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Dropout in a Small Society: Is the Icelandic
Case Somehow Different?
Kristjana Stella Blondal, JónTorfi Jónasson and Anne-Christin Tannhäuser

Icelandic Education
Early in the 20th century, the Icelandic education system was poorly developed, with
no compulsory education and no legal framework for primary education. During
the next 100 years, however, the system became mature, flexible and fairly
advanced – largely on par with systems in the other Nordic countries (Guttormsson,
2008). While the total Icelandic population did not reach 300,000 until the 21st
century, numerous studies have shown that Icelandic education developed in ways
similar to much larger systems, both in qualitative and quantitative terms, and
apparently dealt with many of the same problems (e.g., Jóhannsdóttir, 2006;
Jónasson, 1999, 2003; Jónasson & Tuijnman, 2001). Such studies draw attention to
important similarities between different systems and warn against over-emphasising
their differences, though they of course exist. The conclusion is that much can be
learned about various aspects of many major problems in Iceland simply by
analysing studies from its neighbours. Moreover, these neighbours may also benefit
from Iceland’s experience, as information about a number of issues is relatively
easy to come by in the quite well-documented Icelandic setting.
By comparison, the Icelandic system still faces one outstanding problem: an
extremely high dropout rate in upper secondary education. This phenomenon is
considered so crucial that recent legal reform has focused particularly on it. This
chapter will describe the Icelandic education system with an emphasis on upper
secondary education, present Icelandic findings on the problem of school dropout, and describe the programs and policies that have been developed to address
this issue.
Icelandic society generally emphasises education, with an eye to ensuring that
every child and young person has an equal right to education, free of charge, in both
compulsory and upper secondary school. The following statement reflects a fundamental principle of the Icelandic education system:
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… everyone should have equal opportunities to acquire an education, irrespective of sex,
economic status, residential location, religion, possible handicap, and cultural or social
background. (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2002, p. 7)
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Icelandic children normally start school at the age of 6 and progress automatically
from one year to the next throughout 10 years of compulsory education as shown in
Fig. 11.1. Implicit in the main principle of an equal right to education is the compulsory schools’ responsibility to attend to the educational needs of each student. Pupils
with special needs have the right to study support, based on evaluation of their needs.
Special educational support can take place in the special education classroom, in the
general classroom, or in both, which is most often the case. Less than 0.5% of each
cohort attends special schools; on the other hand, around 20% receive special educational support while attending mainstream classes (Statistics Iceland, 2007).
After completing compulsory education at the age of 16, most students proceed
directly to upper secondary school, despite it being non-compulsory (see Fig. 11.1).
Since 2000, over 90% of 16-year-olds have enrolled in upper secondary level each
year (Statistics Iceland, 2006a, 2008a). Upper secondary studies are typically
4-year programs (with some notable exceptions, however), and are supposed to comprise students in the age group of 16 to 20.
The compulsory system, comprising primary and lower secondary schools, is
financed and operated by the municipalities. The upper secondary system, in contrast,
is operated and financed by the central government, except that the municipalities
provide up to 40% of construction costs. According to the Upper Secondary School
Act of 1996, upper secondary school administration is based on legislation regulations
and the curriculum guide issued by the central government. The structure of the
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Fig. 11.1 The structure of the Icelandic educational system (Source: Ministry of Education,
Science and Culture, 2005)
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system and the curriculum framework is dictated by the central government, albeit
the schools have a rather limited but increasing scope for independent action.
Thus, the administrative structure is essentially two-layered, where one layer represents the central government and the other the individual schools. A new Upper
Secondary School Act was passed in 2008; it is meant to take effect gradually and
enter into full force no later than 2011. We will describe the system in terms of the
previous (1996) Act, as this has moulded the system and remains in effect to a great
extent, but we will also point out changes implicit in the new Act.

