter school year are linked to traditions which go back to 
a time when children and adolescents participated in work related to agriculture or the 
fishing industry. The number of schools operating less than the full nine months is 
rapidly diminishing. 

Schools at the upper secondary level operate for nine months of the year. In 
most upper secondary schools, the academic year is divided into two semesters. 
According to the law of 1996, there is a minimum of 145 teaching days per school 
year and this provision came into effect in the school year 1997/98. 

Although in most institutions of higher education the academic year is 
formally defined to last one calendar year, beginning August or September, the school 
year usually lasts from September to May and is divided into two semesters, autumn 
and spring. The autumn semester starts at the beginning of September and lasts until 
21 December. The spring semester lasts from the beginning of January until the end of 
May. Some institutions have summer sessions which last from June to August. 

The financing of education T

Financing varies depending on the level of the education system. Local municipalities 
pay for the construction and the operation of pre-schools and compulsory schools. 
They also meet 40% of the cost of construction for an upper secondary school; the 
state budget contributes the remaining 60%. State contributions towards the operation 
of schools at the upper secondary and university levels are determined in the annual 
budget as passed by Parliament each year.  

The construction and the running of pre-schools are by law at the expense and 
under the supervision of local municipalities. Parties other than the local 
municipalities are allowed to operate pre-schools on the condition that permission to 
that effect has been obtained from the local municipality in question. In such cases, 
the local municipalities usually contribute to the cost of operating the pre-school, but 
there are no coordinated rules concerning such contributions. All salaries and 
operating costs of pre-schools are the responsibility of the local municipality (private 
pre-schools usually depend on contributions from the municipality in question, too). 

Since 1990, all decisions regarding the construction and maintenance of school 
buildings and facilities have been made by the local municipalities in question, and 
they have also born all costs. In accordance with the new law concerning compulsory 
education, from 1995 the local municipalities alone are responsible for the education 
of children and adolescents in the compulsory school age and the costs are entirely 
covered by the local municipalities. This means that the State no longer has any 
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responsibility for providing schooling, but continues to pay for all educational 
materials. 

Costs regarding new construction and initial capital investment for equipment 
at the upper secondary level are met in such a way that the state pays 60%, and the 
local municipalities–one or more–that are formally parties to the construction of the 
school pay the remaining 40%. All other costs at the upper secondary level are 
covered by the state. 

All salaries at the higher education level are paid by the State and also the 
main share of other operating costs. However, the University of Iceland, which is by 
far the largest institution at this educational level, has substantial forms of income 
from a lottery that fall outside provisions that are made in the State budget. 

It is a matter of principle in the Icelandic school system that education should 
be free of charge. The education at the compulsory level is free: instruction, 
administration, busing, maintenance of buildings and facilities, etc., are paid for by 
the local municipalities; teaching and learning materials are paid for by the State. At 
the pre-school level, parents cover a part of the cost, and in schools at the upper-
secondary level and the university level, students pay enrolment fees and purchase 
their textbooks. On the whole, parents contribute about a third of the operating costs 
of pre-schools. Students at the higher education level have, in most cases, access to 
loans from the Icelandic Student Loan Fund, in order to cover cost of living expenses. 

According to Eurostat, the total public expenditure on education represented 
7.59% of GDP in 2004. 

The educational process T

Pre-primary education 

The Ministry of Education, Science and Culture establishes the curriculum for pre-
school education and sets out its educational and developmental role and the general 
policy regarding methodology. The main educational objectives at pre-school level 
are to: provide children with safe conditions in which to play and a healthy 
environment in which to grow up; give children the opportunity of participating in 
games and activities and to enjoy the more varied educational opportunities provided 
in groups under the direction of  pre-school teachers; place emphasis on encouraging, 
in cooperation with the parents, the all-round development of the children in 
accordance with the individual nature and needs of each  child and to strive to offer 
them the emotional and physical support needed to enjoy their childhood; encourage 
tolerance and open-mindedness in the children and to provide them with equal 
opportunities to develop; support their Christian ethical development and lay the 
foundations for children to become independent, conscious, active and responsible 
participants in a democratic society which is constantly and rapidly changing; foster 
the children’s creative and expressive abilities in order to strengthen their self-image, 
feelings of security and ability to solve problems in a non-aggressive  manner. 
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The current pre-school educational programme is based on a child-centred 
approach, where emphasis is placed on childhood as a separate stage of development 
with special qualities which must be borne in mind: the individual development and 
needs of each child must be the focal point. The educational programme at pre-school 
level corresponds to the National Curriculum Guidelines at compulsory school level. 
It includes the following areas: caring and daily routine; play and playing conditions; 
speech and speech stimulation; visual creativity and expression; music, sound and 
movement; nature; society. 

All the learning areas are integrated; there are no clear demarcation lines 
between them as in the case of traditional school subjects. Pre-school education is 
intended to bridge the gap between caring for children and educating them, supporting 
their all-round development and thus preparing them for primary school and life itself. 

Children in pre-schools learn mainly through play and other activities, by 
encountering and participating, under normal and tangible circumstances. First-hand 
experience is considered very important. Considerable emphasis is placed on 
positive interaction between the teacher and child and on democratic cooperation. 
Teachers are not required to assess the progress of children at this level. Many pre-
school teachers do, however, carry out informal assessment as a means of gaining 
better understanding of the children’s development and progress. 

Pre-schools usually provide four to nine hours a day of care and instruction, 
and it is up to the parents to decide how long they deem it necessary for the child to 
attend. However, it also varies from one municipality to another whether the wishes of 
the parents regarding the length of stay at the pre-school, can be fulfilled.  Pre-schools 
are open between 7:00/8:00 a.m. and 17:30/18:30 p.m. Meal times, i.e. breakfast, mid-
morning refreshments, lunch and afternoon refreshments, are a permanent part of the 
pre-school routine. After lunch the younger children usually have a period of rest. The 
children are expected to be outdoors for a certain time every day. 

Most pre-school facilities are established and maintained by the 
municipalities. Other parties may also operate a pre-school facility in consultation 
with the municipality and after receiving a permit from the Ministry. Almost all 
private pre-schools receive financial support from the municipality, so very few are 
run on a totally private basis. 

