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The 
Icelandic 
School 

System -
Overview

ÅKindergarten from 1 or 2 years old to 6 years old.

ÅPrimary school from 6-16 yearsCompulsory 
Education.

ÅSecondary school from 16-19 years old (and older). 
Teenagers aged16-18 have a right to attend 
secondary school.

ÅIn secondary school, people study for their 
matriculation examinationor vocational studies.

ÅUniversity orspecialisedschools.

ÅContinued education for adults.
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Kindergarden

ÅKindergarten is the first educational level. Most children in 
Iceland start attendingkindergarten at the age of 1-2 years 
old, butit's not compulsory.

ÅKindergartens are either private or run by the municipalities.

ÅIt isnecessary to apply for a place at a kindergarten and 
sometimes there's awaiting list.

ÅChildren who speak Icelandic as a second language have 
priority.

ÅMost children attend their local kindergarten.

ÅKindergartenis notfree of charge. Parents share the cost with 
the municipalities.There is a discount if parents have more 
than one child at the same kindergarten.
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Kindergarden- Continued

ÅChildren get a hot meal at lunchtime. They also get 
fruit, bread andtoppings throughout the day.

ÅChildren aged 1-3 nap during the day and get 
mattresses, pillows andblankets.

ÅThe children play outdoors every day. Even if it's raining 
or snowing.They should own rain gear, rain boots, a 
snowsuit, snow boots, a hatand mittens.

ÅThe children are supervised carefully, both indoors and 
outdoors.

ÅBeing outdoors is fun and refreshing and if the children 
are properlydressed,they won't get cold.
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What Do Children Do at Kindergarten?
ÅThere is a daily schedule at kindergartens, and certain constants in 

the work.

ÅAmong activities at all kindergartens are:
ÅWorking with language skill stimulation with the children and 

laying thefoundation of literacy skills and all education.
ÅSinging with the children and teaching them many songs.
ÅReading to the children and letting them look at books.
ÅThe children do arts and crafts and take part in diverse creative 

projects.
ÅThe children play, both indoors and outdoors (in a special 

outdoors area withsafe playground equipment).
ÅThe children occasionally go on field trips with their teachers. 

They alwayswear highly visible safety vests on those occasions.
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Kindergarten 
- Continued

ÅParents are invited to parent-teacher meetings with a 
kindergartenteacher. There they go over the child's 
development and how the childis faring at the 
kindergarten.

ÅChildren at kindergarten undergo developmental 
assessments andphonological awareness assessments.

ÅChildren with disabilities receive training and support 
from adevelopmental therapist or special needs 
teacher.

ÅKindergarten work is based on the Icelandic National 
Curriculum Guidefor Kindergartensbased 
on legislation for that educational level. 
Eachkindergarten also publishes a plan of 
operation.www.stjornarradid.is/verkefni/menntamal/n
amskrar/
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Kindergarten - Continued

ÅThe work done with children in kindergartens is 
professional anddiverse.

ÅChildren of foreign origin receive a foundation and 
training in Icelandicthat is necessary for a good start to 
their schooling.

ÅChildren practice a lot of things at kindergarten:
ÅThere is systematic work done with language skill 

stimulation and theirlanguage development.
ÅThey practice teamwork and consideration towards 

each other.
ÅThey become more independent.
ÅThey are better prepared to begin their schooling.
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Primary School - General information

ÅThere is 10-year compulsory schooling in Iceland.

ÅChildren start school the year they turn 6 years old. They start in first grade.

ÅChildren finish compulsory schooling the year they turn 16 years old, when they'rein 
tenth grade.

ÅSchool from 1st-10th grade is called primary school.

ÅAll children have a right to attend school and parents have an obligation, accordingto law, 
to have their children attend school.

ÅParentshave toapply for holidays for their children and report illness.

ÅThe Ministry of Education, Science and Culture publishes the Icelandic 
NationalCurriculum Guide for Compulsory Schoolson the basis oflegislation for 
that educational level.www.stjornarradid.is/verkefni/menntamal/namskrar/
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Primary school

ÅAll children have the right toindividualisededucation and 
special needseducation if they need it.

