
WHY SHOULD I LEARN A LANGUAGE THAT IS ONLY 
SPOKEN BY 330.000 PEOPLE?

The challenge for newcomers and present inhabitants in Iceland

The CERLL Teatime Research Circle - Friday April 28th from 3 to 5 pm at OISE
Hermína Gunnþórsdóttir – University of Akureyri, Iceland  



THE TOPIC TO DISCUSS

• The challenge teachers at all levels are facing when teaching Icelandic 
as an additional language to newcomers and as well the challenges for 
the language learners themselves, such as attitude and tolerance to 
their use of Icelandic.

• The language, only spoken by Iceland's' 330.000 inhabitants, is 
considered to be a rather difficult one to learn. For many years, Iceland has 
maintained so-called purism-oriented language policy in order to "protect" 
the language, both regarding pronunciation and grammar. This and the fact 
the number of immigrants in Iceland has not been very high until few years 
ago means that Icelanders have a very fixed idea about how Icelandic 
should sound and be spoken. 

• The discussion will be from the viewpoint of both teachers and 
language learners, in terms of motivation, attitudes, stereotypical ideas 
about "one pure language" as well as the way immigration affects such a 
tiny and isolated language.
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MY WORK AT THE UNIVERSITY OF AKUREYRI, 
ICELAND

• My research interest is within inclusive education, 
multicultural education and bilingualism; diversity and 
social justice in education. 

• I have also focused on these issues in terms of policy 
and practice and teacher education. 

• I am responsible for leading and teaching courses on 
above issues as well as supervising students at the 
University of Akureyri, the School of Humanities and 
Social Sciences, Faculty of Education. 

• I am involved in research projects on above issues in 
Iceland, within the Nordic countries and Europe. 3



MY NEWEST RESEARCH PROJECT 

• How do teachers approach the education of children with foreign 
backgrounds; and 

• What is the reaction of foreign parent’s to their children’s education?
Findings:
• Home-school relationships

– lack of mutual collaboration and communication with parents about the 
education and schooling of their children. 

• Parents: A lack of discipline and homework
– A perceived lack of discipline is interpreted as a sign of chaos and lack 

of discipline.
– The Icelandic school system challenges foreign parents understanding 

of school as a traditional place for learning. 
• Teachers are unsupported in their quest for understanding and 

managing multicultural education 
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WHY SHOULD PEOPLE MOVE TO ICELAND?
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CHANGES IN THE POPULATION IN ICELAND
• For most of the 20th century, Icelandic society was rather 

homogeneous – this has changed rapidly in recent 
decades.

• Non-Icelandic citizens were 1.8% of the population in 
1995 - in 2015 they were 8%, 2016 close to 10% 
(332.750 inhabitant)

• Around 11% of all preschool children and 7.6 % of all 
compulsory school students have heritage languages 
other than Icelandic

• Students with immigrant backgrounds succeed less well 
in Icelandic schools than their classmates with Icelandic 
backgrounds 6



IMMIGRANTS IN ICELAND

• Polish: 37,7% 
• Lithuanian: 5,1% 
• Philippines: 4,8%
• Men

– Polish men: 41,5% of all immigrant men 
– Lithuanian men: 5,3%
– UK men: 3,6%

• Women
– Polish women: 34,0% of all immigrant women 
– Philippines women: 6,5%
– German women and Thailand 4,9% 7



IMMIGRANTS IN ICELAND

• 1st of January 2016: 31.812 immigrants or 9,6%
• 1st and 2nd generation immigrants: 10,8% 
• 65,9% of all immigrants live in the capital area  
• The highest ratio of immigrants for a certain area is in 

Vestfirðir and Suðurnes
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THE ONGOING RESEARCH OF STEFANIE BADE

• While Iceland had been in relative linguistic isolation through the centuries, 
thereby generating both a puristic attitude towards the Icelandic mother 
tongue and a purism- oriented language policy, migration has brought 
about increasing ethnic diversity in Iceland during the last years. This 
newly-emerged situation amounts to a whole new linguistic situation in 
the country. 

• In contrast to other countries, Icelandic research on language attitudes is 
still scarce. 

• Although results from focus-group discussions show that Icelanders seem to 
be tolerant towards non- standard speech, there are visible tendencies 
towards the evaluation of foreign accents according to nationality or ethnic 
background of their speakers. It can, therefore, be hypothesized that 
foreign-accented speech is differently assessed than traditional 
Icelandic. That could lead to a new evaluation system, substantially 
influencing the linguistic climate in Iceland, apart from various potential 
consequences for the status of immigrants in Iceland 11



THE ONGOING RESEARCH OF STEFANIE BADE

• She says that research like this is particularly interesting because 
the attitudes of the public and their evaluation of language can 
give us clues about the sociolinguistic environment. 