Upper Secondary School in Iceland
The Icelandic school year is 9 months long. Some upper secondary schools offer
evening adult education classes and distance education. While distance education
is organised independent of age, evening classes are organised specifically for
adults. Distance education has been on the rise since 2003, while special adult
education classes have diminished (Statistics Iceland, 2008b). Generally there is no
tuition charge for upper secondary schooling, though vocational students pay part
of their materials costs. In addition, students in adult and distance education pay
partial tuition (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2002, 2005).
In the last grade of compulsory school, students have until now taken nationally
coordinated examinations in up to six subjects (Icelandic, mathematics, Danish,
English, social science and natural science); these have in fact been optional, but
entrance into different upper secondary programs has been to a varying degree
conditional on passing at least some of them, as determined by the ministry. The decision
regarding entrance requirements has now been moved from the ministry to individual schools under the new Upper Secondary School Act (2008), and at the same
time the national examinations have been abolished in their current form. The changes
are, though, not dramatic; everyone had the legal right of entrance into the upper
secondary school level, irrespective of academic results, at the end of compulsory
education under the Upper Secondary School Act of 1996. However, admittance
into many specific programs was contingent on student outcome in the national
examinations. Therefore, those not taking any such examination or performing
poorly had somewhat limited options at the upper secondary level.
Upper secondary studies are typically 4-year programs (with some notable
exceptions, mainly involving expressly shorter-duration programs) and are supposed to cover the age group of 16 to 19 (with graduation at the age of 20). There
are about 30 upper secondary schools in the country, and they fall into three main
categories. Firstly, there are traditional grammar schools offering only matriculation
examination programs. For a long time, such schools formed the homogeneous
backbone of the secondary system. Secondly, various vocational schools developed
from the late 19th century onwards. Such schools were specialised, with those offering programs for the industrial arts emerging as the most prominent. Thirdly, since the
late 1970s, comprehensive schools have been established in accordance with the
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government’s policy of opening schools that offer both vocational programs and
academic programs for the university entrance examination (UEE). Comprehensive
schools combine the two former types of schools, following not only the rationale
of economy in rural areas, but also fundamentally the goal of eradicating as much
as possible any question of status difference between the different types of programs, and facilitating transfers between programs and schools whenever students
so desire. The explicit rationale for building up the comprehensive system was that
students could easily change tracks. But implicit was that they could move from the
academic or gymnasium track to the vocational tracks if they could not cope with
the former (Jónasson, 1997). In fact, this did not happen frequently; rather, what
transpired fairly soon was that academically able vocational students, especially in
the comprehensive schools, switched to academic programs (Jónasson, 1994). In
the years 2007 and 2008, more than half of all 16- to 19-year-old students attended
comprehensive schools, roughly one third attended grammar schools, and about 7%
vocational schools.
Recently, the vocational schools have been permitted to offer matriculation
programs, typically in combination with their vocational programs. This merging
of academic and vocational programs has been a leading development since the
1970s (Jónasson, 1997, 2008). It is also a major principle behind the most recent
law on upper secondary education, where the explicit rhetoric is to claim that the
status of vocational and academic education should be equivalent within a holistic
system, such that the university entrance examination might be completed from
both the vocational and academic tracks (Ministry of Education, Science and
Culture, n.d.).
Around 100 branches of study are offered at the upper secondary school level,
of which over 80 are vocational. Every branch offers pathways to further education.
The main pathways are as follows: (1) academic programs; (2) an arts program; (3)
a multitude of vocational programs such as the industrial arts, which have been the
mainstay of vocational schooling; (4) a general program; and (5) a variety of (normally short-term) work-related programs. These programs are defined in terms of
credits. Usually the students are expected to complete 17 to 18 credits per semester
(Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2008), but in most schools they are
allowed to take more or fewer credits per semester. The matriculation examination
usually requires 140 credits.
Academic programs typically take eight semesters (4 years) and conclude with
the matriculation examination. Four different study programs are offered: social
sciences, natural sciences, languages, and business and economics.
The arts program takes 3 years and is designed to prepare students for further
education in the field.
The category of vocational programs exhibits by far the greatest variety of
courses, generally taking six to eight semesters, but with very few exceptions of
shorter- or longer-term programs. Vocational programs may be divided into two
categories: study in certified trades which confer professional licences in the
respective professions, and study that prepares students for certain jobs but gives no
legally protected qualifications. Study in certified trades is conducted either through
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a master training program or through school-based vocational training. The vocational training for students in master training programs is primarily in the workplace in companies or with a master craftsman, but students complete the academic
portion of their studies in a school according to a set curriculum. Students in
school-based vocational education and training (VET) programs receive their general and special training in a school, followed by training in the workplace. In both
programs, students are responsible for obtaining a work contract or workplace
training position themselves. Students in other forms of vocational education study
largely in a school environment, although training in the workplace is frequently
part of the program (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2007a).
Students can complete matriculation examinations both from vocational programs and the arts programs by taking additional courses (Ministry of Education,
Science and Culture, 2007a, 2008). The proportion of students completing matriculation examinations using this option has been growing over the last years. From
1996 to 2002, around 3% of matriculations were of this type, with a steady increase
since. In 2002, 6% of those completing matriculation did so by taking additional
courses, as compared to 15% in 2007 (Statistics Iceland, 2009a).
The general program takes 1–2 years and is mostly intended for those who do
not fulfil admission requirements for other courses of study and thus need to
improve their academic skills in core subjects before entering other lines of
study. This program is also for students who have not yet decided which path to
pursue (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2008). In a sense, this
option can be regarded as a simple prolongation of the compulsory lower secondary school.
Work-related programs are designed for students who have had extensive special
education in compulsory school and are unable on academic grounds to participate
in other courses of study (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2008). The
work-related programs are part of the mainstream system and some of the comprehensive schools make a special effort to offer such programs.
As in other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
countries, most students complete programs giving access to higher education.
Academic programs attract by far the most students. Statistics from 2008 show that
roughly half of the 16- to 19-year-old cohort attended academic programs, 16%
were in VET (including apprenticeships), 8% were in apprenticeships, around 10%
in general studies, and 1% in work-related studies. One fifth were not registered in
upper secondary school. Roughly 70% of the 16- to 19-year-old students in academic courses were either in natural or social sciences. Almost one third of the
apprentices were in building and construction branches (30%); 22% in electrical
industry branches; 14% in vehicles and transport branches; 13% in hairdressing and
beauty therapy; and 12% in metal, machinery technique, and production branches
(Statistics Iceland, n.d.). Moreover, males are more likely to opt for the vocational
programs than females (Jónasson & Blondal, 2002a).
The upper secondary school level emphasises flexibility. In the introduction to
the booklet on upper secondary education in Iceland that every student receives
during the last grade of compulsory school, the Minister of Education, Science and
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Culture emphasises that students in academic programs can easily switch to vocational courses, and students in vocational programs can pursue further studies to
complete the matriculation examination. Also, students can transfer credits between
different schools and fields, augmenting the ease of changing programs, both for
students who want to switch tracks from vocational to academic studies and vice
versa, as well as within fields (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2008).
The credit unit system introduced with the new Upper Secondary School Act
should make transferring between schools or study programs easier yet, since the
system will thereupon be further harmonised (see below).
The educational reform of the entire school system that the Icelandic central
government is currently undertaking is of particular relevance here because the
dropout issue was given absolute priority in the most recent legislation (the
Preschool Act, No. 90/2008; the Compulsory School Act, No. 91/2008; the Upper
Secondary School Act, No. 92/2008). The intention explicit in the reform is that
education shall be organised so as to meet the requirements and expectations of
students, substantially increase curriculum flexibility, add to the number of educational pathways offered, facilitate the completion of upper secondary programs in
3 rather than the normative 4 years, and create conditions for more students to
complete defined study programs, with a view to decreasing school dropout
(Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, n.d.). The possibility of completing
traditional 4-year studies in a shorter period of time has existed since the early
1970s, when the unit credit system was implemented parallel to the sequential class
(first by the relatively new grammar school, Menntaskólinn við Hamrahlíð, in
1972). Most students, however, complete their studies in 4 years or more, rather
than in fewer than 4 years (Jónasson & Blondal, 2002a). The special emphasis on
facilitating completion of upper secondary school in a shorter time than 4 years
might change this, but the laws are not clear in the sense that they do not state how
many credit units students need to complete for their graduation. This will probably
be stated in the new national curriculum that is under development, and if not, each
school will have to define it in its curriculum and submit it for ministerial
approval.
The following discussion involves the provisions directly related to dropout.
The 2008 legislation provides for a new qualification called the upper secondary
school leaving certificate, requiring 1½ or 2 years of study, but not entailing
any specific courses. Other qualifications provided for are vocational certificates which confer professional licences in the respective professions, the
matriculation examination (i.e., UEE), and other final examinations which are
defined by upper secondary schools and prepare students for certain jobs but
give no legally protected qualifications. Finally, upper secondary schools may
now begin to offer post-secondary education (the Upper Secondary School Act,
No. 92/2008).
The new upper secondary school leaving certificate is aimed at students who do
not plan to complete further qualifications, and one of its main purposes is to
decrease school dropout at the secondary level. Whether the certificate will make
much difference to students is not clear, since it conveys no rights except to further
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study at the same school level, which the students have anyway (Ministry of
Education, Science and Culture, n.d.). However, the certificate may induce
students to complete at least 1½ years of upper secondary education, instead of the
1 year which many have typically completed before dropping out. This remains to
be seen.
Finally, it is important to emphasise two important principles inherent in the
reform. One is making vocational education equivalent to academic education.
For example, the academic and vocational matriculation examinations are rendered
equivalent. This is the official statement but it is not made explicit in the legislation
as to how this is to be effected, so the exact ramifications remain unclear. The second
principle, and in fact one of the major aims of the new legislation, is decentralising
the upper secondary school system, even though the schools have to obey guidelines set by the ministry (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, n.d.). Again,
it is unclear how the ministry will balance its control with that of the schools, but
there is no doubt that the government continues its effort to bolster vocational education, apparently against the odds of it actually being effective (Jónasson, 1998,
2003, 2008). Schools themselves, by being given extra freedom, may find ways to
diminish the dropout rate.

