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Teacher education for inclusion in Iceland’

1 Introduction

Inclusion can be realized when teachers see themselves as agents of change, with the values,
knowledge and attitudes that allow every learner to succeed (UNESCO, 2020). The way
teachers are prepared for this role reflects the standards and qualifications in each country
context, but a common theme is that education systems are moving away from focusing on the
learner as a problem and toward “identifying barriers to learning and participation and
providing anticipatory responses, planning for all learners up front” (European Agency, 2015,
pp. 14-15).

The idea of inclusion has been implicit in Icelandic law since 1995, although it was first in 2008
that the Icelandic act for compulsory schooling explicitly declared that learners should be
educated in inclusive schools (L6g um grunnskola, 91/2008). The Compulsory School Act from
2008 states that school practice should be in accordance with learners’ needs and attainment,
supporting their development, well-being, and education. Learners’ educational needs are to be
met in their neighbourhood schools without exclusion or regard to their physical or mental
abilities (L6g um grunnskola, 2008; see Gudjonsdottir & Oskarsdottir in this volume for further
discussion).

Promoting inclusion through and within teacher education programs remains a persistent
challenge and a necessary imperative for the twenty-first century (Ball & Tyson, 2011).
According to UNICEF (2013), courses on inclusion in initial teacher education (ITE) are not
always integrated but may be listed as optional or run by special education institutes or training
organisations. Such single-unit courses tend to emphasize the ‘difference’ of learners and
therefore limit teachers’ knowledge and skills on inclusive practice (Forlin & Chambers, 2011).
Adding courses on inclusion to the general curriculum of ITE institutions is insufficient and
inadequate and a reform is recommended of the whole ITE structure to sufficiently prepare
teachers for inclusive practice (Echeita, 2014).

It is well known that special education and general education are most often organised from
different perspectives and draw on different disciplinary traditions to inform their work
(Cochran-Smith & Dudley-Marling, 2012). The general teacher educators tend to work from a
sociocultural theory of learning, constructivist learning theory, social justice perspective,
sociology, cultural psychology and their subject perspectives while many of the special
education educators generally ground their theoretical framework in behavioural psychology,
medicine, and psychometrics (Gudjonsdéttir & Oskarsdéttir, 2020; Gudjonsdottir & Hinz in
this volume). In line with the disciplinary roots of special education in medicine and
behavioural psychology, disability and deficits are considered as equal which situates learning
problems within the individual learner. This perspective calls for identifying the deficit skill
that hinders learning and then finding the most effective teaching methods to teach that skill
(Cochran-Smith & Dudley-Marling, 2012). Resulting in teaching being constructed as a
technical application of interventions and strategies specific to types of educational deficiencies
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(Baglieri et al., 2011). However, theories of disability studies can be used as a lens to approach
teacher education for inclusion, imagining education as a practice of access that can be
understood through three generalisations (Baglieri et al., 2011):

1. Ability, disability and ideas about mastery and learning are perceived as fluid.

2. Interactions and settings are conceived as contributing to the creation of disability.

3. Pull-out, tracking or containment practices are questioned as they label individuals as
disabled and/ or limit their access to the general curriculum and learning.

This lens is embodied in the view of ‘reconceptualists’ (Baglieri et al., 2011), who call for
teachers to take responsibility for transformation of practice through self-reflection and ethical
decision-making. Thus, competences for inclusion are based on assuming pedagogical
responsibility for all learners and developing approaches to collaborate and learn with others
(European Agency, 2020). Ensuring that all teachers are prepared to teach all students calls for
teachers to have opportunities to engage with inclusive education theories, policies, and
examples of practice through their professional education, both in initial education and
professional learning and development. In this chapter, the focus is on how preparing teachers
for inclusive education and special needs education has developed in the past 15 years at the
University of Iceland.

2 Reforming teacher education — developments from 2008-2019

The year 2008 was significant in education development in Iceland. That year, a new Act for
education was set with a clear focus on inclusion, and the former Teacher University merged
with the University of Iceland, becoming School of Education within the larger university.
There are two other universities that prepare teachers in Iceland, the University of Akureyri in
the north that has a comprehensive program and the Academy of Fine Arts in Reykjavik that
has a focus on teachers for the arts, such as theatre, visual art and music. But the emphasis here
is on the teacher education program at School of Education, University of Iceland, as that has
the largest number of teacher graduates.

