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1. What reference is made to raising achievement in national
policies? How is raising achievement defined?

The national 2011 Curriculum Guide for Pre-schools, Compulsory Schools and Upper-
secondary Schools contains the framework and conditions for learning and teaching. It is
based on the principles of existing laws, regulations and international conventions.

Six fundamental pillars have been developed within this framework:

1. Literacy

2. Sustainability

3. Health and welfare

4. Democracy and human rights
5. Equality

6. Creativity.

These form the essence of educational policy and include the working methods, content
and learning environment at every educational level. They enable important continuity
across the Icelandic education system.

Each of the fundamental pillars derives from laws on pre-primary, compulsory and upper-
secondary education. They also reference other laws which include legal provisions for
education and teaching in the school system, such as act no. 10/2008 on the Equal Status
and Equal Rights of Women and Men. In addition, various government policy issues are
taken into account, for example, important policy issues on sustainability are published in
Welfare for the Future.

The fundamental pillars are based on the view, which is appearing in school legislation,
that both social objectives and individual educational objectives should be achieved. They
are socially-orientated as they promote increased equality and democracy. They ensure
well-educated and healthy citizens, who both participate in and change and improve
society.

One of the primary objectives of compulsory education from first to last grade is the
overall development and general education of the individual. Each learner is preparing for
lifelong education. From the beginning of compulsory education, the competence that is
aimed for at graduation is defined. This lays the foundation for integral general education.
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Competence involves the learner and is a learner-orientated implementation of the
fundamental pillars. It emphasises:

e knowledge and the accumulation of facts, principles, theories and methods;
e skills and competence;
e |ogical thinking;

e the ability to use methods and practices;

the ability to use knowledge and skills.

Central to the reform agenda in Iceland is the emphasis on strengthening the teaching
profession. Since 2008, a five-year master’s degree has been required to become a
teacher in Iceland. The main objective is to improve teacher professionalism in Iceland.
Ultimately, however, it is the leadership, professional capabilities and co-operation of
teachers, administrators and everyone involved in education that will bring forth and
sustain positive changes.

2. What national policies specifically target raising
achievement?

The Icelandic Ministry of Education, Science and Culture published a White Paper on
education reform in June 2014. It identifies where to focus efforts to strengthen the
education system and which strategies are most likely to provide learners with the
education mandated by law and by the National Curriculum Guides. Work on the White
Paper was based on international studies of education reform. Attempts have been made
to draw from the experience of the nations that perform strongest in international
comparisons.

In the policy, the Ministry follows the example of other countries that have set a reform
agenda and have successfully improved the performance of their learners. Behind the
educational policies of these countries is a growing body of international research and
comparative studies.

The two principal goals for education reform in Iceland up to 2018 are to improve reading
performance and the progress of upper-secondary school learners:

e 90% of compulsory school learners to meet minimum reading standards — up from
79% currently. One measure proposed to reach this goal is an increase in the time
allocated to Icelandic in the National Curriculum Guide for compulsory schools.
Standards should be developed for the reading proficiency levels to be attained by
learners at each level of compulsory education. Reading literacy should be
measured regularly from pre-primary to the end of compulsory education.

e 60% of upper-secondary learners to graduate on time — up from 44% currently.
Programme length will be altered, with studies leading to final examinations being
shortened. Drop-out will be tackled and vocational education restructured. A
standard duration of three years is proposed for programmes leading to the
matriculation examination. Ways of shortening vocational programmes are to be
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investigated. Risk factors influencing early school leaving will be screened among
all upper-secondary learners.

e Formal consultation on occupational education between the Ministry and the
labour market.

e Vocational education is to be reviewed, with the aim of simplifying basic
programmes and developing a tertiary vocational education level.

One of the measures proposed to achieve the first objective is to enhance and increase
the teaching of Icelandic in compulsory education (ages 6 to 16). Criteria will be developed
for reading skills to be acquired by learners at each stage of compulsory education.
Reading and literacy will be measured regularly from pre-primary school to the end of
compulsory education (primary and lower-secondary education). Immigrant learners will
receive additional support to enable them to reach the same proficiency in reading
comprehension as other learners. Teachers are to receive sufficient in-service training and
support. All pre-primary and compulsory schools should adopt a literacy policy in line with
the 2013 National Curriculum Guide and the school policy adopted by each municipality.
Learners will be encouraged to read for pleasure outside of school, and parents will be
empowered to arouse interest in reading and to support their children.