Tertiary Education
The Icelandic tertiary system is essentially a unitary one, kindred to the United
Kingdom and perhaps the Swedish systems, and thus it fits the 5A level of
UNESCO’s International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED)
(Jónasson, 2004). In terms of the European Bologna framework for higher education, the university level is largely a 3 + 2 + 3-cycle system, with essentially no
post-secondary, non-university track. This refers to a first cycle of 3 years (bachelor’s level), 2 years at master’s level, and 3 years at doctoral level.
Because Icelandic students do not normally complete their studies at upper
secondary school until the age of 20, they might be expected to graduate from
university at somewhat older ages than their peers in neighbouring countries, especially as it is not uncommon for Icelandic students to take a year off after matriculation. Comparison of the proportions of students in Iceland, Sweden and Denmark
who completed a matriculation examination and bachelor’s degree in 2000 and
2001 as a percentage of the reference cohorts indicates that the picture is not so
clear-cut. While Icelandic students graduate from upper secondary school somewhat older than in Denmark or particularly in Sweden, the Icelanders are not as
distinct in age from the Danish students as the formal systems might lead us to
expect. Moreover, the differences largely disappear when moving to the level of
higher education: in all three countries, the highest proportion of students graduated at the same age, at around 24–26 years (Jónasson, 2002). Note that these
points are only meant to bring out qualitative aspects, that is, to show that the basic
profiles of the three countries are quite similar. In any case, the formal system
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descriptions fail to tell the full story. Such descriptions would imply that Icelandic
students should lag behind the Danish and Swedish students by a whole year, but
they do not.