All parents pay fees for their children to attend pre-school. Single parents pay 
30-50% less than couples. Children from single-parent families and of students have 
priority for full-day (nine-hour) pre-school places in many municipalities. Parental 
contributions cover roughly 30% of the operating costs of publicly run pre-schools. 
The fees in privately run pre-schools are around 10-20% higher than in the public 
ones. 

Each pre-school operates as an independent institution, usually in facilities 
which have been specifically designed for the purpose. As a general rule, children 
attend the pre-school which is closest to their home. Pre-school education is co-
educational. Only one pre-school has separate groups for the two sexes. According to 
Statistics Iceland, in 2004 there were 262 pre-schools with 16,755 children enrolled. 
The total number of educational staff was 4,085 (32% were qualified pre-school 
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teachers, 6% were teachers with other types of training, and 62% were untrained 
teachers), and the total number of non-teaching personnel was 618. 

Primary and lower secondary education 

The main aims of compulsory education, as stated in the Compulsory School Act, are 
the following: (i) to prepare pupils for life and work in a continually developing 
democratic society; the organization of the school and the work that takes place there 
is thus to be guided by tolerance, Christian values and democratic co-operation; (ii) to 
aim at conducting its operation in the fullest possible accordance with the nature and 
needs of its pupils and to encourage the development, health and education of each 
individual; (iii) to give pupils an opportunity to acquire knowledge and skills and to 
cultivate work habits that promote a continuous interest in seeking education and self-
development. School work is therefore to lay the foundation for independent thinking 
and to train pupils' ability to co-operate with others. 

On basis of the law, the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture issues 
regulations and National Curriculum Guidelines. These provide the details of how the 
law is to be implemented and define more clearly the educational role of compulsory 
schools and the main objectives of instruction in individual subjects in accordance 
with that role. The National Curriculum Guidelines are a further development of the 
law and have the legal status of a Ministry regulation. They interpret the law and 
further specify what is to be coordinated in all compulsory schools. Furthermore, the 
National Curriculum Guidelines set the parameters for each school and its staff in 
respect to organization, execution and evaluation of education within that school as 
well as on the proportion of total teaching time to be devoted to each individual 
subject for each year. The number of hours of instruction varies according to the age 
of pupils. 

The compulsory school is divided into ten grades. Three types of schools are 
the most common: schools that have all ten grades, schools that cover Grades I to VII 
and schools that cover Grades VIII-X. The latter are often merger schools, i.e. they 
take in pupils from more than one school in the catchment area that has Grades I-VII. 

Classes are held five days each week. The number of hours of teaching varies 
according to the age of the pupils. Schools start between 8:00 and 9:00 a.m., but it 
varies as to how long into the day they operate. However, it may be assumed that 
most pupils have finished school between 15:00 and 16:00 p.m. In some schools in 
urban areas not all pupils can be accommodated at the same time because of lack of 
classrooms. Therefore the school day for a part of the pupil group begins in the 
morning, and for the other part it begins in the afternoon. According to the National 
Curriculum Guidelines, at the end of ten years of compulsory education, the pupils’ 
scheduled school time will have been divided among the various subjects in 
approximately the following proportions: Icelandic, 19%; mathematics, 17%; arts and 
crafts, 11%; modern languages, 11%; natural sciences, 9%; social and religious 
studies, 10%; physical education, 10%; home economics, 4%; ICTs, 6%; and life 
skills, 2%. Icelandic and mathematics are core subjects in compulsory education. 

Icelandic, mathematics, social and religious studies, natural sciences and 
physical education are subjects which all pupils study in Grades I-IX. Instruction in 
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other subjects (such as modern languages) starts later. In the tenth grade (the final 
year of compulsory education) all pupils study Icelandic, mathematics, English, 
Danish, natural sciences, social studies, life skills and physical education, while other 
subjects and electives vary. In 1998, the prescribed number of lessons (forty minutes 
in duration) per pupil per week at compulsory schools was as follows: 28 weekly 
lessons in Grades I-IV; 31 lessons in Grade V; 32 lessons in Grade VI; 34 lessons in 
Grade VII; and 35 lessons in Grades VIII-X. 

In the 1995 Law there is a provision concerning compulsory schools operating 
on a single shift basis after the year 2001. This date was, however, pushed back to the 
autumn of 2002 as part of an agreement which the state and the local municipalities 
came to in March of 1996 concerning the transfer of funds to pay for the take-over of 
compulsory schools. Since the school year 2001/02, the number of lessons per week is 
as follows: Grades I to IV, 30 lessons; Grades V to VII, 35 lessons; and Grades VIII 
to X, 37 lessons. 

All pupils are generally expected to cover the same subject material at roughly 
the same speed. Pupils having difficulty are provided with remedial teaching, 
primarily in Icelandic and mathematics, but remain with their class for most of their 
lessons. Teachers choose teaching methods suited to their pupils, their instructional 
aims and the conditions under which they teach. In general, an attempt is made to 
provide as much variety as possible. Pupils are grouped by year according to their age 
and progress automatically from one year to the next. 

At primary level (Grades I-VII), the class teacher covers most subjects. At 
lower secondary level (Grades VIII-X), teachers generally teach one or more subjects 
to a number of different classes. They may or may not continue with the same group 
from one year to another. 

The National Centre for Educational Materials is responsible for producing 
teaching materials and receives an annual budget appropriation for this purpose. 
Because of the extremely small market, it is not possible to have a wide range of 
textbooks for all subjects. Individual schools and teachers may choose which 
materials they use when alternatives are available. In addition to the National 
Curriculum Guidelines, the Ministry issues guidelines on the proportion of total 
teaching time to be devoted to individual subjects each year. 

There is no charge to pupils for compulsory schooling. The government 
supplies pupils with learning materials and textbooks free of charge. The size of 
schools varies greatly depending upon their location. In urban areas the largest 
schools have up to 800 pupils, while in rural areas there are many small schools, some 
of which have fewer than ten pupils. About 50% of all the schools have fewer than 
100 pupils. All schools are co-educational. In small schools in rural areas it is 
common that children of more than one age group are together in a class. 