In addition to the aforementioned changes, a new act on teacher education and teacher
certification was approved where a five-year education was required for preschool, compulsory
school and upper secondary school teachers (16g nr. 87/2008). The regulation following the act
specified two main subject fields in teacher education: (1) a school subject or a field of study
(i.e., a collection of different subjects with a common denominator across different school
grades and subjects) and (2) pedagogy and subject didactics (Regulation No 872/2009 about
the Content of Education for Teachers in Preschools, Compulsory and Upper Secondary
Schools). The regulation stipulated how many ECTS credits the student should earn within
those two fields to be qualified at different school levels but did not define further the content
of these credits.

The five-year teacher education can be completed in two ways, either within an integrated five-
year program at the teacher education universities ending with a M.Ed. or as a consecutive two-
year program at the teacher education universities in pedagogy and methods at the master’s
level for those who already have a bachelor’s degree (BA/BS/B.Sc.) in one of the compulsory
school’s teaching subjects (Haskoli fslands, 2023).

During undergraduate studies, student teachers engage in practicum for two or three weeks in
schools. At the beginning of the practicum, they observe a mentor teacher in action and
eventually assume the responsibility to teach under supervision. At the master’s level, the
practicum is spread over the whole second year as a half time job for student teachers. The week
is divided between working in schools and studies at the university (Sigurdsson et al., 2023).
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In 2008, the School of Education was divided into three faculties, which are as follows: Faculty
of Education and Diversity, Faculty of Health Promotion, Sports and Leisure Studies, and
Faculty of Education and Pedagogy. The majority of teachers for the three school levels of pre-
school, compulsory school and secondary school graduate from the last two faculties. The
Faculty of Education and Diversity graduates were, among others, special needs teachers and
social educators. The Faculty of Health Promotion, Sports and Leisure Studies graduates are
mainly sports teachers and leisure professionals. Many of the teacher educators teach at all
faculties although they belong to one of them and preservice teachers can select elective courses
from across different faculties. In 2018, the Faculty of Education and Pedagogy was then
divided into two faculties: Faculty of Subject Teacher Education and Faculty of Education and
Pedagogy — so there were four faculties in the School of Education.

Special education studies were an optional addition for preschool, primary and secondary
school teachers. This was a two-year program and had the requirement of two years field
experience before entering, so those interested in becoming special needs teachers had to
complete their five-year master program and work in the field for two years before applying.
This program was placed in the Faculty of Education and Diversity and the emphasis was on
theories on social and disability studies, on academic education more than practical approaches
(Marinésson & Bjarnason, 2011). A one-year diploma study was also offered.

In the undergraduate program, emphasis was placed on conceptual foundations, attitudes,
theoretical perspectives and organising teaching for diverse learner groups. Learning
disabilities and behavioural problems were covered in elective courses (Sigurdardottir, 2011).
According to Sigurdardottir, there had been criticism that the teacher education program was
not adequately preparing student teachers to work with the diverse groups of learners that
awaited in schools. Findings from a study on the teacher education program (Gudjonsdottir &
Karlsdottir, 2012) indicated that there was no course on inclusive education required for ITE at
School of Education. Some core courses introduced the policy of inclusive education,
theoretical background, and examples of inclusive practices. Inclusive education was the focus
of only one course — that was a selective one. Many courses focused on preparing student
teachers to work with diverse groups of students, although inclusion was not part of the focus.
In the new five-year teacher training program, a required course on inclusive education was
added in the undergraduate studies and, in addition, students at the master’s level could choose
a 40-60 ECTS specialisation on inclusive education (Sigurdardéttir, 2011).

At the graduate level, a program called Inclusive Education was established in the Faculty of
Education and Pedagogy in 2017. The aim of this program was on how schools could provide
learning environments for diverse learners to grow and learn in a community with their peers
and teachers. Further, the aim was to support the participants in developing their professional
working theory (Dalmau & Gudjonsdottir, 2017; UNESCI IBE, 2020) based on theories and
concepts of inclusive education. The goal for the participants was to be able to create a school
culture built on the strengths of all learners and teachers. A core course (introduced later in this
chapter) in this program was grounded in a pedagogy that integrates professional knowledge
about teaching, learning and child development and involves an ethical and social commitment
to all learners.

3 Developments post 2019

In 2019, an Act on teacher education was adopted in Parliament (Log nr. 95/2019). At the time
when the act was passed, a serious shortage of teachers at the compulsory school level was
imminent. In preschools, a constant teacher shortage has been a problem for a long time (see



Hinz in this volume). According to the new Act, licensed teachers, in principle, can be qualified
to teach at all three school levels and can move more easily between school levels than before.