To tackle the high drop-out rate and its consequences, the Icelandic government has
taken measures with recent reforms throughout the education system. These include
reforms in teacher education, compulsory and upper-secondary education (2008) and the
development of a new national curriculum and a national qualifications framework.
Iceland has worked on the implementation of these reforms and is continuously
strengthening upper-secondary education while focusing on improving and investing in
pre-primary and compulsory education. Preventing drop-out and encouraging successful
upper-secondary completion is important for economic growth and social development.

In recent years, the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, in partnership with upper-
secondary schools, has promoted efforts to reduce drop-out. In 2011, a report compiled
by Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) experts identified
the strengths and weaknesses of the Icelandic education system when it comes to
combatting drop-out rates. Subsequently, the Ministry set up a working group to oversee
continuing work on these issues. The OECD analysis is used as a framework for this
project, complementing existing research and the experience of European Union (EU)
countries.

At the same time, the Ministry participates in the ‘Education is a working process’ project.
This is a collaboration between Education and Labour partners which has significantly
reduced the drop-out of upper-secondary learners. The project requests information
about the reasons for the drop-out from all upper-secondary schools, and screens for risk
factors in the schools with the highest drop-out rates. The screening included 59% of
learners who graduated from compulsory school in 2013 and began their upper-secondary
education the same year. A project manager was recently appointed to handle policy-
making tasks in education and career counselling in upper and lower-secondary schools,
with a view to reducing drop-out.

Iceland participated in the EU working group on Early School Leaving (ESL). The working
group, which was active for two years, completed its work and submitted a report in
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November 2013. The lessons learned from this group have been taken into account in the
Ministry’s work to prevent drop-out.

3. What information/data are collected at national level on
attainment and achievement?

e National tests in 4™, 7t and 9" grades. Nationally co-ordinated examinations in
Icelandic and mathematics are held in the 4™ and 7t" grades. There are also
nationally co-ordinated examinations in the 10t grade in Icelandic, English and
mathematics, although since 2017 these tests take place in the 9t grade. These
examinations primarily indicate learners’ position. They are prepared, graded and
organised by the Directorate of Education. The results of the national co-ordinated
examinations are distributed: learners receive their own marks and the mean
figures are distributed to the public for each examination at every compulsory
school in the country, as well as for each region and region-wide.

e Data collated by Statistics Iceland, including data regarding hours in special
education and the number of school days or time used for individual subject areas.

e PISA tests for 15-year-old learners every three years. Since 2000, Iceland has
taken part in the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
study. In 2009, the country took part in the Teaching and Learning International
Survey (TALIS). Iceland also regularly participates in OECD work on developing
learner achievement indicators. The Icelandic education system has been regularly
reviewed by OECD experts.

e Screenings in literacy at national level, collected by the Directorate of Education.
This is an on-going initiative based on the White Paper from 2014.

4. What information/data on attainment and achievement
(including the wider areas outlined above) are collected at school
level?

Skolapulsinn (‘school pulse’) is a small, focused, web-based project to help school
administrators better monitor what is happening in their school. The project is designed to
make tedious testing and surveying easier and more streamlined. Schools can choose to
be part of this collection and receive their results compared to other participating schools.

5. What information/data are used for school evaluation and
quality assurance at national/local level?

¢ Internal evaluation in every school, which is collated by the municipality. All pre-
primary, compulsory and upper-secondary schools are required to implement
internal evaluation methods to evaluate their work. Schools can choose which
system to use, but it should include significant elements of internal monitoring. An
internal evaluation includes:
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o the school’s policy and objectives;

o how the objectives are to be achieved;

o an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the school’s operations;
o aplan for improvements.

e External school evaluation, organised by the Ministry of Education, Science and
Culture. This may include the evaluation of schools/institutions as a whole,
evaluation of internal evaluation methods or other defined parts of school
activities. At pre-primary and compulsory school levels, municipalities may conduct
their own evaluation of schools and school activities. The Directorate of Education
evaluates individual schools and the Ministry follows up on the evaluations. There
is an on-going discussion around evaluating larger number of schools every year
and improving the follow up.