Smaller rural schools generally have only a single teaching shift, i.e. all pupils 
attend school at the same time, but many of the larger schools in urban areas are 
unable to accommodate all their pupils at the same time due to a shortage of space. 
Classes are then staggered, with one portion of the pupils attending school during the 
earlier part of the day and the remaining portion during the latter part of the day. 
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Examinations and other forms of assessment, usually written, are carried out 
by individual teachers and schools. Assessment is not standardized between different 
schools and teachers. Reports on the progress of pupils can take various forms, such 
as grades given in letters or numbers, and descriptions, either in written or oral form, 
and may be made at regular intervals throughout the school year and at the end of 
each year. The purpose of assessment by the school and teacher is first and foremost 
to check the efficacy of study and teaching and to provide pupils and their parents 
with information on how their studies are progressing. 

In the last week of April, in the tenth and final year of their compulsory 
schooling, pupils sit examinations in Icelandic, mathematics, English, Danish and 
natural sciences (a sixth subject, social sciences, has been introduced in 2002/03). 
These examinations are set, graded and organized by the Educational Testing 
Institute. Marks from 1 to 10 are awarded on the basis of referenced criteria (10 being 
the highest score). These examinations are optional, in the sense that students can 
choose if and how many examinations they take. 

The purpose of these nationally coordinated examinations is primarily to 
provide an indication of each student’s standing at the end of compulsory education 
and assist him/her in choosing a course of upper secondary education. At the end of 
compulsory schooling, students receive a certificate stating their marks in both the 
national examinations and all other courses completed in their final year at school. 
There are also national examinations in Icelandic and mathematics for pupils in fourth 
and seventh grades. Their purpose is to give pupils, parents and the school 
information about certain basic knowledge and skills of pupils. 

All students are legally entitled to upper secondary education regardless of 
their achievement in primary and lower secondary school. Upper secondary schools 
may require students to enrol in preparatory courses in individual subjects if the 
grades they have received at the conclusion of compulsory schooling do not meet the 
required admission standards. 

According to Statistics Iceland, in 2004 there were 178 compulsory schools 
with 44,511 pupils enrolled (including four special schools with 155 pupils enrolled). 
The total number of teachers was 4,045 (of whom 680 without the required 
qualifications). 

Upper secondary education 

Anyone who has completed compulsory education or has turned 18 has the right to 
pursue a course of studies at the upper secondary level, which normally includes the 
age group 16-20. An effort is made to give students a choice of subjects and forms of 
instructions in accordance with their needs and wishes. The law defines the objectives 
of upper secondary education as follows: to encourage the overall development of 
students in order to prepare them as well as possible for active participation in a 
democratic society; to prepare students for employment and further study; to strive to 
develop responsibility, broad-mindedness, initiative, self-confidence and tolerance in 
students, train them in disciplined and independent work practices and critical 
thought, instruct them in appreciation of cultural values and encourage them to seek 
knowledge continuously. 
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In the 1970s extensive reforms of upper secondary education were carried out. 
One of the objectives was to merge general and vocational training into one 
comprehensive system and give equal status to practical and academic education. 
Both theoretical and practical studies offered at upper secondary institutions are 
conceived within a common framework, so that credits obtained for study completed 
at one institution can be transferred to others offering comparable units of instruction. 
The Upper Secondary School Act stipulates that there are four types of programmes 
of study, i.e. academic programmes leading to matriculation, vocational programmes, 
artistic programmes and a general programme of study. According to legislation, all 
programmes of study can lead to further education. 

Grammar schools offer a four-year academic programme of study leading to 
the matriculation examinations, i.e. higher education entrance examination. Students 
who complete the course satisfactorily are entitled to apply for admission to a 
university and have the right to enter the University of Iceland. Industrial-vocational 
schools mainly offer vocational courses that prepare students for skilled trades. They 
also offer studies leading to a technical matriculation examination. Comprehensive 
schools offer academic programmes comparable to those of the grammar schools and 
vocational programmes comparable to that offered by industrial-vocational schools, as 
well as other specialized vocational training courses. Specialized vocational schools 
offer training programmes for specific occupations. 

Upper secondary education is not compulsory and all schools at this level are 
co-educational. Schools operate independently, but there is cooperation between them 
concerning the courses offered and requirements for their successful completion. 
While there is no charge for tuition in public schools, students in upper secondary 
schools are required to pay a small enrolment fee. In addition, in many vocational 
courses students have to pay for the cost of materials, and all students have to supply 
their own textbooks.  

Around 90% of the students who complete compulsory education enter upper 
secondary school directly thereafter; the dropout rate is, however, considerable. 
Students at this level of education are usually aged 16-20. The average age of students 
beginning a vocational course is higher, as many of them enter employment after 
completing their compulsory schooling or enrol in general academic programmes 
before commencing vocational study at upper secondary level. 

Students generally attend 32 to 40 lessons per week, with each lesson lasting 
forty minutes. Some upper secondary schools also offer evening classes. Intended in 
particular for adults who are not in a position to attend school in the daytime because 
of their jobs, the courses offered at evening school are selected from those offered by 
the day school on the basis of demand. 

The National Curriculum Guidelines issued by the Ministry of Education, 
Science and Culture describe the various courses available, their objectives and 
subject content. The content of each programme of study is divided into: core 
subjects, taken by all students; specialized subjects, which depend upon the 
programme of study; and elective subjects. A number of programmes of study lead to 
the matriculation examination. All of them share a common core of subjects, 
including the following in the proportions indicated: Icelandic, 12% of the total; 
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foreign languages, 19%; social sciences, 8%; sciences, 9%; mathematics, 9%; 
computer studies, 2%; and physical education, 6%. The proportion of optional 
subjects varies across the various programmes of study from 2% to 18%. A further 
17% to 33% is devoted to the subjects that characterize the particular programmes of 
study. In a language stream, for example, the study of foreign languages constitutes 
40% of the entire content. According to legislation, there are three academic 
programmes of study leading to matriculation: foreign languages, natural sciences and 
social sciences. However, there are possibilities for specialization within each 
programme of study. Furthermore, there is a shorter general programme for students 
who need further preparation for academic or vocational studies or are undecided as to 
what to do after compulsory education. 

Subjects included in vocational programmes of study can be grouped as 
follows: general academic subjects, theoretical vocational subjects and practical 
vocational subjects. All trainees for certified vocational trades must take at least 25 
credits in general academic subjects, including four credits in Icelandic, eight in 
modern foreign languages, two in social science, four in mathematics, two in 
bookkeeping and five in  electives. Physical education is also compulsory. The 
number of specialized subjects varies in different courses and so does the extent of 
practical training. 