ÅChildren participate in all subjects, for example both girls and 
boysparticipate in wood shop, home economics, swimming 
and physicaleducation.

ÅPhysical education is taught every year of primary school. 
Children take aswim test in 9th grade.

ÅParents are not allowed to keep their children at home even if 
they (theparents) object to some of the subjects.

ÅAll children automatically move up a grade after the summer 
holidays in thefall. In that context, academic performance 
isnot important.
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Subjects

ÅIn a democratic society, the residents of the country must have both 
generalknowledge andbe able to think independently.

ÅSchools are responsible for providing children with general education 
andtrain independent work methods and critical thinking.

ÅIndividuals are assessed on their need forspecialisedclasses in Icelandic 
asa second language or support in their general studies, and adapted 
studyplans are made for academic subjects if necessary.

ÅAssistance with homework can also be applied for at the school.

ÅThere are multiple subjects taught at schools, for example:

ÅIcelandic, reading, writing, foreign languages, math, natural sciences, 
social studies,sex education, life skills, computer science, physical 
education, crafts, art, wood shop,home economics, music and 
swimming.

2023 www.landneminn.is 10

Mynd frá VMST



Study Assessment

ÅAssessment of academic achievement is entered into the Mentor systemwww.infomentor.is-
Assessment scale:
ÅOutstanding
ÅProficient
ÅOn the right track
ÅNeeds practice
ÅNot proficient

ÅParents are encouraged to get detailed explanations of the criteria for assessmentfor different 
subjects from teachers.

ÅProgress is assessed on an individual basis andit's good to keep that in mind forparent-teacher 
meetings.

ÅOccasionally, teenagersmusttake preparatory classes in some subjects when theystart secondary 
school, even ifthey havecompleted primary school in Iceland.
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The Mentor System

ÅThe digital platform Mentor is used in primary schools to manageattendance and 
absences, assignment delivery and studentperformance.

ÅParents have access to the Mentor system. There they can reportillness and monitor their 
children's progress at school.

ÅIn Mentor it's also possible to see the names of everyone in the classand the phone 
number and/or email of their parents.

ÅMentor is also available as a smartphone app.

ÅA digital certificate is the best way to sign into the system.

Åwww.mentor.is
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Communication at School

ÅNo teacher or school staff member can subject students 
to corporalpunishment under any circumstances.

ÅDiscipline in school-related activities is based on the 
protocol and rulesof conduct at each school.Teachers 
and children should show eachother respect in 
communication.

ÅIf behaviouralor disciplinary problems are severe, 
remedial action issought with school administrators, 
parents and professionals, ifnecessary.

ÅBullying at school is seen as a very serious issue and 
primary schoolshave a response plan to address it.
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Children With Icelandic as a Second 
Language:Active Bilingualism

ÅThe mother tongue of each child is important and the 
key tocommunication with the child's closest caretakers.

ÅA good foundation in a mother tongue has various 
effects on children'sdevelopment.

ÅThe Association on Bilingualism offers language classes 
for children inmany languages.www.modurmal.com

Å¢ƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ wŜȅƪƧŀǾƛƪΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƛǇǎ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ 
on how toǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ 
bilingualism.www.reykjavik.is/allir-med
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Children With Icelandic as a Second Language:Icelandic

ÅProficiency in Icelandic is important for schooling to be successful at all levels.
ÅParents need to be wholeheartedly involved in their children's school and homework 

andmaketime for it. Routine, realistic goals, positive encouragement and praise are 
important.
ÅHome reading 5x a week where children read aloud to a parent/older sibling is very important.
Åhttps://mml.reykjavik.is/

ÅIt is also necessary to use the time outside school to promote and stimulateIcelandic by:
ÅHaving children watch TV and digital content in Icelandic and with Icelandic subtitles.
ÅUsing apps and games that train Icelandic, reading comprehension and other subjects, 

for example onwww.menntamalastofnun.isandwww.fraedslugatt.is
ÅEncouraging children to read books in Icelandic and go to the library.
ÅTaking part in games and leisure and sports activities with schoolmates and friends.