6. Are there any specific initiatives in place to support/enable
teachers and/or school leaders to raise the attainment and
achievement of all learners?

The Academic Council for the Professional Development of Teachers was established in
the autumn of 2012. The Council aims to work on projects in the field of lifelong learning
and professional development of teachers in pre-primary, primary and secondary schools.

The universities in the country offer varied professional development courses for
teachers.

In Iceland, there are various funds that support schools based on applications to
strengthen school development and support in-service training for teachers. The
Teachers’ Union has also funds to support teachers in their professional development.

7. What other policies may influence levels of attainment and
achievement for all learners?

The National Curriculum Guide, which is common to pre-primary, compulsory and upper-
secondary education, defines the fundamental pillars of education in Iceland. According to
the 2011 Curriculum Guide, these fundamental pillars are divided into six categories,
which are interrelated and interdependent in education and school activities. They
provide a clear overview of educational work. They are based on the idea that active
democracy cannot be achieved without literacy in society’s diverse symbolism and
communication systems. They are also based on the idea that active democracy can only
flourish if every form of equality between individuals and groups in society is
simultaneously supported. Human rights can only be ensured by supporting individual
health and welfare and by fighting discrimination and all forms of violence, including
bullying.

The pillars are:

e literacy in the widest sense;
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education towards sustainability;
equality;

creativity;

health and welfare;

democracy and human rights.

The National Curriculum Guide defines Key Competences in five categories. Competence
criteria are defined at the completion of the 4", 7t and 10™" grades. They are divided into
five categories, in accordance with the criteria for assessment of key competences:

expression and communication;
creative and critical thinking;
independence and co-operation;
using media and information;

responsibility for and evaluation of one’s own education.

There are various school development projects supported by the national funding system.
Many schools also participate in Nordic projects through Nordplus and European Projects
through Erasmus+. Please refer to the Rannis website (the Icelandic Centre for Research).

8.

Please provide a short commentary/critical reflection on the

main policy challenges

The PISA 2012 and 2015 results demonstrate a negative trend in the performance
of Icelandic learners. The education system now battles against declining literacy
rates among learners leaving compulsory education. Some disparities exist
according to place of residence. In recent years, reading literacy has deteriorated
more rapidly in most regions outside the capital area than within it.

The PISA 2012 and 2015 results also demonstrate slow learner progress in upper-
secondary education. Only 44% of learners enrolled in Icelandic upper-secondary
schools graduate on time. Furthermore, relatively few learners enrol in vocational
programmes. Those who do are less likely to graduate on time, together with
learners enrolled in preparatory programmes. This is an on-going challenge.

In recent years, the number of learners with a foreign background has risen
considerably in Icelandic compulsory schools. A particular cause for concern is the
fact that many of these children do not do well in school. Their reading literacy
skills are much poorer than those of children whose native language is Icelandic. A
comprehensive resolution, based on the Act on Immigration Issues, has been put
forth by Althing (Parliament) regarding immigrants in Iceland. The resolution
dictates a policy on immigrants in 2016—2019. This aims to help immigrants to fully
participate in Icelandic society, putting particular attention on special needs and
protection. It promotes equal opportunities for immigrants, especially for children
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of migrants and to minimise school drop-out, with added emphasis on education
for bi- or multilingual individuals.

e Sigurdardéttir, Gudjonsdottir and Karlsddttir discuss these issues and various study
results in The Development of a School for All in Iceland: Equality, Threats and
Political Conditions (2014). For example:

(@]

At compulsory level, only 1% of all learners attend special schools.
However, the placement of learners with disabilities in mainstream schools
does not mean that they are included or acknowledged as participants in
school life. Participation has not been generally measured in Iceland.