Most upper secondary schools operate according to a unit-credit system, i.e. 
the course content of each subject is divided into units, each of which can be 
completed in a single term, or one-half of the school year, given a specific number 
of lessons per week. At the beginning of each term, the student selects course units 
according to prescribed rules and has the possibility of increasing or decreasing the 
speed with which he/she completes the programme of study, depending upon his/her 
personal situation. Students who select the same course unit thus form a group, but 
traditional classroom groups do not exist. A student’s progress is measured by the 
number of credits completed. As a general rule, one credit represents two lessons per 
week for one term, or one-half of a school year. 

It takes, on average, eight semesters (four years) to complete a course leading 
to matriculation. In schools with a unit-credit system, 140 study units are required. 
About two-thirds of the courses leading to matriculation are of a general nature and 
are common to all programmes of study. Assignments completed during the semester 
often count towards the final grade, but their weighting varies depending on 
circumstances. Certain courses have no final examination at the end of the semester 
and the grade is based on continuous assessment by the teacher and on the 
assignments set. In schools that have traditional classes or forms, the teacher usually 
gives a grade based on work the pupil has done during the year which counts as part 
of the final grade. 

Students who successfully pass the examinations held at the end of each term 
in each subject have completed those course units. Even though students are permitted 
to repeat individual course units up to three times, a four-year programme of study 
should not take longer than five and a half years. Individual schools may, however, 
choose to make exceptions to the above-mentioned rule. Examinations are normally 
written, although they may also be oral. Following the examinations, students receive 
a statement of their results and a list of all the credit units completed. Examinations 
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are set and graded in each school by the individual teachers, on a scale from 1 to 10. 
The minimum mark required to complete each course unit and to be entitled to 
continue in the subject in question is 5. Students who do not achieve the required 
minimum must repeat the course unit. The Act of 1996 provides for nationally 
coordinated matriculation examinations in certain subjects. This provision came partly 
into effect in May 2004, but was fully implemented in 2005. Students sit examinations 
in Icelandic, English and mathematics (two subjects are compulsory). The 
introduction of national matriculation examinations has generated a lively debate, 
especially among teachers and students. 

Upon completion of a programme of study, students are awarded a certificate 
listing the course units completed, the marks awarded, and the number of credits taken 
in each subject area. This certificate entitles students to apply for admission to 
institutions of higher education such as universities, or certifies that a student has 
completed a certain preparatory course of vocational studies, which means that he/she 
may enter certain specialized vocational schools. Most schools offer educational 
guidance, which includes assistance in the choice of a programme of study, in 
organizing studies and in setting up a study plan, in addition to special counselling if 
and when study-related problems arise. 

Vocational education takes place in comprehensive schools, industrial-
vocational schools and specialized vocational schools. The various courses of study 
leading to full qualification in certified crafts and industrial trades can take three to 
four years. Students have the choice of one of the following paths: an apprenticeship 
agreement with a master craftsman or an industrial firm; one year of basic academic 
and practical study at a vocational school or comprehensive school, followed by an 
apprenticeship agreement with a master craftsman or an industrial firm; one year of 
basic academic and practical study followed by another year of specialized academic 
and practical study at a vocational school or a comprehensive school,  followed by an 
apprenticeship agreement with a master craftsman or an industrial firm. 

In each case basic studies and the theoretical part of vocational courses are the 
responsibility of the schools while practical training is carried out in the workplace, in 
accordance with a contract with a master craftsman. Students can choose courses from 
ten different vocational fields in this sector of upper secondary education including 
printing, construction and woodwork, tailoring, foodstuff industries, metalwork, 
electrical trades, and hair-and-beauty trades. Each field is divided into a number of 
specialized programmes of study. 

When an apprentice has completed his/her programme of study at the school, 
normally after four or five years, he/she takes a journeyman’s examination, which 
qualifies him/her to pursue the trade concerned. The journeyman’s examination is 
administered by a special examining committee, including representatives from both 
sides of industry. The Committee defines the requirements and sets and grades the 
journeyman’s examination, which consists of both practical and theoretical sections. 

After having successfully passed the examination, the journeyman can become 
a master craftsman after a certain period of work experience and advanced studies at a 
vocational school. A master craftsman has the right to supervise work in his/her field. 
In addition to studies in authorized crafts and trades, comprehensive schools also offer 
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specialized vocational training courses lasting one to four years, for example, in the 
sectors of health care and commerce. 

According to Statistics Iceland, in 2004 there were 36 upper secondary schools 
(including five private schools) with a total enrolment of 19,623 students (day 
schools). The total number of teachers was 1,226; there were also 379 instructors 
(lacking full qualifications). 

Assessing learning achievement nationwide 

In general, evaluation in Icelandic schools has been confined to assessment of 
students’ achievement and progress. Aside from committees responsible for the 
journeyman’s examination, external examiners in a few upper secondary schools, and 
for numerus clausus examinations, oral examinations and final projects in specific 
fields at the higher education level, there have been no independent agents, inspectors 
or examinations councils responsible for the monitoring of standards. Nationally 
coordinated examinations in four subjects (Icelandic, mathematics, English and 
Danish) at the end of compulsory school are marked centrally by a group of teachers 
who are selected by the Educational Testing Institute. 

The 1995 law on compulsory education stipulates that nationally coordinated 
examinations at the end of the tenth grade are to be maintained and that national 
examinations in core subjects be organized in the fourth and the seventh grades. It was 
decided that the subjects to be examined in Grades IV and VII are Icelandic and 
mathematics. The law also stipulates that each individual school must evaluate its own 
educational work. This evaluation includes, among others, teaching and 
administration, communication within the school and relationships with parties 
outside the school. Every five years the school’s methods of assessment are to be 
evaluated by an outside party. 

The Ministry has the responsibility of carrying out a comprehensive 
assessment of at least one pre-school every year in order to evaluate their general 
educational performance with regard to the national objectives and the schools’ 
educational plans. 

The purpose of evaluation of compulsory and upper secondary school is to 
assess the quality of the education provided and to identify areas in need of 
improvement. Reliable information is compiled on such matters as school 
management, academic achievement and the academic experience of the pupils, 
teaching methods and their influence on academic achievement, communications 
within the school and contacts between the school and the home. 