To enable students to enter and finish their teacher education, the Act has two major changes:
1) Lowering the number of specified credits in pedagogy and subject areas from 210 to 150
credits to make it easier for students to fit different educational backgrounds into teacher
education, such as a BA or BS in other subjects. 2) Making the research-oriented master’s thesis
optional and allowing students to take courses instead, ending with a Master of Teaching— M.T.
The master’s thesis had been a hindrance for some students to graduate and making it optional
was believed to facilitate the process (Sigurdsson et al., 2023).

These developments in the legal framework opened an opportunity for structural changes in the
organisation of special education studies. The program was moved from the Faculty of
Education and Diversity to the Faculty of Education and Pedagogy and merged with the
program of Inclusive Education. With this move, the prerequisite to have two years of practical
experience for entering the program and becoming a special needs teacher was no longer in
place. Student teachers can enter directly after their B.Ed. study.

The new program is called Inclusive Education (Menntun allra) and it is organised into three
lines of study: 1) Inclusive education and special needs, 2) Inclusive education and support
services, and 3) Inclusive education — a diploma study. Lines one and two are 120 ECTS credits
and end with a master’s thesis and a M.Ed. degree. Line three is a 60 ECTS credit diploma
study, primarily aimed at those who want to add to their knowledge in the field of inclusive
education. Admission to the diploma study requires two years of work experience in a preschool
or compulsory school. The focus is mainly on how to prepare children and young people with
different prerequisites for learning and provide them with conditions for developing and
learning in community with others.

Line one, Inclusive Education and Special Needs, is tailored to teacher students that have
finished their B.Ed. study but do not have their teacher licence yet. So, admission requires
applicants to have completed a B.Ed. with 90 credits of specialisation in the field of preschool
or compulsory school education, or in a subject of compulsory education. The focus is on
students acquiring competence to collaborate with others in developing a school culture where
everyone can enjoy their strengths. The line has two specializations to choose from: Diversity
among children and young people and multilingualism and multiculturalism. The first year of
this study is focused on courses that cover pedagogy of support, theories of inclusion and
multicultural education, and research methodology. The second year is for writing the master’s
thesis and doing an extensive practicum in either special needs support or in working with
multilingual learners in selected schools.

The second line is aimed at licensed teachers with teaching experience that are coming back to
study for their master’s degree. This line has no specialisations, but applicants can choose from
a variety of courses and thus create their own specialisation. The goal of the program for
participants is to strengthen their professionalism for learning and teaching in an inclusive
school in a multicultural society, as well as their ability to lead inclusive school practice on that
basis. This line has more elective courses as there is no need for an extensive practicum and the
second year is devoted to writing the master’s thesis.

This new program for educating special needs teachers with a focus on inclusive education was
developed over three years with a broad discussion with various stakeholders. The first students
will be admitted in the fall of 2023.

4 An example of a course on inclusive pedagogy
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Diverse groups of students in inclusive schools call for professional teachers who have a strong
grasp of pedagogical competence and content, an understanding of child development and
individual differences and who are devoted to the education of all their students. In this section,
we will introduce a course in teacher education that focuses on inclusive education as an
example.

The authors of this chapter teach a graduate level course called: Working in Inclusive Practices
(WIP). The course was first taught in 1999 and since then it has been under constant
reconstruction through the methodology of self-study of teacher educational practice
(Gudjonsdottir & Oskarsdottir, 2016; 2022; 2023). The course is grounded in a pedagogy that
integrates professional knowledge about teaching, learning and child development, and
involves an ethical and social commitment to all students.

The course is taught simultaneously on-line and on campus and the content is divided into four
main themes as stated in the course syllabus: inclusion, professionalism and leadership,
inclusive pedagogy, and collaboration. The themes relate to theory and practice in inclusive
educational settings, aiming at learning outcomes that give participants the competence to
critically engage with issues and ideas inherent in learning and teaching in inclusive schools.
This includes being able to design an educational environment, practice and pedagogy that
considers learners’ diverse resources. Through this work and reflecting on their professional
identity and beliefs, the participants build their professional working theory (PWT).

The course methodology is centred on ideas from inclusive pedagogy and innovation education.
Both build on social constructivist approaches, which are exemplified by reflection,
collaborative discussions, and opportunities for teacher students to develop new understandings
and shape their learning. Innovation education focuses on creativity and knowledge in meeting
needs or solving problems identified as important. The aim is to help people developing critical
and creative thinking through dealing with every-day situations and to gain capacity for action,
using creative and critical problem solving. The core pedagogy builds on the ideas of learners
as creative explorers and teachers as facilitators. Inclusive pedagogy emphasizes holistic and
creative approaches to teaching practice, assessment, and collaboration within and around
school. It begins with the learning of everybody and how the teacher can create rich learning
opportunities available for all learners in the classroom to ensure their participation. It involves
developing a system of offering equitable learning opportunities built on students’ resources
and the premises of universal access, active participation and belonging in school. Through the
pedagogy of innovative and inclusive education, the goal is to facilitate the development of
creative problem solving to enable participants to create learning spaces for diverse groups of
learners in inclusive schools.