Patterns of School Dropout

Without upper secondary education in %

At the age of 16, most students proceed directly to upper secondary school.
Nonetheless, early school leaving is more common in Iceland than in many other
OECD countries. An Icelandic study of a cohort born in 1975 showed that around
40% had not yet finished upper secondary school at the age of 24 (keeping in
mind that the normal completion age for most study programs is 20). This result
resembles that from a comparable Icelandic study of a cohort born in 1969. On
the other hand, of those who had not completed the upper secondary level, around
16% were studying at that level at the age of 24 (Jónasson & Blondal, 2002a;
Jónasson & Jónsdóttir, 1992). A recent study on early school leavers (European
Commission Directorate General for Education and Culture, 2005) showed the
Icelandic situation to be somewhat special, in that the Icelandic population gradually does complete school, showing changes even in cohorts aged over 30. As
shown in Fig. 11.2, the dropout rate is quite high for both males and females of
every age group, but it gradually decreases with age to reach a low of around
20% for females in their 30s, and for males in their 40s. Thereafter it increases
with age.
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Fig. 11.2 Proportion of a cohort which has not obtained any formal certificate after compulsory
education in Iceland, 2003 (Source: Jónasson & Dofradóttir, 2008)
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It should be noted that even though Iceland’s dropout rate is high and of great
concern, the system is actually flexible in a modest but compensating way. This is
demonstrated by the fact that the upper secondary programs stay open to older
cohorts than the system is mainly tailored for. While the system accepts students of
any age, it is based on an age range of 16–19. Still, statistics show that over the last
10 years, only about 60% of students in upper secondary schools have been in this
age range. A little less than 30% have been 21- to 29-year-olds, and roughly 10%
have been older (Statistics Iceland, 2006a). Understandably, many older students
opt to attend evening classes or register for distance education, in both cases more
so with increasing age.
The dropout rate is greater among males than females. Furthermore, the rate is
greater outside the capital region and among students from families with low socioeconomic status (Blondal & Jónasson, 2003; Blondal & Adalbjarnardottir, in
press). In addition, dropout is greater from vocational programs than from academic programs (Statistics Iceland, 2004).
Through the years, students in the capital region have, on average, achieved
higher grades than students outside it in the nationally coordinated examinations at
the end of compulsory school (Jónasson & Blondal, 2002a, 2002b; Námsmatsstofnun,
2006). The surveys of student cohorts born in 1969 and 1975 showed that the
dropout rate was higher outside of the capital region. When controlled for academic
achievement in the national examinations at the end of compulsory school, however,
the difference in dropout rate between the capital region and other regions disappeared (Jónasson & Blondal, 2002a). This suggests that the problem of varying
regional educational attainment at upper secondary level can be traced to academic
achievement in elementary school. Similar analyses showed much lesser effects of
gender and students’ socioeconomic background when academic achievement was
taken into account.
The Icelandic study of the cohort born in 1975 showed that at age 24, almost a
quarter of the cohort had either never enrolled in upper secondary school (7.3%) or
had not completed any courses there (15.3%). Moreover, of the students who
dropped out, over half (55%) left before completing the equivalent of one school
year. This means that they completed less than one quarter of the majority of programs offered at this school level, whether towards matriculation examinations or
the many vocational programs. As for completing the equivalent of two school
years, about 80% of the group that quit left before that stage (Jónasson & Blondal,
2002a). Similar findings were obtained in the comparable study of the cohort born
in 1969 (Jónasson & Jónsdóttir, 1992).