The Minister of Education submits to the Parliament a comprehensive report 
on the situation of compulsory and upper secondary education system at three-year 
intervals, based on systematic gathering of information, research and evaluation. The 
Ministry is also responsible for publishing information about this system and for 
disseminating more profound statistical analysis of the results of the nationally 
coordinated examinations to schools. 
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The results of the national examinations are disseminated to the schools. There 
is no pass mark on these examinations for entering upper secondary schools, but most 
upper secondary schools rely on the marks to place pupils in courses and some 
schools select students on the basis of their grade at the end of compulsory school. 

Higher education 
The University of Iceland remains the principal institution of higher education in the 
country, but over the last three decades new institutions of higher education have 
emerged with a more specialized focus, providing greater diversity at the higher 
education level. Legislation on higher education institutions enacted in 1997 
established the general framework for the activities of these institutions. In the 1997 
Act, the term higher education is used to refer both to traditional universities and 
institutions which do not carry out research. Separate legislation for each public 
higher education institution, and the charters of privately-run universities, define their 
engagement in research, internal organization, etc. 

In 2007 there were eight higher education institutions in the country, of which 
six operated under the supervision of the Ministry of Education (including three 
private institutions receiving public subsidies). Two institutions operate under the 
auspices of the Ministry of Agriculture, according to Agricultural Education Act of 
1999. Traditionally, studies offered at the higher education level lead to the award of 
the following degrees: bachelor’s degree, which normally takes three or four years of 
study; master’s degree, taking one to two years of study after the bachelor’s degree; 
and doctoral degree, which require three to four years to complete. There is also a 
long-cycle professional degree system (candidatus degree, normally lasting four to six 
years) qualifying for a special office or profession. In a number of higher education 
institutions a diploma or certificate is awarded after one or two years’ study in fields 
such as pedagogy, business and languages. The diploma courses are short, practically-
oriented and theory-based. One-year postgraduate diplomas in upper secondary school 
teacher education, social work, students’ counselling, journalism and mass 
communication are also offered after the bachelor’s degree. 

The law governing the operation of each institution defines its main role in 
education and research, the degrees granted and length of the various programmes 
offered, the competent administrative authorities and the form of their control, and the 
structure of their internal organization and administration. Examples are Law No. 
41/1999 on the University of Iceland, Law No. 137/1997 on the Iceland University of 
Education, and Law no. 40/1999 on the University of Akureyri. Individual institutions 
draw up and update their programmes, determining their aims, scope and duration, 
and the form and content of courses. These laws are being revised after the adoption 
of the new Higher Education Act in 2006 requiring all higher education institutions to 
adopt the three-cycle degree structure in line with the Bologna process. A National 
Qualifications Framework has also been adopted, and according to the new Act all 
programmes offered by higher education institutions must be accredited by the 
Ministry of Education by 2008. In February 2006, an Office of Evaluation and 
Analysis was set up within the Ministry of Education for the management of quality 
assurance in higher education. 

Compiled by UNESCO-IBE (http://www.ibe.unesco.org/) 



World Data on Education. 6th edition, 2006/07 

The Ministry of Education signs performance-related contracts with the 
institutions that come under its administration. Public and private higher education 
institutions receive individual appropriations from the State budget. The 
administration of each public university is entrusted to the Senate, the rector, faculty 
meetings, faculty councils and deans, if the university is divided into faculties. The 
Senate issues final rulings in the affairs of the university and its institutions, 
formulates their overall policy and furthers their development. The Senate is the 
supreme decision-making body in each institution unless otherwise provided for 
explicitly in relevant act. The Rectors’ Council is a collegial body comprising all 
rectors of higher education institutions. The Council is appointed on the basis of the 
Universities Act and meets regularly to discuss issues concerning the higher education 
system. Universities have research responsibilities and offer more than one 
programme of study. Colleges offer specialized training courses at the higher 
education level, but generally do not carry out research. 

The Iceland University of Education is mainly responsible for the education of 
teachers at the pre-school and compulsory school levels. It also offers a Master of 
Education (M.Ed) programme with specialization in curriculum studies, special 
education, educational administration or education theory. The candidatus degree is 
only offered at the University of Iceland in the fields of theology, medicine, 
pharmacy, law, business administration, engineering and dentistry. In some fields 
students have the possibility to enrol in a doctoral programme without a master’s 
degree, but in that case the duration of the doctoral programme is prolonged. The 
doctoral programmes include coursework, which usually makes up about 15% of the 
programme. 

Admission to most institutions of higher education is subject to matriculation 
from an upper secondary school or equivalent education. For some vocational studies 
at colleges additional work experience may be required. Colleges may limit the 
number of students admitted. The schools of fine arts hold entrance examinations and 
have admission restrictions. At universities there are no tuition fees. However, State-
run colleges charge small registration fees and colleges run by private organizers 
charge tuition fees. Students are eligible for loans from the Icelandic Student Loan 
Fund. The total loan received per year depends upon the income of the student (and 
his/her spouse, as appropriate). Repayments commence two years after study has been 
completed. 

            In 2005 the total enrolment in higher education was 18,863 students (9,171 
students in 1995), including 2,237 students studying abroad (1,696 in 1995). (National 
report of Iceland in the framework of the Bologna process).

Special education 
According to the laws that govern the different educational levels, pupils with special 
education needs are entitled to the same educational opportunity as other pupils. The 
main policy is integration rather than segregation. Schools are expected to provide 
disabled pupils with appropriate opportunities. Only the most severely disabled are in 
special schools (four schools with 155 pupils in 2004). There is no separate legislation 
for special education at any level of education. There is, however, separate legislation 
on the affairs of the disabled in general. 
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The law concerning the disabled, passed in 1992, stipulates that all individuals 
with a handicap (defined as mental retardation, psychiatric illness, physical disability, 
blindness and/or deafness as well as handicaps resulting from chronic illness and 
accidents) shall be enabled to live and function in a normal society along with other 
people. For this purpose, where a disabled person’s needs are not covered by general 
services within the fields of education, health and social services, special services, 
detailed in the law, shall be provided. 

