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The paper introduces and discusses the findings of a study conducted in the 
spring of 2011 in three preschools and two compulsory schools in the Reykjavík 
area where both teachers and students are diverse in terms of ethnicities, 
languages and religions. The study included focus group interviews with ethnic 
minority teachers and assistants in all five schools as well as semi-structured 
interviews with the principals of the same schools. The main aim of the study 
was to explore how democratic participation and involvement of diverse 
teachers represent itself in Icelandic compulsory schools and preschools and 
how diversity is reflected in the school communities. The theoretical background 
includes writings on equality and participation in schools and diverse teachers 
and learners. The findings of the study indicate that the ethnic minority teachers 
generally experience equality in their schools and participate actively in 
decision-making and in developing their schools. In spite of some 
disagreements on values and pedagogies the principals have generally 
resolved these in an inspiring way. The views and visions of the principals 
regarding diversity are generally reflected in the positive experiences of the 
teachers. The teachers find that their various experiences and knowledge are 
appreciated in the schools. 
Keywords: Ethnic minority teachers, democratic participation, leadership, 
preschools, compulsory schools. 

 
Greinin fjallar um niðurstöður rannsóknar á þátttöku kennara af ólíkum uppruna 
í þróun skólastarfs og ákvarðanatöku í leik- og grunnskólum. Rannsóknin sem 
gerð var vorið 2011 fól í sér rýnihópaviðtöl við kennara af erlendum uppruna í 
þremur leikskólum og tveimur grunnskólum á höfuðborgarsvæðinu þar sem 
kennara- og nemendahópar eru fjölbreyttir hvað varðar uppruna, tungumál og 
trúarbrögð. Einnig voru tekin hálfskipulögð viðtöl við skólastjóra í sömu skólum. 
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Markmið rannsóknarinnar var að kanna hvernig lýðræðisleg þátttaka kennara af 
erlendum uppruna birtist í íslenskum leik- og grunnskólum og hvernig 
fjölbreytileikinn endurspeglast í skólunum. Fræðilegur bakgrunnur er einkum 
sóttur í skrif um jöfnuð og þátttöku í skólum og fjölbreytta kennara- og 
nemendahópa. Fyrstu niðurstöður rannsóknarinnar benda til þess að kennarar 
af erlendum uppruna hafi almennt góða möguleika til þátttöku í þróun 
skólastarfs. Almennt telja þeir sig eiga hlutdeild í skólastarfinu og telja það vera 
á jafnréttisgrundvelli. Þó að árekstrar komi upp í skólunum m.a. á grundvelli 
ólíkra gilda og uppeldishugmynda hafa skólastjórarnir í flestum tilvikum tekist á 
við þá með uppbyggilegum hætti. Jákvæð reynsla erlendu kennaranna 
endurspeglar í meginatriðum þau viðhorf og þá sýn sem skólastjórarnir segjast 
hafa til fjölbreytileikans, þ.e. kennararnir upplifa að fjölbreytt reynsla þeirra og 
þekking sé metin að verðleikum í skólunum. 
 

Introduction 
 
According to Castles and Miller (2009), while migration has taken place since time 
immemorial, what is distinctive in recent years is its global scope, its centrality to 
domestic and international politics and its enormous economic and social 
consequences. In times of extensive migration and globalisation human resources 
embedded in diverse experiences, knowledge, cultures, languages and religions of 
teachers are by many scholars considered important for diverse school communities 
(Bartolo & Smyth, 2009; Jönsson & Rubenstein Reich, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 
2001; Lassen, 2010; Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 2007, 2010; Santoro, 2007; Schmidt & 
Block, 2010). In the Icelandic context, with growing immigration in the recent 
decades, the numbers of ethnic minority teachers have also grown.  

How are these changes reflected in schools and school cultures in Iceland? 
The aim of the study introduced in this paper was to explore how democratic 

participation and involvement of ethnically diverse teachers represents itself in 
Icelandic preschools and compulsory schools where both students and staff are 
diverse in terms of ethnicities, languages and religions and how diversity is reflected 
in the school communities. 

The key research question is: How does democratic participation and 
involvement of teachers represent itself in Icelandic compulsory schools and 
preschools and how is diversity reflected in the school communities?  