Why Do Students Drop Out? Theorisation and Explanations
In an earlier study on the education, attitudes to school and psychological characteristics of the Icelandic cohort born in 1975 (4,180 individuals), dropout was
examined from three different perspective (Jónasson & Blondal, 2005a). It was
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looked at from the system perspective, where there was speculation on the extent to
which dropping out can be attributed to the Icelandic work and education infrastructure and to the curricular choices open to students; the school perspective,
where consideration was given to how various schools operate; and finally the individual perspective, where dropout causes are understood in terms of the attributes
of the individual, or in terms of the individual’s immediate social environment.

The System Perspective
Consider first the system1 perspective. The explanations hitherto given for Iceland’s
high dropout rates, based on the educational system, are primarily four:
1. There is the general assumption in the system that upper secondary education
may take too many years, in any case longer than in other Nordic countries
(Jónasson, 2002). (As discussed previously, upper secondary education has typically been characterised by 4-year programs.) This assumption is probably based
on the notion that those students who succeed in completing the first half of the
studies would be less likely to drop out if they had 1 year left instead of 2.
2. The school system may be overly flexible, allowing students to come and go as
they please, so that they lack compulsion to complete their studies. Whereas flexibility is normally seen as an advantage, here it is considered a disadvantage.
3. The implicit societal emphasis on general rather than vocational education seems
to influence many students to make apparently non-intuitive choices; thus,
despite having deeper interest in vocational subjects, they choose academic
tracks. The Icelandic system leaves the choice of upper secondary tracks completely up to the students except in those relatively few instances where they do
not fulfil the prerequisites of a specific program. There is considerable evidence
that students feel pressure to choose academic tracks even though their basic
interests fit vocational tracks.
4. The labour market attracts students out of school. This explanation points out
how expansion of the Icelandic labour market in recent years has resulted in
unusually enticing job opportunities for young people with little formal educational qualifications, compared to other European countries (European
Commission Directorate General for Education and Culture, 2005). In the
Icelandic cohort study, job opportunities were one of the three main reasons
students gave for quitting school (Jónasson & Blondal, 2002a).
Working along with school has been very common in Iceland. In 2003–05, around
60% of 16- to 24-year-old students either in upper secondary or tertiary-level education worked along with studying, and on average worked for 28 hours per week!
Additionally, 8–9% of students not working during their studies were in fact looking for work (Statistics Iceland, 2006b).
1

Alternative terms to system might be external environment or macro context.
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The School Perspective
It is possible to divide the perspectives that schools have into two types, based on
their image or role in society. On the one hand, some exceptionally prestigious
schools mainly have the aim of preparing their students for higher education, and
even for a few special fields of higher education, such as medicine or engineering.
On the other hand, the remaining schools have the broader aim of educating a very
diverse student group that will not necessarily continue studying after upper secondary schooling. The prestigious schools are not seen to effectively encourage
students who do not meet their educational standards to continue; these schools do
not necessarily see it as a problem when students leave before completion. The schools
with broader aims try to retain their students (admittedly to a varying extent), and
unequivocally attempt to decrease their dropout rates.
Added to all this are school finances, which are quite complex. A significant
portion of school funding is on a per capita basis, related to the number of students
completing their courses, irrespective of their level of achievement. This is supposed to support the government policy of encouraging schools to retain students.
However, how sensitive a school is to this pressure depends on the type of students
it generally accepts, on how retention is measured, and how the individual school
balances the pros and cons of retaining educationally weak students with respect to
the funding system.2
Although school effectiveness has not been a major focus of Iceland’s school
dropout discussion, a study of this matter is now underway under the leadership of
the present authors. Also, an Icelandic study has previously indicated that the relationship between different upper secondary schools and student progress at university
level, controlled for previous academic achievement, is far from simple (Jónasson
& Blondal, 2005b). It was not the case that students coming from the so-called best
schools progressed faster through university than those coming from schools which
definitely had a lower overall status.