The discussion about inclusive education is stronger at policy level among
school authorities than it is among teachers or within teacher training.
Despite promising efforts to meet the needs of diverse learners, there is a
strong emphasis on standardising academic goals rather than multiform
learning opportunities.

Teachers in compulsory education believe that they respond to learners’
needs in their teaching. However, if learners with special educational needs
(SEN) are going to be included in mainstream classrooms, teachers call for
more specialised resources and knowledge.

After 30 years of progress towards inclusion, teachers claimed to have little
knowledge on inclusive schools. They had acquired the knowledge they had
outside school, rather than from professional discussion or practice within
their schools or teacher training programmes.

Teachers’ education levels are relatively low. TALIS results indicate that
Icelandic teachers do not take part in professional development activities
to the same extent as teachers in other participating countries. The results
indicate more teaching collaborations than in other participating countries.

e In her 2014 PhD study, The Teacher in an Inclusive School. Exploring teachers’
construction of their meaning and knowledge relating to their concepts and
understandings of inclusive education, Gunnpdrsdéttir argues that:

o

Both the structure of a school system and teachers’ attitudes create a
scope for exclusionary thinking and practices which affect and hinder
learner’s education opportunities.

Teachers do not see inclusion as inherent in the job of teaching. It is an
additional task, with teaching learners who do not have special needs as
the main task.

Learners need an official diagnosis to be offered relevant support and
teaching. In that regard, SEN are in a pecking order.

Difference is managed within education systems through the identification
and labelling of individuals and groups and the interrelated processes of
inclusion and exclusion.
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o Teachers have adopted certain positions. They justify their attitudes by
claiming they do not get enough support from the system and it is
therefore unrealistic for their teaching to correspond to established policy.

o Teachers talk about the right of every child to an education which builds on
their abilities. They say it is their job to make this happen, but the teaching
styles and attitudes are influenced by traditional views on education,
standardised norms and ideas about the ‘normal’ learner.

e According to official numbers from Statistics Iceland (Hagstofa islands, 2016) there
is an increase in special education in the Icelandic school system. In the school year
2014-2015, 28.4% of learners received special education or support in compulsory
education.

e Several reviews have been conducted by international and domestic bodies which
have found some challenges in relation to inclusive education policy in Iceland.
While there was general agreement that the policy itself was justified, school
administrators and staff felt that the implementation was not sufficiently managed
or funded. The European Agency signed a contract with the Icelandic Minister of
Education, Science and Culture in November 2015 for an external audit of the
system for inclusive education in Iceland. The final report was expected to be
published at the beginning of March 2017. There were huge expectations in
Iceland that the Audit would be important in further development and
implementation of inclusive education policy in Iceland.
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ANNEX 1. EXAMPLE OF PRACTICE TO RAISE LEARNER
ACHIEVEMENT

Example submitted by: Kristin Johannesdottir and Jenny Gunnbjérnsdottir

Contact person: Kristin J6hannesdéttir, principal

1. Location of school/learning community and short
description of context

Oddeyrarskdli is in the town of Akureyri, which is located in the northern part of Iceland.
With a population of about 17,200, the town is the largest outside the Reykjavik capital
area. Oddeyrarskdli is the smallest of the seven compulsory schools in the town. It is
located near the centre, in one of the oldest parts of Akureyri. The social and educational
status around the school is quite low compared to other parts of town.

2. Summary information on school/learning community

Oddeyrarskdli is one of the smallest public schools in the Akureyri municipality. It is a
compulsory school for children from 6—16 years of age with about 200 learners. There is
only one class at each level, with 13-28 learners in each class.

Every year, a few learners from other schools in the municipality go to Oddeyrarskéli
because they are not doing well in their home schools. Around 30% of the current learners
at Oddeyrarskoli were accepted for this reason.

There are 44 staff at Oddeyrarskdli. There is one principal and two heads of departments,
who also have teaching responsibilities for about 33% of their time. There are 22 teachers
and 20 other employees. Class teachers often work together in teams; for example, the 3
and 4t grade teachers work together in the same classroom. Two teaching assistants work
according to a teacher’s plan in partnership with the teachers of grades one through to
four.