Secondary research questions are: 
- How do teachers experience their school community in terms of chances for 
involvement and access to decision-making? 
- How is diversity regarded in their school community and how is it reflected in 
school policy, curricula and practices? 
- How are the visions of leaders and the stated policies of the schools 
consistent with and reflected in the experiences of the teachers? 
The paper discusses the findings of a study conducted in 2011 in three 

preschools and two compulsory schools in the Reykjavik area.  
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Theoretical Perspectives 
Diverse Teachers and Diverse Learners 
 
A growing diversity in schools in many countries has been the focus of attention of 
many scholars in the past decades including the question of to what extent schools 
should adjust to a new reality. In this context, relevant issues are, for example, the 
effects of diverse cultural and religious values on the development of school cultures, 
how equality in school communities may be obtained and how marginalisation of 
minority groups may be counteracted (Hansen & Ragnarsdóttir, 2010). Scholars have 
focused on the situation in some countries where the majority of teachers belong to a 
cultural majority while the students are diverse in terms of cultures, languages and 
religions. Thus, incongruity between student diversity and teacher diversity is a fact 
(Ladson-Billings, 2001; Lumby & Coleman, 2007; Santoro & Reid, 2006; Schmidt & 
Block, 2010). A relevant question is whether such incongruity creates dilemmas and 
what kind of dilemmas. According to Schmidt and Block (2010) children can 
experience exclusion if they do not have the chance to see themselves reflected in 
their school surroundings and cannot identify with them. Scholars have also claimed 
that schools where teachers are culturally and religiously homogeneous do not have 
the benefits contained in diverse experiences, strengths and insights of culturally and 
religiously diverse groups of teachers (Bartolo & Smyth, 2009; Jönsson & Rubenstein 
Reich, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2001; Lassen, 2010; Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 
2007, 2010; Santoro, 2007; Schmidt & Block, 2010). Writings on diverse teachers 
and diverse learners have mainly focused on equality, participation and barriers to 
participation. Issues such as equal rights for participation, equal access and 
opportunities for teachers and students in schools have been debated (Banks, 2007; 
Gundara, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2001; Nieto, 2010; Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 
2007, 2010; Reid & Santoro, 2006; Schmidt & Block, 2010). Writers have also 
considered how to eliminate obstacles for inclusion with new visions and structures 
for school communities (Banks, 2007; Gundara, 2000; Nieto, 2010; Ragnarsdóttir, 
2008; Santoro, 2007; Schmidt & Block, 2010). Analysing school communities which 
are diverse in terms of ethnicities, languages and religions through the lenses of 
critical multiculturalism can be useful in order to understand power and conflict within 
educational settings. Critically addressing ethnicities is also important, as according 
to Bauman (2001), ethnic minority is a rubric under which social entities of different 
types hide or are concealed, and what makes them different is seldom made explicit. 
It is therefore important to keep in mind that the differences do not stem from the 
attributes of the minority in question, and even less from any strategy the members of 
the minority may pursue in their conduct.  
 
Equality and Participation in Education 
 
Critical multiculturalism includes analyses of the position of minority groups in 
societies from a critical perspective on these societies and their educational systems. 
Critical perspectives thus analyse which factors in the societal structures cause and 
maintain inequal social status (see Banks, 2007; May & Sleeter, 2010; Nieto, 2010; 
Parekh, 2006). However, as Parekh (2006) notes, equality is not easily obtained in 
societies where one or more majority languages prevail as no society is neutral when 
it comes to cultures and languages and each society needs a language or languages 
for active communication. Therefore, according to Parekh, providing equal status to 
minority languages will be problematic. Schools in multicultural societies face similar 
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challenges and need to, as Parekh (2006) maintains, without losing their coherence, 
each find its balance and ensure equal opportunities and equal access through active 
communication and agreements of groups and individuals. How is such balance and 
equal opportunities ensured in diverse school communities? And which theoretical 
approach is likely to critically address the inequalities? A useful theoretical approach 
is critical pedagogy which emphasises concepts such as voice, dialogue, equality, 
empowerment and social justice (Cummins, 2003; Freire, 1998, 2005; Giroux, 2009; 
McLaren, 2009; Trifonas, 2003). It presupposes that knowledge is never neutral and 
that schooling always presumes certain social, historical and political circumstances. 
Cummins (2003) discusses how the hierarchies of societies affect the definition of 
teacher roles, such as their mind sets, their aspirations and attitudes, as well as the 
organisation of education, such as curriculum, evaluation and languages of teaching. 
Nieto (2010), in discussing multicultural learning communities, notes that students 
need to adapt to schools and learn majority languages, while at the same time 
schools need to counteract inequalities. These appear for example when students’ 
languages or dialects are treated with disrespect, and when teaching builds primarily 
on the experiences and knowledge of the majority of students. Students from minority 
groups may then not be able to identify with it. Many studies have indicated that 
knowledge in their own mother tongue is not considered to be an asset or strength of 
students if the mother tongue is different from the majority language (see Bhatti, 
1999; Brooker, 2002; Gay, 2000; Gundara, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 
2010). According to research, ethnic minority teachers similarly face obstacles to 
inclusion (Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 2007, 2010; Santoro, 2007; Schmidt & Block, 
2010). 
 To summarise, critical multiculturalism and critical pedagogy give useful 
insights into possible structural obstacles for obtaining equality in schools. However, 
as noted above, each school must find its balance and ensure equal opportunities. In 
addition to teaching, values and leadership in schools are important issues to 
address in the discussion on equality. 
 