The Individual’s Perspective
In the Icelandic cohort study, those defined as school dropouts (i.e., those not
currently studying and not having completed an upper secondary education by
the age of 24) were asked about their main reasons for leaving school (Jónasson
& Blondal, 2002a). The most common reasons given by both males and females
were categorised under the headings ‘I was bored with my studies’ and ‘I had

Recently, a number of schoolmasters were reprimanded formally by the Ministry of Education
for incorrect bookkeeping on this issue, an action they find unfair. The controversy centres on the
precise moment at which a student is to be counted as a dropout. School appropriations are related
to the number of students who have not dropped out.

2
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financial difficulties’. A common category for males was ‘I got a good job,’ and
for females, ‘I had a child’. The findings also showed that around half of the
dropout group, looking back (at age 24), felt that leaving school had been the
right decision, considering their situation at that time. It should also be pointed
out, however, that half of the group thought their situation in the labour market
would be better if they had completed upper secondary education. Practically
everyone wanted to add to their education, although 60% believed it would be
difficult to start studying again within the formal education system. Although
these findings give insight into why students leave school, it should be noted
that the phenomenon of dropout is complicated; many different factors come
into play, often during different periods in the student’s life. The individual factors that have most often been identified are students’ academic performance
and school engagement (see Rumberger, 2004).
Performance in academic programs at the lower secondary (compulsory) level
has been clearly demonstrated to be one of the strongest predictors for upper secondary dropout, in Iceland as well as elsewhere (see Battin-Pearson et al., 2000).
Figure 11.3 shows the percentage of a cohort of Icelandic students who had completed upper secondary education – either matriculation or vocational programs – by
the age of 24, as a function of grades in a standardised test in Icelandic at the end
of compulsory school (age 16). It also shows the percentage of the cohort that got
certain grades (the line), for example 5% of the cohort got grades lower than 3, and
31% got grades higher than 7 (the grade system is from 1 to 10).
The figure demonstrates three points. First, grades clearly predict the graduates
from academic programs: the higher the grades, the more likely the students are to
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Fig. 11.3 Proportion of a cohort who completed upper secondary education by program in light
of academic achievement at the end of compulsory school (Source: Derived from Jónasson &
Blondal, 2002a)
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have completed the matriculation examination by the age of 24. Second, grades do
not predict completion of vocational programs; and third, the figure also shows that
only 60% of the group with average grades (5–6.9) completed upper secondary
education. This means that while the relationship between academic achievement
and educational outcome is robust and clear, very little is known about the most
numerous groups, despite realizing that their probability of graduation is 60% and
therefore their chance of dropping out is 40%.
The Icelandic cohort study also showed that students who had low grades at the end
of their compulsory education, and later dropped out of school, had generally lower
self-esteem when aged 24. Moreover, to some extent they had different attitudes
towards school and education than their peers who completed the matriculation examination. Interestingly, the attitudes of those who left school were similar to the attitudes
of those who actually completed a vocational education. The findings indicated that,
compared to those who completed a matriculation examination, those who left school
and those who completed a vocational education were not as pleased with either the
institution they attended or their studies, and had been more interested in vocational
than academic subjects during lower secondary school (Jónasson & Blondal, 2002a).

Programs, Policies and Practices for Reducing Dropout
In Icelandic politics, dropout is generally viewed in the context of the competitive
national economy, of school efficiency, and of flexibility in providing educational
opportunities. Dropout is seldom associated with how employable individuals
might be. For years, the reason has been ‘unusually good job opportunities for
workers with few formal educational qualifications’ (European Commission
Directorate General for Education and Culture, 2005, p. 95). In 2008, this changed
with the global financial crisis that seriously affected the Icelandic economy. It is
possible to discuss the changes at three levels: the governmental or systematic level,
the school level, and the informal institutional level.
The governmental level has two threads. The first has been discussed in relation
to the new legislation which was partially aimed at reducing dropout. The second
is gradually increased emphasis on counselling within the educational system. At the
school level, the strategies can be characterised as the preventive initiatives. The third
level, the informal institutional level, has two strands: the adult education provisions at the upper secondary level, and a variety of remedial initiatives that have
government support but little direct government involvement.