ÅYouhave towork hard in new situations in order to be successful - this also appliesto children. 
Interest and support from the parents is an important factor.
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Services and 
Costs

ÅThe primary schools have school nurses. They 
educate children on health-related issues and 
children can go to them if they get injured.

ÅPsychologists, educational counsellors and student 
counsellors also work atand for primary schools.

ÅPrimary school is free of charge. Children borrow all 
textbooks, as well asworkbooks and stationery. The 
state and municipalities pay all costs ofoperating 
the schools.

ÅParents pay a meal fee for the hot lunch the 
children receive at school.Childrenare allowed 
to bring their own packed lunch instead.

ÅParent-teacher meetings are held twice a year, with 
an interpreter ifnecessary.
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Equality in 
Education

17

The Act on Compulsory Schools states that all children, 
regardless ofability or learning difficulties, have the right to 
appropriate educationat their local school.

The Act states that children with a native language other 
thanIcelandic have the right to appropriate Icelandic language 
education.

Special education schools are also operated for children with 
delayeddevelopment, and in somecases,they can be more 
suitable than ageneral school.

Primary schools must follow the Ministry's curriculum guide. 
Thatmeans that children should receive education of equal 
standardwherever they live. Schools may have different focus 
areas, however.
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Good to know

ÅThe school year is from the end of August until mid-June.

ÅRemember each school's calendar - don't send children to school on 
holidays!

ÅThere is a2-3 daywinter break in schools both in the fall and spring 
semesters.There's also a Christmas holiday and an Easter holiday.

ÅThere are several teacher preparation days in each school year, when 
there is noschoolbut the teachers areorganisingthe school activities.

ÅIt ispossible to pay for childcare in leisure centers when there are 
teacherpreparation days and Christmas and Easter holidays outside the 
public holidays.

ÅAttendance ismandatoryin primary school. Holidays outside of public 
holidaysmust be applied for.

ÅIt isalso obligatory to report a child's illness through Mentor or at the 
school'soffice.
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Co-operation With the Home

ÅThe co-operation of home and school is 
important.https://reykjavik.is/foreldravefurinn

ÅChildren, parents and teachers need to talk to each other and 
communicateabout how things are going at school. It is 
always possible to call or email ateacher and get information 
on studies,behaviouror the well-being of achild.

ÅIt is important that parents pay close attention to their 
children's homeworkand help them with it.

ÅLiteracy is the foundation of all education. All children must 
read at home,aloud to a parent, at least five times a week.

Åwww.mms.isandwww.fraedslugatt.ishave lots of free 
content for primary schoolstudents to practice various 
subjects.
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Co-operation 
of Home and 
School -
Continued

ÅParents choose a class representative in the class or 
year, whoorganisesevents for the class and parents 
to attend together.

ÅParent associations are active in schools. 
Theyorganiseeducationalmeetings for parents and 
neighborhood walks on weekends, amongother 
things.

ÅFacebook groups of parents are common for 
school-related activities,e.g.,invitations to 
classmates' birthday parties or advertisements 
for lost clothes or other items.

ÅParentsmustpay close attention to emails from the 
school andteachers, the school's website and 
information on Mentor.
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Leisure Centers

ÅAll municipalities offer children in grades 1-4 a place at a leisure center afterschool from 
13:30 (2:30pm) - 17:00 (5pm) Monday to Friday.

ÅAn extended attendance after school is available for disabled children andadolescents 
from 5thgrade to 18 years old.https://www.stjornarradid.is/verkefni/felags-og-
fjolskyldumal/fatlad-folk/leidbeinandi-reglur-fyrir-sveitarfelog/

ÅIt isnecessary to sign your children up for the leisure center and select thetime they'll be 
picked up or whether they should walk home.