Cultural Diversity, Values and Leadership   
 
Haydon (2007) has discussed the three concepts of culture, climate and ethos in 
relation to the discourse of educational research. According to Haydon, of these 
three terms, the notion of ethos seems to be the one most diretly associated with 
values, and most concerned with subjective factors that seem to be important to the 
life of a school but are hard to characterise objectively or to measure. He notes that 
climate and culture perhaps are researchers’ terminology, more likely to be used by 
observers looking at a school from the outside (Haydon, 2007). Sergiovanni (2006), 
similarly notes that in developing a school culture, it is important that the leader pays 
attention to the informal and symbolic aspects of schooling. Accordingly, teachers, 
parents and students need to know for example what the school is about, what is 
important, in what way it is special. If such issues are clarified, an order can be 
created. Haydon (2007) claims that although shared values are important in 
developing a school community, finding common values in schools in multicultural 
societies where individuals have different values based on religious belief, origin or 
ethnicity is a challenge. He suggests the answer may be to look to values that have 
some distinctive connection with education. How is this attained in diverse school 
communities? 
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Many authors (Dimmock & Walker, 2005; Lumby & Coleman, 2007; Ryan, 
2003, 2006; Schein, 2004) have emphasised the importance of basing decisions on 
social justice and equality and therefore leaders, teachers and other staff need to 
have knowledge and understanding of diverse cultures, religions, languages and 
values. Gay (1993) in addition assumes that cultural diversity in schools increasingly 
demands that their leaders are cultural brokers. Such a role includes a deep 
understanding of different cultures and the related attitudes and values. However, it 
will also need to include a critical approach to inequal power positions of staff.  

According to Schein (2004) it is the role of leaders to encourage diversity in 
institutions. He claims that leaders need to be committed to diversity and need to 
ensure intercultural communication and understanding in their institutions. Ryan 
(2006) in a similar vein contends that leadership needs to be regarded as a collective 
influence process. Such a process encourages as many individuals, groups, values 
and attitudes as possible to participate in decision-making. Lumby & Coleman (2007) 
have claimed that leaders are in a position to lead their institution towards 
understanding and acceptance of diversity and social justice. This entails that respect 
for diversity must be inherent in collaboration and communication. 
 Transnational competence is an important concept in relation to the discussion 
of intercultural communication. Vertovec (2009) has discussed aspects of 
transnationalism and the importance of transnational competence. According to 
Vertovec, such competence involves particular experiences and knowledge acquired 
through transnational experiences and enables individuals to become active 
participants in different cultures and across national borders. Transnational 
competence as discussed by Vertovec is likely to be found among ethnically diverse 
teachers and is an important resource for diverse learners in times of manifold 
communication across cultures. Hansen (2010) similarly addresses the concept of 
cosmopolitan education which is obtainable through life experiences or schools, and 
should preferably be obtained from both. It emphasises an open mind and sincerity, 
as well as learning from others. Cosmopolitanism according to Hansen (2010) 
presupposes cultural diversity rather than replacing it and promotes cultural 
integration and the preservation of cultures. However, in this context it is important to 
critically address the concepts of cultures and ethnicities and retain awareness of the 
underlying power relations.  
  

Icelandic Background and Context 
Immigrants in Iceland 
 
The population of Iceland has in recent decades become increasingly diverse in 
terms of languages, cultures and religions. The ratio of non-Icelandic citizens of the 
total population in Iceland in 1995 was 1,8%. In 2005 it was 3,6% and in 2012 6,6% 
(Statistics Iceland, 2012a). The countries of origins of the ten largest groups of 
people born in other countries than Iceland include Poland, Denmark, Sweden, 
U.S.A., Germany, Philippines, Lithuania, UK, Thailand and Norway. While the total 
population of Iceland is 319.575 in 2012, 25.693 (8%) are registered as immigrants, 
i.e. born in other countries than Iceland and have parents other than Icelandic 
(Statistics Iceland, 2012a). The demographic changes in Iceland are reflected in 
schools, in both student and teacher populations.  
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Students 
 
Numbers of students in compulsory schools having another mother tongue than 
Icelandic in 2012 were 2.417 (5,7%) out of a total number of 42.365 students in 
Icelandic compulsory schools. These students had 43 different mother tongues (in 
the case of other 33 students mother tongue is not specified) (Statistics Iceland, 
2012b).  
  Numbers of children in preschools having another mother tongue than Icelandic 
in 2009 were 1.908 (10%) out of a total number of 19.159 children in Icelandic 
preschools. These children had altogether 41 different mother tongues (in the case of 
other 80 children mother tongue is not specified) (Statistics Iceland, 2012b). 
However, the numbers of children having another mother tongue than Icelandic vary 
greatly between schools and areas in Iceland.  
 