The regulation for special education deals with all special needs teaching at 
the compulsory school level. According to this regulation, special education involves 
changes in educational aims, curricular content and teaching methods as compared 
with what other pupils of the same age are offered. Special education is organized on 
a short- or long-term basis depending on the needs of the pupils. The municipalities 
are obliged to ensure access to a special school or a special unit for those children 
whose disabilities make it impossible for them to take advantage of educational 
facilities in their local school. 

No special schools for disabled students exist at the upper secondary school 
level. Extra teaching hours are provided to schools wishing to give special support to 
individuals or groups of students so that they can either follow the ordinary 
curriculum or a special programme. Many upper secondary schools now provide extra 
support to students who have difficulties with reading and writing. The law on upper 
secondary school stipulates that deaf students have right to special instruction in the 
Icelandic language.  

There are five special schools that serve pupils with handicaps: a school for 
deaf pupils; a school for children with psychiatric disabilities; a school for adolescents 
with socio-emotional difficulties; and two schools for children with mental handicaps 
and multiple disabilities. None of these schools offer boarding facilities. The size of 
these schools varies from 15 to 30 pupils, with a pupil/teacher ratio ranging from one-
to-one to five-to-one. These schools, like all other compulsory schools, were 
transferred from State to municipality jurisdiction on 1 August 1996. 

No legislation deals with disabled students in higher education. However, the 
University of Iceland, the main institution at this level, has an official policy on 
meeting students’ special needs, such as dyslexia, physical disabilities and 
psychological problems. At the University of Iceland students can apply for special 
study circumstances and special examination procedures, which the university 
attempts to provide through its Counselling Service. 

The state finances an institute known as Adult Education for the Disabled 
which operates three centres or units, one in Reykavik, the capital, one in Selfoss, in 
the south and one in Akureyri in the north. The institute offers free-standing courses 
to individuals over 18 years of age who are mentally retarded and have access to no 
other educational opportunity. Most of the courses last one term, and their content 
includes training in living skills, the use of leisure time, preparation for further study, 
sport, artistic expression, etc. 

Most children with severe disabilities are identified at pre-school age (up to 5 
years of age) by medical personnel, health visitors or pre-school teachers. Decisions 
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as to who is eligible for education at a segregated facility are, in the case of pupils at 
the compulsory level, reached in consultation between the head teachers and their 
special educators, parents and the local specialist services. 

Teacher training for teaching in special units or special schools is offered at 
the University College of Education in Reykjavík. There are two programmes: one, 
the equivalent of a one-year full-time study, leading to a diploma, and another, 
equalling two years of full-time study, leading to an M.Ed. Due to the shortage of 
fully trained special educators, however, many special schools and units hire regular 
teachers on a temporary basis. The same applies to mainstream schools. Of the 
approximately 3,400 teachers employed at compulsory schools, 200 are trained 
special educators (6%). 

It is the responsibility of special education teachers to write individual 
education plans for pupils with disabilities. These education plans are generally 
reviewed at least annually. The number of teaching hours per pupil in special schools 
and units is roughly equivalent to that in mainstream schools, despite the vast 
difference in average group size (15 to 30 per class in regular schools, two to ten in 
special schools and units). 

The content of the curriculum for pupils with mental and multiple disabilities, 
previously classified according to developmental and functional areas in some special 
schools, is now being restructured to include to more subject area classification, as in 
the national curriculum guidelines for regular schools. The purpose is to facilitate the 
integration of special school pupils into mainstream schools. The special units 
operating in upper secondary schools have their own curriculum guidelines to meet 
the needs of mentally handicapped pupils. The programme offered by these units 
generally lasts one and a half to two years. Pupils with handicaps and attending 
regular classes are assisted by helpers. 

At the compulsory and upper secondary level, allowances of various kinds are 
made for students with special needs as regards evaluation. Students diagnosed as 
dyslexic are given extended examination time, or in the case of serious problems with 
second language subjects, given exemption from these altogether. Deaf and physically 
disabled students are allowed to take oral exams in place of written ones and provided 
with interpreters or scribes as well as extra time. 

Apart from age, no formal conditions are set for the promotion of a pupil from 
one grade to the next. Formative assessment in special schools or units is according to 
Regulation No. 709/1996. There are no specific rules concerning certificates for 
students with special educational needs. Students in special units at upper secondary 
schools do not complete the same examinations as others. Instead they are given a 
statement which certifies that they have completed their studies. The number of pupils 
placed in special classes, units or schools has always been a small proportion of the 
total number of children in mainstream schools and is approximately 1% of the total 
school population. 
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Private education 
Education in Iceland has traditionally been organized within the public sector and 
there are very few private schools in the country. Any primary and secondary schools 
established and owned by individuals or institutions must be accredited by the 
Ministry of Education. All of them receive public funding. Only 4% of children attend 
privately operated pre-schools and, in 2004, 1% of compulsory pupils were in private 
schools. 

Local municipalities can allow parents or private parties to operate a pre-
school. Compulsory and upper secondary schools which are established and owned by 
individuals or institutions must be accredited by the Ministry. Pre-schools are 
operated in various ways. There are, for example, parent-operated pre-schools where a 
special association is formed to carry out the operation of the school, and there are 
also parochial pre-schools. 

In 2004 there were seven private schools at the compulsory level in the 
country. Six of these schools receive considerable financial assistance from the State 
and in addition their pupils pay school fees. Five of the schools are in the capital, 
Reykjavík. Teaching follows the curriculum guidelines that are in effect for 
compulsory schools and pupils take the same national examinations at the end of 
Grade X as their peers in state-operated schools. In the same year, there were five 
private upper secondary schools. 

Three privately-run institutions of higher education receive State funding, 
according to contracts made with each institution. These institutions must operate in 
accordance with a formal charter and are recognized by the Ministry of Education. 

There are different types of private schools offering adult education. Some 
courses provide preparation for a particular work or occupation. The operation of 
these schools is entirely under the responsibility of their owners. 

Means of instruction, equipment and infrastructure 
A public institution, the National Centre for Educational Materials, is responsible for 
providing all children in compulsory schools with teaching materials free of charge 
and receives budget appropriation for this purpose. It is relatively expensive for a 
small nation to publish satisfactory teaching materials in its own language. For this 
reason there is no possibility of choice from a variety of different textbooks for all 
subjects. Individual schools and teachers may choose which materials they use when 
alternatives are available. Upper secondary education students pay for their textbooks 
and other teaching materials. 

