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Some statistics

Educational attainment of people in the labour market, 2017 (latest 
available)

• Compulsory education 26,0%

• Upper secondary education 36,4%

• University education 37,5%



Pre-primary education

• Not obligatory but almost all children aged 2-5 attend pre-school.

• Quite expensive but necessary both for the parents to be able to work 
(almost all mothers of young children hold a full-time job) and the 
children to prepare them for school.

• Pre-schools have been very active in both the LLP and the Erasmus+ 
programmes



Compulsory education

• Very general for children aged 6 to 16

• No vocational component

• Main emphasis: reading, writing, calculating, basic English and 
subjects such as geography and history

• Even tough the first six years are called “children stage” and the 
remaining four “youth stage”, most children do not feel any change –
they stay at the same schools and many subjects continue.

• There is no “failed” at the final exam – everybody passes and can 
continue to upper secondary school. 



Upper secondary education 

• 98% of children who graduate from compulsory school start upper 
secondary education.

• But, there is great drop-out already in the first year and even 7 years 
after they started, 27% of the group had not graduated in 2018, 32% 
of men and 22% of women. Very high dropout among immigrant 
youths. 

• General education is far more popular than VET – parents want their 
children to go to university. Around 65% of the cohort choose general 
education; males 60%, females 70%. 



Other relevant statistics

• Relatively high share of Iceland’s adult population (25-64) 
participates in lifelong learning 24.7% (10.8% across the EU).
• Specific groups are very active

• 18.9% older people (7.0% in the EU)

• 13.9% adults with low levels of education (4.2% in the EU)

• 28.9% unemployed adults (9.6% in the EU)

• The rate of early leaving from education and training in 
Iceland is 19.8%, much higher than the EU average of 10.7%

• Usually older students

• People moving in and out of the system



University education 

• Seven universities in Iceland, 3 in Reykjavík and 4 in the countryside

• Education as based on the Bologna principles (3+2+3)

• Female students are 62% of the total student population. 

• The most popular subjects are business and computer studies (men) 
and psychology and computer studies (women). 

• After the economic crash, a lot of older people returned to university 
to complete a degree. 



Adult education

• Participation in adult learning is very high, especially among those 
with the best education. The most common form is courses outside 
schools, probably on work-related issues. 

• The participation of women is higher than among men. 

• Adult learning is:
• Work related

• Based in interest in particular subjects

• Purely for pleasure



Teachers and trainers

• To become a teacher in pre-primary, compulsory and upper-
secondary schools a master’s degree (M.Ed.) is necessary.

• VET teachers must have a master of trade degree plus one year of 
pedagogical studies.

• Work-place trainers have a master of trade degree.

• University teachers usually have a doctor’s degree.

• The teaching population is gradually getting older and there is not a 
lot of interest among young people to learn to be a teacher – we face 
a crisis which is already starting to show. 