Prevention Measures
Two of the recent measures taken by the Icelandic government in order to lessen
school dropout are in line with recent recommendations of the OECD (Field
et al., 2007). More flexibility and diversity shall be guaranteed in the course
supply at upper secondary level, along with increasing freedom of student choice
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within the tracks they choose. The plan is to achieve this by further decentralizing
curriculum design at the upper secondary level. Schools are encouraged to
develop further and more flexible lines of study to fit the needs of their students
(Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, n.d.). This, of course, begs the
question of what grounds students have to compose their own tracks.
A second measure in line with the OECD recommendations is changing the framework of the system by encouraging, but not requiring, a shortening of the general
length of upper secondary school courses from 4 to 3 years. This has been discussed
in Iceland for several years now (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, n.d.;
the Upper Secondary School Act, No. 80/1996). A remoulding of the credit system
allows schools to organise study programs which will lead to the matriculation examination within 3 years, although it is not yet clear to what extent schools will take the
government’s torch and carry out this idea.
The legal framework is furthermore aimed at facilitating the combination of
academic and vocational tracks, by making the formal character of the system more
comprehensive than before. Access to higher education is to be eased from both
directions. This valorisation of vocational training is expected to help combat dropout
in the Icelandic context, since many students seem to opt for academic programs
for reasons of prestige or the desire to keep their options open, even when their
skills or interests lie elsewhere. Directing these students to the ‘right’ program for
them is now, as in the past, hoped to reduce dropout. However, it remains quite
uncertain how the next level higher – universities – will react to this modification.
Schools have gradually put considerable emphasis on counselling, inter alia, to
increase school retention. This development has been supported with government
regulation. Both compulsory and upper secondary schools have been obliged to
provide access to counselling (the Compulsory School Act, No. 66/1995; the Upper
Secondary School Act, No. 80/1996). Some primary schools have developed career
education programs that are a part of the school’s formal curriculum and should
ease the transition to upper secondary school. Supportive programs, career counselling and guidance have been further expanded by the Upper Secondary School Act
of 2008. Each school shall describe arrangements for counselling and guidance in
its school syllabus. The new legislation makes it mandatory for schools to provide
support to students with special needs, including social or emotional problems as
well as specific (and even perhaps cognitive) problems such as dyslexia. Although
none of the legislation demands the professionalising of guidance posts, it is worth
noting that the University of Iceland offers masters’ and doctoral programs in
career counselling and guidance.
In a wider perspective, various social and welfare programs are connected to
dropout prevention at the compulsory level. Many communities have been experimenting with or implementing policies in this regard. The Olweus Bullying
Prevention Program receives financial support from the continuing education fund
for compulsory schools. Some schools have adopted School Management Training
(SMT), which aims at providing a positive learning environment for students,
including positive experiences in both academic and social life.
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Remedial Initiatives
There are a host of remedial initiatives operating in Iceland, run largely by different
organisations, often closely connected to the municipalities, sometimes supported
by the government but not under its purview (Jónasson & Tannhäuser, 2009).
It is important to note that, in general, current policies target most of all those who
dropped out from upper secondary school and those who completed only compulsory school without ever enrolling in the next level higher. It is possible to identify
three separate providers of ‘second-chance’ schooling: (1) upper secondary schools,
(2) lifelong learning centres, and (3) traditional providers of continuing education
and various labour market bodies. All three types of providers share two general
objectives: to educate unskilled workers in the labour market, and to lead individuals
with a disrupted school or employment history back into the educational system or
labour market.
By tradition, the Icelandic upper secondary system is one system for all age
groups, which means one can enter the system at any age. This is very visibly
demonstrated in the industrial arts. However, from the early 1970s, adult education classes were established at many of the upper secondary schools, which
essentially ran the day program (normally at some greater pace) in the evenings
(Jónasson, 2006). In some sense it was a separate arrangement, even though the
system was the same (the same teachers, curriculum and credentials). These evening programs were strong for a roughly 30-year period but now seem to be waning somewhat, perhaps because of substantial options offered by distance
education. An objective of public policy, expressly aimed at reaching out to
adults, is to increase distance and distributed learning at upper secondary level as
an alternative to evening classes. In 2008, 77% of upper secondary students
attended day school, 16% registered in distance education programs, but only 7%
were in evening school. This is in contrast to 12% in evening school in 2001
(Statistics Iceland, 2009b).
The Upper Secondary School Act of 1996 provided for the structure of ‘senior
departments’, allowing them to be organised in collaboration with the municipalities
and specified craft associations or employers. In line with the provisions of the Act,
schools have participated in the development of lifelong learning centres and government financial allocations have been provided. These are now seen as a very
important addition to post-school opportunities, especially for those with the least
educational background.
Additionally, both the central and municipal governments have cooperated with
an agency (the Education and Training Service Centre, run by the Confederation of
Icelandic Employers) and trade unions to develop schemes that assess real competency, as an alternative to enrolling in upper secondary courses and completing
them. This again seems a notable feature of the educational spectrum for two reasons. The first is the extent to which the labour market players have united in this
endeavour, and the second is the way the agency attempts to reach the least skilled,
inter alia, providing a strong emphasis on recognising the real competence these
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people have and equating it with school credits. This facilitates re-enrolment in
appropriate courses even after having dropped out, with individual competence
being evaluated through guidelines developed by the Education and Training
Service Centre (Education and Training Service Centre, n.d.).
Nine municipalities outside of the capital region run lifelong learning centres
that endeavour to serve the entire community in regard to second-chance education.
These centres are partly based on the Upper Secondary School Act of 1996
and provide educational opportunities related to local needs and available educators. They are non-profit, independent corporations, run in collaboration with the
local authorities, local school authorities, and local trade unions (Ministry of
Education, Science and Culture, 2007b). One of their missions is to provide
second-chance schools for adults, along with career counselling. They received a
considerable stimulus through the agenda set forth by the former Icelandic
government in 2003, since it emphasised the development of a powerful lifelong
learning network, in collaboration with social partners. Furthermore, the government
provides funds for counselling, enabling the centres to reach out to regional companies with career guidance.