Teachers 
 
The backgrounds of teachers in Iceland are not officially registered, so official 
demographics in terms of mother languages and ethnicities are not readily available. 
Other factors such as gender, education, age and residence, on the other hand, are 
documented. However, detailed research in Iceland has indicated the total numbers 
and ethnicities of teachers in Iceland. Thus, a study conducted in 2005-6 (Lassen, 
2010) reported 84 internationally educated teachers in Icelandic compulsory schools 
(constituting 2% of the teacher population in Iceland at the time). The teachers 
originated in 29 different countries in all continents.  
  According to research, an undefined number of internationally educated 
teachers in Iceland are employed in other jobs than teaching. Thus, an ongoing study 
in a Polish school in Iceland shows that most of the 20 qualified Polish teachers 
employed there are not employed as teachers in Icelandic schools during the week 
and only work as qualified teachers on Saturdays in the Polish school (Ragnarsdóttir 
& Zielińska, forthcoming; Szkoła Polska w Reykjaviku, 2010). Similarly, findings from 
a recent survey among immigrants have indicated that 50% of employed immigrants 
have jobs where their education is not relevant or applied. And 74% of immigrants in 
the same survey have not tried to have their education accredited 
(Félagsvísindastofnun HÍ & Fjölmenningarsetur, 2009). According to research, there 
are more ethnic minority teachers and teacher assistants working in preschools than 
in compulsory schools in Iceland although their numbers are unknown (Ragnarsdóttir, 
2010). The Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (2012a) certifies people to 
work as preschool teachers, basic school teachers and upper secondary school 
teachers, but neither it nor Iceland’s universities provide special orientation for 
internationally educated teachers. However, a number of immigrants with a university 
education are registered in teacher training programs at the University of Iceland 
(University of Iceland, 2012). 
 
The Icelandic school system and legislation 
 
The Icelandic school system (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2012b) 
includes four levels: Preschools (age 1-6), Compulsory Schools (Primary and lower 
secondary education, age 6-16), Grammar Schools, Comprehensive Schools, 
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Industrial-Vocational Schools, Specialised Vocational Schools (age 16-20) and 
Higher Education (age 20-23). 

The legislation governing pre-, compulsory and upper secondary schools in 
Iceland (Compulsory School Act no. 91/2008; Preschool Act no. 90/2008; Upper 
secondary school act no. 92/2008) is based on principles of equality. These laws 
stipulate that schools should benefit all students and educate each child effectively. 
However, the concept diversity does not appear in these laws. According to the 
preschool act (2008), children’s interests and welfare shall be the primary mission of 
all preschool activities. Children shall be provided with care and education, offered a 
healthy and encouraging environment to grow up in, as well as safe conditions to 
learn and play. Preschool practice and methods shall be characterised by tolerance 
and affection, equality, democratic cooperation, responsibility, concern, forgiveness, 
respect for human values and the Christian heritage of Icelandic culture. According to 
the Compulsory school act (2008), the role of the compulsory school, in cooperation 
with the home, is to encourage pupils’ general development and prepare them for 
active participation in a democratic society that is continuously developing. 
Compulsory school practice and methods shall be characterised by tolerance and 
affection, Christian heritage of Icelandic culture, equality, democratic cooperation, 
responsibility, concern, forgiveness and respect for human values. Although 
legislation is based on principles of equality, on both primary and compulsory school 
levels the Christian heritage of the Icelandic culture is declared to be one of the 
governing principles. However, in the new National Curriculum Guides (Ministry of 
Education, Science and Culture, 2012c) which are based on six fundamental pillars 
(literacy, sustainability, health and welfare, democracy and human rights, equality 
and creativity) it is maintained that in order to obtain equality, democratic methods 
have to be employed, the diversity of mankind respected and multiculturalism 
ensured. 

  

Method 
 
According to Flick (2006) qualitative research is of specific relevance to the study of 
social relations, owing to the fact of the pluralisation of life worlds. In order to acquire 
detailed information about the lived experiences of the participants and their social 
relations, qualitative methods were chosen for the study. Purposive sampling 
(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000) was used to locate schools where teachers and 
students were diverse in terms of origins, languages and religions. Letters of 
introduction were sent to the principals and teachers before the interviews took place, 
ensuring informed consent of all participants. Critical theorists generally hold that all 
social relations are influenced by power that must be accounted for in analyzing 
informants’ interpretations of their own situations. Therefore power must always be 
taken into account to some degree, whether it is the informant’s power or lack of it, or 
the researcher’s (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). In an attempt to minimise unequal power 
relations during the interviews, the aims of the research and the importance of 
hearing principals’ and teachers’ views were emphasised.  