During the 2016-2017 school year, there were 28 children (14.6% of all learners) in
Oddeyrarskéli with compelling needs for special support and individualised learning.
Teams of teachers organise their instruction in accordance with their needs. Two teaching
assistants work according to a teacher’s plan in partnership with the teachers of grades
one through to four. One teaching assistant works with the middle grades, helping
learners who have great need for extra support in their studies and various daily activities.

In addition to these children, 14 children are diagnosed with dyslexia. Some of these
children have a combination of disabilities, ADHD and/or dyslexia.

In Oddeyrarskdli there are proportionately twice as many bilingual children than the
average in the Akureyri municipality. In 2016—2017, there were 22 learners living with
home languages other than Icelandic, which was 11.5% of all learners in the school. In
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addition, seven learners had Icelandic and another language at home. That makes a total
of 15% of learners who needed special attention because of language complications.

Team teaching and formative assessment are the key issues in classroom practice and are
very important to the successful organisation of learning and teaching. The school has
always had large numbers of learners with special needs and the teachers have enhanced
their knowledge of the learners’ specific needs. This is one of the reasons to encourage
collaboration; it helps teachers to learn from each other and joint responsibility is better
than working alone.

School leaders play a big role in creating conditions and supporting this important work.
The school counsellor is also very important. Their role is to support learners, such as
those with autism or ADHD, in building up their communication skills. This helps learners
with ADHD and dyslexia with their learning strategies, as well as helping many learners
with their personal problems.

3. Summary of key feature/strengths of current practice

Oddeyrarskdli’s motto is responsibility — respect — friendship.

In Oddeyrarskali, staff and learners work together to create a school community that
encourages success. The community is characterised by a positive school atmosphere and
enthusiastic and ambitious individuals.

The positive school atmosphere is based on respect for all individuals and an environment
where diversity is welcomed. All teachers and learners are aware of the school values and
take responsibility for their own role in creating welcoming and inspiring learning
conditions.

Situations are created to give individuals the opportunity to use their strengths and
abilities in order to build ambition. The assessment is formative and constructive, which
further builds motivation and improves the performance of both learners and teachers.

The school is well known for good work with learners with special needs or social
problems. The school quite often receives learners from middle grades who were not
comfortable in their previous schools. Around 25% of the learners in Oddeyrarskali live in
other parts of the town, which equates to around 50 learners.

The school has focused on differentiation for a long time. In addition to their standard
teacher education, many of the teachers have been furthering their studies at the local
university. The aim is to increase their knowledge of reading difficulties, autism and
special education.

The school’s main goal is to teach every learner in the usual school surroundings, inside
the classrooms. The teachers work with goals, so every learner has their own goals to
work towards. Sometimes all the learners have the same goal and sometimes not. The
teachers believe that the children can learn a lot from working together in such a setting,
helping learning from each other. Group work is emphasised among the learners. They are
encouraged to speak together and try to find solutions to the problems they encounter
during the day.
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There is a very active IT team of teachers in the school who lead the learners’ IT work.
They have focused on coding and using Google Suite for Education for Learning. Good
facilities for IT education have been built up, and there are now about 100 devices
(computers, Chromebooks and tablets) for the 190 learners.

4,

Data/information available

Skdlapulsinn and skdlavogin: web-based assessment tools to help school administrators
better monitor what is happening within their school. Schools can choose to be part of
this collection and get results compared to other participating schools.

According to the data, the staff in Oddeyrarskéli are quite satisfied in the
workplace.

According to the data, the school’s main challenges are to raise all learners’
achievements, raise the learners’ self-esteem and belief in their own ability to
learn, as well as the learners’ well-being.

Focus of example/work to raise achievement

12

Building up a Professional Learning Community:

o Teachers team work and team teaching are used to build a professional
learning community.

o Meetings are used to learn from each other and learn together.
o Social media (Facebook site) is used to share ideas and good practice.
o Learners’ and parents’ evaluations are used to learn from and to do better.

o All the school leaders in Akureyri and the neighbourhood are working on
building a professional learning community between schools. All school
leaders meet every month to learn together.