Conclusions and Future Perspectives
Are students who drop out in Iceland somehow special in comparison to peers in
other countries? Since so many Icelanders leave school early, could their composition as a group be ‘different’ from the parallel groups in countries with high graduation rates? There is no question that Icelandic dropouts are very diverse; they
certainly do not form a homogeneous group from any perspective, but lacking are
comparative data for asserting that this is any different from other countries.
In particular there is a need to investigate in comparative terms how the employment
situation affects the composition of the group, but perhaps a dramatically changing
employment situation in Iceland may hand us a valuable longitudinal design.
The very strong and simple relationship between dropout and standardised marks
at the end of compulsory education presents a double paradox (see Fig. 11.3). One
part is that there is a strong linear relationship between these marks and the likelihood of graduating or dropping out, where a non-linear relationship would have
been more understandable. While the relationship is very robust and clear, we know
very little about the most numerous group, despite realising that their probability of
dropping out is 40%.
The second part is precisely how many drop out with good school performance.
The largest dropout group had average grades from primary school, and thus did not
seem to have particular difficulties with studying. To explore this it may be necessary to move out of the statistical arena and divide the overall group of dropouts into
three distinct groups on the basis of their academic performance at the end of compulsory education, since much of the information available is of a qualitative nature.
Then it would be possible to speak more concretely about each separate dropout
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group. On that basis, it may be possible to pinpoint quite different causes for dropout
in each group and be able to suggest differing, specific remedies, for instance for
the academically weak group or the medium or strong one. If this proves a useful
approach, one or more of the groups might be comparable to dropouts in countries
with a low dropout rate, whereas the other one or more groups might not be.
It will be very interesting to observe what developments for dropout rates the
recent reform in the Icelandic educational system will lead to; however, this will be
somewhat complicated to assess. The patterns were changing, though admittedly
very slowly, and perhaps very little indeed for males, during the period in which the
employment market was stable. Concurrent with the employment market changes,
the curricular composition will evolve as the system becomes even more comprehensive. Then the question may be: Will giving students more leeway in choosing
their courses, and thus the composition of qualifications, influence those who are
most likely to drop out to stay?
But there are, of course, a variety of complicating factors. There are a number
of nearby environmental distractions (peers, siblings, parents who may oppose
student desires, etc.) which a school should perhaps sense and may thus be able to
counteract.
The short term will, unfortunately, see substantial increases in unemployment in
Iceland. It will be instructive to investigate how this will influence school choice
and both the dropout rate and dropout patterns.
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