Data collection included semi-structured interviews with the principals of three 
preschools and two compulsory schools in the Reykjavik area in 2011. Semi-
structured interviews allow the participants to express themselves in depth about 
certain issues, although within a certain framework of questions (Flick, 2006; Kvale, 
1996). The principals are all Icelandic, two men and three women. Each interview 
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lasted from 60 to 90 minutes. The principals were asked about challenges and 
opportunities in working with diverse groups of teachers and other staff, the effects of 
diversity on the everyday work in the school, whether new opportunities, projects and 
methods had developed as a result of staff diversity and whether diversity had 
changed their leadership approaches. They were also asked to describe the visions 
in the schools and in what way they built on diverse languages and experiences.  

Focus group interviews (3-6 teachers in each group) were conducted with all 
ethnic minority teachers and teacher assistants in the five schools, altogether 28, four 
men and 24 women. They originate from altogether 19 countries in three continents. 
Each interview lasted from 60 to 90 minutes. In the focus group interviews, the 
teachers were asked to describe the vision and emphasis in the schools, which 
ideology this was grounded in and whether the staff had participated in developing it. 
They were also asked whether they thought the schools built on their visions and 
ideas about their work, their knowledge, experiences and language knowledge and in 
what way the diversity of the staff influenced the everyday life and work in the 
schools. The teachers were also asked about their view of the child and upbringing 
and whether any conflicts had come up because of different values and attitudes 
among staff. 

The rationale for choosing focus group discussions for collecting data was 
based on the views of Morgan (1997) and Flick (2006), who claim that the method 
communicates well everyday experiences and the way opinions are formed, 
expressed, and exchanged. The data from the interviews gathered was transcribed, 
coded thematically and categorised according to recurring themes in the interviews 
(Flick, 2006; Kvale, 1996). Quotations are selected in order to represent recurring 
themes in the interviews.  
 

Findings 
 
In the three preschools, ethnic minority staff is 25-40% of the total numbers of staff in 
each school while in the compulsory schools, ethnic minority staff is 10-13% of the 
total numbers of staff in each school. In the preschools, ethnic minority pupils are 28-
61% of the total numbers of pupils in each school while in the compulsory schools 
ethnic minority students are 10-20% of the total numbers of students.    
 
Participation, Equality and Respect  
 
The teachers and assistants in the preschools generally think they have good 
opportunities for participation and decision-making and they claim the preschool work 
builds on equity principles. The preschool teachers claim that they can express their 
opinions openly and that sometimes conflicts arise which they discuss and solve. 
They also describe how their knowledge and experiences affect the school work and 
that they have opportunities to speak their mother tongues and teach the children 
about their origins and cultures. According to the preschool teachers the parents 
approach them because of common experiences of being immigrants in Iceland and 
to have better explanation of the school in their mother tongue. 
In the interviews the teachers also note that when they express new ideas, they are 
encouraged to put them into practice.  
  
 



                                                                                                                   IJE4D 

 
 

31 

 A preschool teacher describes his active involvement in the preschool setting: 
 

One’s voice is always heard and the teachers’ ideas are always acknowledged. 
 
Another preschool teacher says:  

 
We have the chance to build on our own interests and origins, we can always bring 
something interesting into the daily schedule. 

 
Some of the teachers note how well it has affected them that their opinions were 
accepted and that they were encouraged to participate. A preschool teacher 
describes this: 
 

 I am not the same person that I was when I started here. I was not ready to enter the 
principal’s office and debate an issue, but now it is not a problem for me any more. 
 

In spite of general contentment, some issues have come up where teachers have 
experienced inequality and obstacles in their work. One incident regards reading in 
Icelandic for the children. In this case the teachers got the message that they should 
not be reading for the children as they were not fluent enough in Icelandic. This 
resulted in the disapproval of the teachers who said in the interview that reading for 
the children for 15 minutes would not make a difference as the children heard them 
talking Icelandic all day every day. One of the teacher added: „I read better than I 
talk“. The opinion was also expressed that the children listened to the Icelandic staff 
talking Icelandic every day and that different pronunciations would not affect them in 
a bad way.  

Some differences appear in the views of the compulsory school teachers, 
particularly in one of the schools. A compulsory school teacher discussed how nice it 
is that the children help her to „fix“ her Icelandic but do not make fun of her 
pronunciation or wording: 

 
 They show us respect … as we speak. 
 