Adult and non-formal education 
According to legislation, upper secondary education schools are allowed to offer 
special programmes, including evening classes, for mature students (aged 18 or more) 
who are unable to avail themselves of regular instruction within the upper secondary 
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schools but wish to complete their studies. The law stipulates that students attending 
evening classes shall pay a fee equivalent to about one-third of the cost of their 
tuition. 

In most cases those who are unemployed can only pursue their studies full-
time for eight weeks; otherwise they lose their unemployment compensation. 
According to rules concerning unemployment compensation, unemployed people can 
avoid losing compensation for sixteen weeks at the end of their compensation period 
by attending educational courses for eight weeks. 

A few municipalities organize evening schools for adults. These schools 
receive financial support from the local community in question but have to rely on 
tuition fees to make up the rest of their costs. Most municipality schools offer hobby-
related courses as well as courses for employees that relate to their work. There are no 
admission requirements for adults to attend courses at the compulsory school level. 
The curriculum for adults is the same as in compulsory schools but the teaching 
materials used with adults at the compulsory school level are usually different from 
those used by pupils at the regular school. In the selection of teaching materials an 
attempt is made to take into account the age and experience of the adult pupil. The 
subjects taught are Icelandic, Danish, English and mathematics. The number of hours 
is flexible. Those adults who have studied at the compulsory school level receive 
a certificate stating that they have completed a certain course of study. 

In adult education at the upper secondary level, students choose a particular 
field of study, but it is up to them how many courses they take each semester. At the 
beginning of every semester, students choose courses for the semester according to 
certain rules and in accordance with their own study plans and results. Mature 
students in the adult education programme complete the same type of programme as 
the students attending the day school but only get half the number of lessons. 

Many of the upper secondary comprehensive schools have a variety of 
vocational training programmes which are also offered as a part of adult education if 
there is sufficient demand. If a particular course cannot be offered as a part of the 
adult education programme, mature students are free to attend the course during 
regular school hours, in which case they are subject to the same demands as students 
in that programme. Students in the adult education programme are not subject to the 
same rules concerning attendance as students attending the regular day-school 
programme. 

Itinerant schools operate in connection with several upper secondary schools 
outside the capital. The role of the itinerant schools is to provide courses, often in 
cooperation with industry or unions, and thus bring educational opportunities to where 
the participants actually live. 

Higher education institutions offer continuing education courses, and distance 
learning courses are widely available and cover an increasing variety of subjects. 
Many of these programmes and courses are offered as study combined with work. 
Since 1998, nine lifelong learning centres have been established, one in each of the 
main regions of the country. They offer a variety of continuing education courses. The 
lifelong learning centres also facilitate distance education at the upper secondary and 
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higher education levels by providing technical and organizational facilities, such as 
videoconferencing and enrolment of students. 

The Iceland University of Education organizes a four-year teacher training 
programme for adults in such a way that students have the chance to attend school as 
well as being employed part-time. The school offers a mixture of distance learning 
and direct teaching. Students complete a pre-school or a compulsory school teacher 
training programme and receive full qualifications. The Institute of Continuing 
Education of the University of Iceland offers a variety of courses for adults, such as a 
three-semester course in business administration, a one-year course for administrators 
of fishing and fish processing firms, a two-year course in real estate assessment and a 
two-year course in family therapy, health economy and administration of health 
institutions. In addition, this institution offers a wide variety of courses, both 
occupationally and hobby-related.  

In recent years emphasis has been placed on increased access to education for 
those who have no qualifications, focusing on basic skills. The Education and 
Training Service Centre has been established in 2002, an initiative taken by the 
Icelandic Federation of Labour and the Confederation of Icelandic Employers and 
partly funded by the State. According to a service agreement with the Ministry of 
Education, the Centre is expected to assist the Ministry in developing ways and means 
to validate non-formal and informal learning for those who do not possess formal 
qualifications. In 2005 the Government decided to allocate funds over 2005-2008 for 
financing courses targeting those who have an insufficient level education, including 
those who have insufficient literacy skills. 

There were approximately 4,700 learners enrolled in adult education 
programmes at the upper secondary level in 2004. In the same year, there were 7,800 
participants in short and long courses, including distance education courses, at the 
lifelong learning centres. 

Teaching staff T

Pre-school teachers are required to complete a three-year programme at the higher 
education level. The main emphasis is placed on education and general development 
at the pre-school level. The programme is divided into academic subjects (two-thirds) 
and practical training (one-third) in a pre-school under the supervision of a qualified 
pre-school teacher. It has become quite common for qualified pre-school personnel to 
supplement their education after having worked for a minimum of three years in a 
pre-school. In-service training for pre-school teachers is not required by law. 

A general programme which leads to award of a B.Ed. degree for teacher 
trainees who intend to teach at the compulsory level takes three years (90 credits) to 
complete. This course is offered by two institutions: the Icelandic University of 
Education and the University of Akureyri. The Icelandic University of Education also 
qualifies teachers through a distance learning course which takes four years. The 
University of Iceland also offers courses in education for teachers who intend to teach 
at the compulsory level. 
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To qualify as a teacher at the upper secondary level a one-year (30 credits) 
programme in pedagogy and didactics is required in addition to a B.A. or B.Sc. 
degree. This programme is offered at the University of Iceland, the Iceland University 
of Education and the University of Akureyri. Prospective teachers who have 
completed these programmes are also qualified to teach in the last three years of 
compulsory school. 

Subjects within the teacher training programme that lead to a B.Ed degree are 
divided into three groups: pedagogy, didactics, and electives. The course in pedagogy 
mainly includes educational studies, the history of education, the sociology of 
education, educational philosophy, psychology, education theory, curriculum studies, 
the making of educational materials, teaching techniques and methodology. During 
the final year of the course students complete a final essay on a pedagogical or 
educational project of their choice. The course in didactics emphasizes the importance 
of introducing students to the nature and content of education at all stages of 
compulsory school. Special attention is given to Icelandic, mathematics, arts and 
crafts subjects, environmental studies, and to the different working methods that apply 
in the various stages of compulsory school. In the curriculum for the general training 
of teachers the aim is to link special education to the main aspects of the course. 
Students are also given some opportunities to deepen their knowledge of the tasks that 
come under compulsory education through individual projects of their choice. 
Teaching practice is an important part of the didactics course, and care is taken to 
make certain that students become familiar with school activities and teaching at all 
levels of compulsory school. The third main component of the general course for 
teacher trainees consists of fifteen electives: Icelandic, Danish, physics and chemistry, 
English, sociology, history, home economics, physical education, religious studies, 
geography, biology, art, woodwork, mathematics, textile studies and music. Each 
student may choose two subjects of twelve and a half credits each. 

