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Number of compulsory schools are ca. 173

The largest school has aprox. 800 pupils

The smallest has less than 10 pupils
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Fundamental principle

A fundamental principle of the Icelandic 
education system is that everyone should 
have equal opportunity to acquire an 
education, irrespective of sex, economic 
status, residential location, possible 
handicap, and cultural or social background



School for all  - Continuity  - Individualized education
The pupil in focus
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Upper Secondary Schools
Not obligatory (95% attend)

Most schools are mixed general and vocational 
Most use unit-credit system

Specilalized
vocational and

art schools
---------------------

Adult
education
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Compulsory Schools
Primary and lower secondary education

Single structure system - No streaming or selection by ability
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Preschools Not obligatory, (95% of children 2-5 attend) Open access
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Compulsory school

• mixed classes with pupils with different 
abilities in the same classes
– primary and lower secondary education is usually 

in the same school

– 180 school days a year

• Upper secondary school
– most are mixed general and vocational

– 175 – 180 school days a year



Fundamental pillars in education

Equality

Creativity

Sustainability

Democracy 

and human rights

Literacy

Health and welfare
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Responsibility for schools

• Municipalities are responsible for the preschools and 
compulsory schools (primary and lower secondary schools)
- administration and financing

- general teaching and substitute teaching

- specialist services

- special education

• The state is responsible for the upper secondary schools



Icelandic Qualification Framework 
(ISQF)

• European Qualification Framework introduced 
in 2008

• ISQF introduced in the curriculum for the 
Upper-secondary school in 2011

– Upper secondary education levels 1 - 4 

– All qualifications/ lines of study on a level 

– all courses on levels





Current emphasis
• Stronger focus on the needs and abilities (reduce drop-out) 
• Education more attractive (esp. VET), more relevant and 

effective
• Quality assurance strengthened with focus on learning 

outcomes 
• Equal status of academic and vocational education 
• Guarantee of education for 16 - 18 years old
• Secondary schools get more freedom and responsibility in 

planning the education 
• The involvement of parents more formal
• Lifelong learning perspective
• Shift to learning outcomes with a focus on student activity
• Recognition of non-formal and informal learning 

(validation…)



Times of changes

• Multi-cultural society 

• Information- and computer science

• Challenges  in times of changes

• Life-long learning

• Teachers

– professional learning and development to improve 
the quality of teaching