However, another compulsory school teacher notes that he does not experience 
respect in his school and talks about class divisions between occupations in the 
school. He particularly complains about the lack of regular meetings with all the staff 
where opinions and various views on upbringing are discussed.   
 Some of the teachers also criticise the lack of communication between groups 
of staff, teachers on the one hand and assistants on the other. 
 In the interviews with the preschool teachers it appears that some of them do 
not agree with ideologies and emphases in their preschols and note that some things 
are difficult to change, particularly when it deals with the basic ideology of the 
preschool. One example is the emphasis on children’s creative art where the children 
themselves work with different material and develop their work from there. Some of 
the teachers are used to preparing the tasks for the children and find it hard to 
change this process.  

The teachers generally agree on the advantages of diverse staff. One of the 
compulsory school teachers says that it is important that the staff reflects the diversity 
of the students and another teacher notes that the diversity of interests and opinions 
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in the group of teachers means that „you can just be yourself“. She adds, „there are 
many people here that I really respect … who speak many languages“. 

The teachers discuss how inspiring it is to work in a diverse workplace and 
how it affects the atmosphere of the place. One of the teachers says that the 
teachers learn from each other’s diverse experiences: “We all understand each other 
although we are not from the same country”. The teachers also talk about the 
positive effects of the multiple languages on the school.  

Generally, the findings indicate that the preschool teachers consider their 
opportunities for participation and decision-making good. In the two compulsory 
schools, differences appear, although most of the teachers consider themselves to 
have good opportunities for participation.  

Principals’ Views on Diversity 
 
The difference appearing between the principals’ attitudes mostly concerns their 
visions, their views on diversity and how they build on diversity in their work. The 
principals generally view diversity as a resource and claim to build on it in their 
everyday work. This is clearly reflected in the schools in question. While some of the 
principals emphasise using various language abilites and cultural experiences of the 
teachers, others emphasise other strengths and abilities of the teachers, such as 
artistic abilities or science and technology. 
 One of the compulsory school teachers discusses the wealth included in the 
language abilities of the teachers and how important it is for the school community: 
 

Fortunately, I am in a very good position as regards staff and have always been, I 
mean I have one who speaks German, a teacher who speaks Spanish, a teacher who 
speaks Italian, in addition to English of course and the Nordic languages and Finnish. 
So the language abilities in the school have been so extensive that we can make sure 
that messages are understood and I mean our secretary speaks six languages.  

 

The principal thus emphasises that the language abilities in the school have been 
very important for communication between staff, parents and students.  
A preschool principal describes the diversity of staff in the following way:  
 

I always feel it is wonderful to see the diversity and get to know them (the ethnic 
minority staff) and compare with what we have, could be similar, but there are also 
many surprises. 

 
The same preschool principal discusses how she wants to empower her staff. She 
notes that her teachers are becoming more determined and express their opinions 
more openly than before. She also says that she has encouraged them to react to 
any acts of disrespect and this is working well. 

Conflicts arise in diverse workplaces and one preschool teacher describes the 
challenges she faces in her work: 

 
It is mostly settling issues between different groups in the school and trying to explain 
and coming to agreements. It sometimes happens that people feel degraded … and 
then I interfere. 
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According to the principal this mostly happens when there is much stress in the 
preschool.  

One of the compulsory school principals describes changes in his job related 
to diversity of staff. He particularly discusses different views on life which can cause 
conflict. He notes that he needs to take into account the different cultural 
backgrounds of his staff: 
 

I think … that it applies to leading a diverse group as actually …. Applies to management 
generally, that is to somehow … to somehow do everyone justice.  

 
One of the preschool principals describes how his view on his work has changed: 
 

I am much more relaxed, you know, I go and try to settle matters all the time. Before I 
would have said “please stop this” … but I don’t anymore, I try to think what I can do and 
how I can approach each incident in a sort of mild way. 

 
Another principal talks about the importance of confronting prejudice and mobbing 
and developing a basic ideology which supports diversity: 
 

People thought I was neglecting the ideology of literacy and maths and that everything 
was about multiculturalism and mobbing, my response has been that it is of no use to 
rage in reading and other studies if the other was allowed to be rampant, because 
negating it would be the basis for the blooming of everything else. This was actively 
debated. 

 
Asked about the challenges and opportunities in working with a diverse group one of 
the preschool principals replied: 

 
… it is of course as you say this diversity. And it has been very illuminating because … 
this basis that these people bring … from other cultures … I would say illuminating but 
also conflicts. There have been serious conflicts … it is how you speak. Are you going to 
prohibit people from speaking their languages and where and when? 

 
Another preschool principal talks about the importance of diversity among the 
preschool staff, such as difference in origins, languages, gender, age, disabilities and 
education, such as arts and music in addition to preschool teacher education:  
 

… so that we have variety and the children also can choose their models, you know 
diverse … We are of course so different and we need to be able to bloom a little as 
individuals. It is sometimes hard, I am not saying it is easy. Definitely not. 