The Icelandic University of Education offers a graduate programme of studies 
leading to a M.Ed. degree. This is a two-year (60 credits) programme with emphasis 
on education research. A one-year diploma programme or a two-year programme 
leading to M.Ed degree, are also offered for the training of special education needs 
teachers. 

Teachers at pre-school and compulsory school levels are employed by the 
municipalities. Teachers at upper secondary and university levels are state employees. 
Posts must be advertised in a special publication that only prints official 
announcements. Legislation stipulates that upper secondary teachers of academic 
subjects shall have completed at least four full years of university education. At least 
two of these should be in a major subject and one year should be devoted to the study 
of pedagogy and teaching methodology. A comparable programme of study 
completed at a university abroad is also accepted as fulfilling this requirement. 
Teachers at the upper secondary level are paid by the state although they are hired by 
individual schools to teach the subject(s) in which they have specialized. In-service 
training courses are held annually. Teachers of vocational subjects or other technical 
subjects at a vocational school must be qualified in the field in which they teach or be 
a master craftsman in the trade in question and have, in addition, a minimum of two 
years of experience working in the trade. They also are required to have completed a 
one-year programme of study in pedagogy and teaching methodology. 
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The working conditions of teachers vary considerably at different levels of the 
education system. The majority of teachers are subject to the 1986 law concerning the 
rights and duties of state employees, and wage contracts for public employees. As of 
August 1996, compulsory school teachers are employees of the municipalities and 
come under a new law concerning the rights of compulsory school teachers and head 
teachers. The forms of appointment for legally qualified compulsory school teachers 
are: permanent appointment; indeterminate appointment; temporary appointment. In 
addition to those teachers who have a formal contract of employment, there are 
session-teachers at most schools. The salaries of compulsory school teachers are paid 
according to a contract that was negotiated by their unions with the municipalities in 
2004 and is valid until the end 2007. 

The working time of teachers is divided into obligatory and non-obligatory 
attendance. Obligatory attendance at the school includes teaching, breaks between 
lessons and work on behalf of the school (interview hours, form supervision, 
assessment, report writing, staff meetings, meetings with parents, consultation with 
other teachers, etc., as determined by the administration of the school). Non-
obligatory attendance includes teaching preparation, marking and the attendance of 
courses. 

Pre-school teachers work a forty-hour week and are expected to spend four 
hours per week on preparation, i.e. for work plans, meeting with parents, analyzing 
behavioural patterns and preparing field trips. The yearly workload of compulsory and 
upper secondary school teachers is 1,800 hours which is comparable to other 
professions, although their work is divided into fewer weeks because of the time 
frame in which compulsory schools operate. Compulsory school teachers are required 
to teach 28 lessons a week on average, and upper secondary school teachers are 
required to teach twenty-five lessons a week (each lesson lasts forty minutes). There 
can be some difference between the teaching requirements of individual teachers on 
account of age and years of service. 

Working conditions at the higher education level vary considerably from one 
institution and one subject to another. Apart from their teaching load, university 
teachers who are permanent members of staff have administrative and research duties. 
In order to be appointed a senior lecturer or professor, a Ph.D. or comparable 
education is usually required. Other university teachers are usually required to have at 
least an M.A. or comparable education in their subject.  

The contract under which teachers at the compulsory and the upper secondary 
level are employed stipulates their right to attend in-service training courses and that 
funds for that purpose be set aside in the annual state budget. According to their 
contract, teachers are also obliged to attend courses that are given at those times of the 
year when they are not teaching. 

Teachers at the compulsory and the upper secondary levels can acquire further 
education from two institutions in Iceland: the Icelandic University of Education and 
the University of Iceland. It is also common for teachers to go abroad, in particular to 
Scandinavia, United Kingdom or the United States for further education. All teachers 
and headteachers who are employed can apply to be enrolled in in-service courses. 
Pre-school teachers pay fees to cover the cost of their in-service courses, whereas in 
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courses for teachers in compulsory and upper secondary schools only a nominal 
enrolment fee is charged. In-service courses usually attract more applicants than 
available places. According to their employment contract, the state pays travel and 
living expenses for teachers if the course is held outside the area where they live. 

At the Icelandic University of Education, those who have educational 
qualifications to teach at pre-schools, in compulsory or upper secondary schools, or in 
adult education, have the right to apply for further training. Applicants are required to 
have two years work experience. Applicants are judged on the basis of their training 
and work in the field of education, and subject in which they wish to specialize. 

Since 2002 there has been a discussion about the organization of study at the 
Iceland University of Education. In 2003 a report was published indicating that in 
2008-2009 there will no longer be a shortage of teachers at the compulsory level and 
students will be more interested in graduating with a master’s degree. Late in the year 
2004 an agreement was signed between the Iceland University of Education and the 
Ministry of Education on teaching and research. The main change envisaged is that 
students will be able to start their M.A., M.S. or M.Ed. study directly after having 
completed a B.A., B.S. or B.Ed. degree. 

Educational research and information 
The Educational Testing Institute is an independent institution funded by the State and 
responsible to the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture. Its main function is to 
conduct research in the field of education both at the compulsory and upper secondary 
levels. The Institute is also responsible for the organizing, writing and grading of the 
national examinations which are to be given every year in core subjects in the fourth, 
the seventh and the tenth grades (at the end of compulsory education). 

            The Institute also coordinates the participation in international assessment 
exercises and conducts comparative education research, with special emphasis on 
projects that can produce practical and/or scientific knowledge that is relevant to 
assessment. Participation in international comparative educational studies has 
increased in recent years. 

The Research Institute at the Icelandic University of Education and the Social 
Science Research Institute at the University of Iceland also conduct educational 
research. 

In recent years the Ministry of Education has taken steps to establish databases 
for the different school levels. Through a special contract with the Ministry, the 
National Statistics Office (Statistics Iceland) is responsible for gathering and 
publishing data on all school levels in the country. 
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