The learning space created in the course is designed to provide participants with opportunities
to reflect on their learning after each session through TOCs (Ticket Out of the Classroom:;
UNESCO IBE 2020, 33f.) filled in online, and by listing the teaching methods used in each
class session. The TOCs are designed to give everyone a voice and a conscious participation in
the course development. For each TOC, participants reflect on what they learned that day and
what they would like to focus on in the next course session. The TOC replies are anonymous
and here are examples of responses:

I learnt about teacher ethics in professional theory. Interesting.
I want to learn more about the ethical part of the PWT.
I learnt that my PWT is work in progress — one must remember that.

I want to learn more about collaboration between school and parents.



Our response is to adjust the next session, based on what was called for in the TOCs, either with
increased emphasis on what was already discussed or with a change in focus. At the end of each
class, participants list the different teaching methods we employed. The list is compiled on the
whiteboard and posted on Canvas. After one class the list read:

e Group work

e Problem solving
e Think-Pair-Share
e Walk and Talk

The aim of the list is to give an overview of as well as to model the pedagogy we employ. Also,
our aim is for participants to practice identifying and discussing teaching methods.

One essential ingredient of the learning space created in the course is the freedom participants
are allowed to in their assignments. The freedom is stated in the assignment descriptions as
creativity is encouraged, such as using prose, video, artwork, podcasts, or some other innovative
ways in turning in their assignments. While participants are expected to be creative, they must
provide an argument for their work and link it to literature as needed. As an example,
participants evaluate their participation and learning through a reflective self-assessment at the
end of the course. This learning activity is a critical reflection on and evaluation of their work
during the course and what they take away with them from their participation in the various
tasks and discussions.

As we develop and teach the WIP course we aim to “walk the talk,” be inclusive, creative
problem solvers and build our teaching on students’ resources. In feedback from the majority
of participants through the years, we see that they are comfortable with the learning spaces
created. However, it often takes them time to get used to the freedom, find the courage to step
out of their “box” and approach tasks and projects in creative ways. It can be challenging, both
for participants and teacher educators, to move out of the comfort zone, risk uncertainty and
explore new ways of planning, teaching, and learning (Gudjonsdéttir and Oskarsdottir, 2020).
We believe, however, that this is the basis for creating a responsive and inclusive learning
environment.

5 Discussion

Research has shown that teachers in Iceland have reported insecurity in teaching diverse groups
of learners (Oskarsdottir, 2014). They believe they need more knowledge of different
disabilities, learning difficulties, behaviour problems and how to work with learners with
diverse language backgrounds. These findings are in accordance with the audit on the Icelandic
education system (discussed in Oskarsdottir et al. in this volume) which showed that many
teachers and administrators questioned the degree to which their initial education and/or
ongoing professional development opportunities prepared them for the realities of inclusive
practices (European Agency, 2017). This meant that they felt unprepared to implement
inclusive education as a rights-based approach for all learners.

In previous research on the courses at the University of Iceland, we found that inclusive
education is widely addressed in the teacher education program. However, there is a lack of
consensus within the program on how to prepare teacher students to work in inclusive settings
(Gudjonsdottir & Oskarsdottir, 2020). Some courses respond to inclusive education by focusing
on developing teachers’ knowledge of various learning disabilities, while others (such as the
one we give an example of) focus on building teacher competences in designing their practice
to be effective for all learners. Thus, inclusive education is addressed in the teacher education
program; the problem, however, is that the teacher educators have different views on how to
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prepare teacher students to work in inclusive settings and this results in a lack of consensus on
the emphasis in the program. This is similar to what can be seen out in the field, different
understandings result in different responses (Baglieri, 2011; Cochran-Smith & Dudley-Marling,
2012; Forlin & Chambers, 2011; Florian & Panti¢, 2017).

Courses offered at the University of Iceland will continue to emphasize different aspects and
build on different theoretical approaches (Forlin & Chambers, 2011). However, each course
should be seen as a piece in the puzzle of a complete teacher education that prepares student
teachers for their role in the inclusive education system. This can be achieved by enabling them
to build their personal theoretical framework, choose pedagogical approaches and to take a
disciplinary stance.
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