 
The preschool principals agree on the importance of having a strong and equity 
based view on the work and to regard diversity positively. They realise that their 
views affect the ethos of their schools directly and that it is therefore part of their 
responsibility as leaders to set a positive tone towards diversity. One principal says 
about this matter: 
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If … I were negative towards it, it obviously would affect everyone else … it is of course 
essential that the leader has a positive view towards it. 

 
Another preschool principal supports this view: 

When you have so many ethnic minority children and parents it is of course obviously a 
great advantage that there is a positive view towards it. It is the very basis for it. 

 
Regarding the basic view on the preschool work the principals generally agree. One 
of them says: 
 

Everyone is equal and everyone stands on the same platform. Everyone has the same 
possibilities and opportunities in here. No matter who. 

Although the teachers and principals agree that it is inspiring to work in a diverse 
school it is simultaneously difficult and demanding. One of the principal says about 
this: 
 

I always say to people … If you can work here for a year you can work anywhere.  

One of the preschool principals talks about the importance of honesty and sincerity in 
communication, where everything is discussed and all issues settled.  

The preschool principals discuss the important experiences they have gained 
through their work in their diverse preschool and how this has encouraged them to 
seek more knowledge. One of them talks about the widening of their horisons:  
 

I feel I have learnt enormously from this. And both by working with … ethnic minority staff 
which I hadn’t experienced a few years ago. And also … from the parents and children … 
But I feel my horizon has widened enormously. 

 
The same principal notes that it has never occurred that the parents have 
complained about the diverse staff. On the opposite, she notes that Icelandic and 
non-Icelandic parents alike choose the preschool for their children exactly because of 
the diverse group of children and the opportunities embedded in the diversity: 

 
… it is of course a fact that many have checked the website before choosing a preschool 
and even visit. And people feel that this is a positive aspect. They regard diversity as an 
opportunity for their Icelandic children. 

 
To summarise, the views of the principals and the policies of the schools are 
generally reflected in the positive experiences of the teachers. The teachers and 
principals agree on the advantages of diverse staff. They consider it inspiring and 
illuminating to collaborate with diverse groups, that it creates multiple opportunities 
and increases openmindedness, while demanding open and honest communication.  
   

Discussion 
 
The numbers and ethnic diversity of teachers and other staff in the five schools in the 
study indicate that the development in Iceland may be heading in another direction 
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than research in other countries has indicated, i.e. that Icelandic schools will 
increasingly employ ethnically diverse teachers in schools (Gundara, 2000; Ladson-
Billings, 2001; Lumby & Coleman, 2007; Nieto, 2010; Santoro & Reid, 2006). More 
research is needed to follow up on these findings. Although the schools in the study 
were purposely selected because of the ethnic diversity of their staff and are 
therefore not representative of schools in Iceland generally, findings of other studies 
have revealed a growing number of ethnic minority teachers in schools in Iceland 
(Lassen, 2010; Ragnarsdóttir, 2010).    

The findings of the focus group interviews with ethnic minority staff in the 
schools and findings of the interviews with the principals reveal positive attitudes 
towards diversity generally and that building on diverse experiences and knowledge 
is emphasised (Nieto, 2010). These are interesting findings in light of the findings of 
former studies in Iceland which have revealed the marginalisation of ethnic minority 
teachers (Jönsson & Rubinstein Reich, 2006; Ragnarsdóttir, 2010; Reid & Santoro, 
2006; Santoro, 2007; Schmidt & Block, 2010). However, the schools in the study do 
not necessarily reflect all schools in terms of positive attitudes and in spite of these, 
the principals note that issues related to different backgrounds, languages and 
opinions of staff come up regularly. The principals are generally aware of the need to 
address these issues critically and ensure equality and respect among their staff 
(Banks, 2007; May & Sleeter, 2010; Nieto, 2010), while at the same time aiming at 
balance through active communication (Parekh, 2006). The principals also 
emphasise critical dialogue and empowerment of their staff (Cummins, 2003; Freire, 
1998, 2005; Giroux, 2009; McLaren, 2009; Trifonas, 2003). 

The teachers in the study generally describe their experiences of being active 
participants in developing the school and that their experiences, knowledge and 
opinions are respected. They claim that the schools generally base their work on 
equity principles and ensure equal opportunities for all. The schools thus appear to 
have managed to encourage active participation of the teachers and to attain equality 
in practice, both important aspects of multicultural societies (Parekh, 2006). The 
teachers also discusss how they have been empowered and strengthened in their 
work with the active support of their leaders (Freire, 1998, 2005; Gundara, 2000; 
Nieto, 2010). However, an exception from the general findings of the research 
appears in the experiences of individual teachers who describe disappointment 
because of the lack of participation in discussions on aims and emphases in the 
schools. 