ÅSign-up is usually online on the municipality's website.

ÅLeisure centersare notfree of charge. The fee depends on eachmunicipality.

ÅLeisure centersare notmandatory, but many parents use leisure centersafter school 
becausethey areat work.

212023 www.landneminn.is

https://www.stjornarradid.is/verkefni/felags-og-fjolskyldumal/fatlad-folk/leidbeinandi-reglur-fyrir-sveitarfelog/


What Happens in Leisure Centers?

ÅLeisure centers are very important for children's social 
development and languagestimulation.

ÅThe work in leisure centers is professional and diverse, for 
example, the children:
ÅPlay cards, do crafts and seasonal projects.
ÅPlay together, outdoors and indoors.
ÅParticipate in group work, like yoga club, drama club, or 

computer club.

ÅThe children get light meals (for example, yoghurt and muesli 
or bread andtoppings) as well as fruits and vegetables 
throughout theday.

ÅThe children go outside every day, both at school and the 
leisure center, andshould be dressed appropriately for the 
weather. The children are alwayssupervised
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Leisure Centers - Continued

ÅIn larger municipalities, there is often a leisure bus that drives children from theleisure 
center to sports practice or otherorganisedleisure activities within thedistrict. (Parents 
pick up their children afterwards or they go home on their own).

ÅThere are a few staff preparation days at the leisure centers every school year.They are 
not open for the children on those days.

ÅWhen school is closed during summer, the leisure centers offer summer coursesfor 
children where they often go swimming and on field and adventure trips.Children must 
be enrolled in the summer courses and the fees paid.

ÅMany sports associations and other associations offer summer courses forchildren.
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The 
Importance of 
Leisure 
Activities
for Children

ÅStudies show that children who speak Icelandic as a 
second language rarelyparticipate in sports or 
leisure activities for children.

ÅParticipating in leisure activities outside of school is 
very important for allchildren.

ÅThey train skills and abilities in new areas, they 
practice social connections,make friends and learn 
anduse Icelandic in a more diverse waythan only 
at school.

ÅChildren of foreign origin who attend leisure 
activities are participants in acommon world of 
experience with their classmates, which is an 
important factor in integrating into a new society.

ÅOrganisedsports and leisure activities in Iceland are 
professional and anemphasis is placed on good 
communication, co-operation and healthy living.
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Leisure Activities - Continued

ÅAll districts of Reykjavík and all towns have active sports clubs. 
They offersports activities for children. Football and handball are 
popular with bothboys and girls.

ÅMusic schools, gymnastics clubs, swim clubs, dance schools, 
karate clubsand scout associations are examples of associations 
that offer courses forchildren.

ÅParents often take an active part in children's leisure activities 
andaccompany them to sporting events, concerts and 
exhibitions.

ÅDiverse parent activities are often a part of children's leisure 
activities - andit is a good way to get to know other parents and 
to practice Icelandic.

ÅRemember theleisure activities grant!
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Children's 
Social Life

ÅBirthdays are important to most children.

ÅMost classes have rules on birthdays and the best 
way to getinformation on them is through the 
parents Facebook group for theclass, for example.

ÅChildren in Iceland start visiting their friends and 
classmates andhaving friends over at an early age. 
Some schools haveorganisedfriend groups within 
classes.

ÅIt is natural to accompany children at first on such 
visits and to obtainthe telephone numbers of the 
friends' parents.
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Teenagers' Social Life

ÅA social life with their peers is important to teenagers.

ÅLeisure centers are operated in districts and municipalities 
and areplaces where teenagers can meet. Employees are 
present when thecenters are open.

ÅIn primary school, teenagers often participate in various 
activitiesrelated to their interests, in addition to which 
entertainment eventsare held throughout the school year.

ÅThe school camp inReykjaskóliin Hrútafjörður is forchildren 
in 7thgrade of primary school. Children stay there for a 
week,learning, playing, and 
working.https://www.umfi.is/ungmenna-og-
skolabudir/skolabudir-a-reykjum/
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