• With the emergence of a new multicultural society in Iceland, 
some people feel that established attitudes and standards are 
threatened. 

• This new language usage or language variant can therefore give 
rise to new values and so have a radical effect on what is sometimes 
called the linguistic climate, not to mention the multifaceted impact 
that a foreign accent can have on an immigrant's 
circumstances, e.g. socially.
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LEARNING ICELANDIC

• Icelandic is an inflected language with four cases: 
nominative, accusative, dative and genitive. 

• Icelandic nouns can have one of three grammatical 
genders: masculine, feminine or neuter. 

• Nouns, adjectives and pronouns are declined in four 
cases and two numbers, singular and plural.
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LEARNING ICELANDIC 

• Icelandic nouns are declined in four cases: nominative, 
accusative, dative and genitive. They vary in gender 
(masculine, feminine or neuter) and number (singular 
and plural). 

• There are two main declension paradigms for each 
gender: strong and weak nouns, which are further 
divided in smaller groups for declension, according to 
many criteria (sound-shifts, consonant clusters, etc.) The 
following table shows four examples of strong 
declension.
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NOUNS

number case masculine feminine neuter neuter

singular

nom. Hattur-inn Borg-in Glas-ið Gler-ið

acc. Hatt-inn Borg-ina Glas-ið Gler-ið

dat. Hatti-num Borg-inni Glasi-nu Gleri-nu

gen. Hatts-ins Borgar-innar Glass-ins Glers-ins

plural

nom. Hattar-nir Borgir-nar Glös-in Gler-in

acc. Hatta-na Borgir-nar Glös-in Gler-in

dat. Höttum-num Borgu-num Glösu-num gler(j)u-num

gen. Hatta-nna Borga-nna Glasa-nna gler(j)a-nna
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THE PERSONAL PRONOUNS IN ICELANDIC

case
1st 

person
2nd 

person

3rd person

masculin
e

feminine neuter impartial

singular

nom. ég þú hann hún það hán

acc. mig þig hann hana það hán

dat. mér þér honum henni því háni

gen. mín þín hans hennar þess háns

plural

nom. við þið þeir þær þau

acc. okkur ykkur þá þær þau

dat. okkur ykkur þeim

gen. okkar ykkar þeirra 16



LINGUISTIC PURISM IN ICELANDIC

• Linguistic purism in Icelandic is a sociolinguistic phenomenon with 
the aim of substituting f.exp. loanwords with the creation of new 
words from Old Icelandic and Old Norse roots and preventing new 
loanwords from entering the language – or adapt them to the 
Icelandic grammer system.

• The effort began in the early 19th century, at the dawn of the 
Icelandic national movement, aiming at replacing older loanwords, 
especially from Danish, and it continues today, targeting English 
words.

•  It is widely upheld in Iceland and it is the dominant language 
ideology. It is supported by the Icelandic government through the 
Árni Magnússon Institute for Icelandic Studies, the Icelandic 
Language Council, the Icelandic Language Fund and an Icelandic 
Language Day. 17



FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNING

• Linguistic purification does not imply limitations to or neglect of 
foreign language learning. Teaching of foreign languages in Iceland 
is heavily emphasized, and the learning of English and Danish (or 
another Scandinavian language) in school is compulsory.

• Danish was taught because Iceland was a dominion of Denmark 
until 1918 (with the same king until 1944); this study is still 
compulsory to maintain ties with Scandinavia.

• English is learned as the main international language, especially in 
view of the internationalization of the economy of Iceland with 
intensive trade and capital flows to and from the outside world. 

• Students entering a gymnasium are also usually required to choose 
a third foreign language. Traditionally that was either German or 
French, but in recent years Spanish has also been offered, at least 
in some gymnasia. 18



VIGDÍS FINNBOGADÓTTIR INSTITUTE OF FOREIGN 
LANGUAGES

• The Vigdís Finnbogadóttir Institute of Foreign Languages 
is a research institute working within the Faculty of 
Humanities at the University of Iceland. 

• The Institute is a research centre for scholars who teach 
modern languages and cultures, the classical languages, 
and translation studies.

• http://vigdis.hi.is
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AN ONGOING TASK AND CHALLENGE

• The challenge teachers at all levels are facing when 
teaching Icelandic as an additional language to 
newcomers.

• The challenges for the language learners themselves, 
such as attitude and tolerance to their use of Icelandic.
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