Beginning Literacy (BL) has been the main ideology used for reading and writing in
younger classes in Oddeyrarskdli since 2006. BL is an approach to literacy
education, built on an interactive model. It emphasises the need to address both
decoding skills and comprehension. BL draws on definitions of inclusive education
and classroom communities. It assumes that every learner should learn within
their class community through scaffolding and other means of adapting learning to
learners’ needs. BL is implemented in schools through a two-year contract
between each school and the Centre of School Development at the University of
Akureyri (UNAK). See the introductory video about the approach.

Reading and writing in the middle stage is developed through an ideology called
Laesi til nams (Literacy for Learning). The teachers in the middle stage of the school
have been working with a teaching advisor from the Centre of School Development
at UNAK. This is a development programme for teachers who wish to enhance
their skills and strengthen learners’ learning in all aspects of literacy. Studies show
that real changes in education take some time and it is necessary to support the
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changes effectively. By participating in the Literacy for Learning development
programme, the teachers are a part of a learning process; they reflect on their own
work and gain new knowledge and skills in teaching literacy, in collaboration with
colleagues and consultants from UNAK. The teachers’ goals are to:

o strengthen their knowledge of a variety of reading methods;
o strengthen learners’ reading comprehension;

o practice ways to work with vocabulary and comprehension, writing,
collaborative dialogue and learning.

e ‘Talk together — learn together’. One year ago, the teachers increased talking
(discussions) in the classroom in order to build up more understanding of concepts
and critical thinking. The school received a small grant to get some counselling and
it has now been a year-long project. The teachers in the 3™ and 4t grades have
been developing a teaching method in maths, based on conversations and concept
understanding, with a teaching advisor from UNAK.

e Focus on ICT in all learning. ICT is integrated into all learning. The teachers have
increased the use of Google Suite for Education in recent years, which facilitates
the setting of goals and formative assessment.

6. Summary information about developments/current work in
this area

National tests give information about learner performance in Icelandic and maths in the
4t and 7t grades, and in Icelandic, maths and English in the 10t grade. The learners’
performance can be compared with their past performances and with the performance of
other learners in Iceland.

In the last five years, the learners’ performances in these tests have been unstable, but
they tend to be lower than average.

The table below shows a five-year average in the national tests in Oddeyrarskéli, for the
years 2010-2014. The average performance of learners in Iceland is 30. The table shows
that the five-year average performance of the learners in Oddeyrarskdli is lower than the
average of learners in Iceland. However, it also shows an improvement over the last two
years in the subjects that are assessed.

Grade Subjects 5-year average | Autumn 2015 Autumn 2016
(2010-2014)
4t grade Icelandic 27.2 32.93 26.9
(reading,
writing)
4t grade Maths 25.5 35.2 32.36
7% grade Icelandic 25.5 28.09 27.23
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Grade Subjects 5-year average | Autumn 2015 Autumn 2016
(2010-2014)
7t grade Maths 24.6 29.21 30.15
10t grade Icelandic 25.9 28.41 not finished
10t grade Maths 27.1 30.96 not finished
10t grade English 28.0 26.25 not finished

7. Key learning points from this example

e The main emphasis in Oddeyrarskéli is on all learners feeling welcome and
providing a good and joyful atmosphere in the school. Parents of learners with
special needs or social or language problems apply for admission to the school,
even though they may live in other parts of the town.

e The teachers work together in teams in order to meet every learner’s needs in the
classroom, where learners work in collaboration with their classmates.

e The teachers focus on the goals of learning rather than ‘books to finish.’

e The teachers in the school are willing to improve their teaching methods in order
to raise all learners’ achievement. For example, they may be active in the school
development programmes listed above.

e Regular team meetings are held in order to focus on learning and learners’ well-
being, if needed. The teams consist of teachers, parents, school leaders and
consultants from family services. The meetings are held every four to ten weeks.

8. Supporting materials (web links, papers, presentations, etc.)

e The school’s official website

e The school’s Facebook page

e The Centre of School Development at the University of Akureyri
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http://oddeyrarskoli.is/
https://www.facebook.com/oddskoli/?fref=ts
http://www.msha.is/
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