Acccording to the teachers they have ample opportunities to build on their 
knowledge and experiences in the schools, language abilities as well as other 
strengths (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2010). They claim that their ideas 
are generally well received and that they influence the school development. The 
teachers also note that the principals are generally supportive, aim at building on 
their knowledge and create spaces for them in the everyday activities of the schools 
(Lumby & Coleman, 2007; Ryan, 2006). 

Gay (1993) has claimed that cultural diversity increasingly demands that 
leaders serve as cultural brokers. This entails a deep understanding of diverse 
cultures, values and views. The findings of the interviews with the principals reveal 
that they have indeed taken on and developed their roles as cultural brokers. The 
principals generally support and encourage intercultural communication and 
understanding in the schools (Schein, 2004). They deal with conflict with open and 
sincere communication. 
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It is interesting to experience how the principals have managed to encourage 
the participation of diverse teachers and other staff in the schools. Their attitudes 
towards diversity reveal knowledge, respect and reflection in new circumstances. In 
active collaboration with their staff they have managed to develop school 
communities where respect for diversity is the norm (Gundara, 2000; Sergiovanni, 
2006). The principals generally seem to have developed the understanding, which 
many scholars have discussed, that diverse groups of teachers have the 
experiences, strengths and insights needed for a deep understanding of the needs of 
diverse students  (Bartolo & Smyth, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2001; Lumby & 
Coleman, 2007; Ragnarsdóttir, 2010; Santoro, 2007; Schmidt & Block, 2010). The 
principals also give clear examples of how essential the teacher diversity is in the 
schools and how important it is that the ethnic minority students and parents have 
strong role models in the group of ethnic minority teachers (Ladson-Billings, 1994, 
2001; Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 2007). In spite of the generally positive attitudes 
appearing in the findings, principals and staff in all five schools emphasise that 
working in diverse school communities requires resilience and is not without 
difficulties, while it is also highly rewarding. 

Many scholars (Dimmock & Walker, 2005; Lumby & Coleman, 2007; Ryan, 
2003, 2006; Schein, 2004) have claimed that diverse students, teachers and other 
staff demand that the leaders have extensive knowledge on matters of diversity in 
educational institutions. The principals in the study describe how they actively find 
strength in new knowledge on leading diverse schools. The findings of the interviews 
with both teachers and principals reveal that the principals have faith in their staff and 
are deeply committed to the diversity in their schools (Schein, 2004). The principals 
have also actively reflected on their work and paid attention to informal and symbolic 
aspects of schooling (Sergiovanni, 2006).  

The schools in the study respect diversity and aim to positively build on 
diversity with the wellbeing of all, teachers, students and parents alike as a guiding 
light. Although there are examples of conflict among the staff as a result of different 
views and values, the findings of the study reveal that with a strong leadership and 
collaborative effort of the staff of the schools communities can be created where, as 
one principal puts it, everyone has the “same possibilities and chances … No matter 
who.” It is equally interesting to experience the power at place in schools where 
diversity is actively celebrated. The comments of one of the principals clearly reveal 
this as she says: “There is some sort of magic in the air here”. 

Concluding Remarks 
 
It is plausible that each teacher will at least for some time teach culturally, 
linguistically and religiously diverse students. It is also likely that teachers will 
become increasingly diverse in years to come (Bartolo & Smyth, 2009) and schools 
will thus have more diverse experiences and knowledge than before. It is important 
that each teacher has essential knowledge on issues concerning the development of 
multicultural societies and basic pedagogies and values necessary for teaching 
diverse students. It is also essential that diverse school communities call for changes 
in educational administration (Hansen & Ragnarsdóttir, 2010). A new OECD report, 
Educating teachers for diversity. Meeting the challenge (2010) states that student 
background and social class is among the most important explanatory factors when it 
comes to student performance. The report emphasises that schools and education 
systems must counteract inequality and mobilise the resources found in diverse 
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teachers and diverse students.  
Gundara (2000) similarly maintains that education in multicultural societies not 

noly demands increased knowledge of teachers on diversity but that is also demands 
more diverse teachers. He considers it important to build on the numerous resources 
found among diverse teachers. Santoro (2007) and Bartolo & Smyth (2009) 
emphasise the importance of mobilising teachers from ethnic minority groups and 
acknowledging their important contribution in teaching diverse students. 
Transnational competence enabling active participation in different cultures and 
across national borders (Vertovec, 2009) is without doubt an important aspect of 
education in the 21st century. 

Research on the effects of diverse teachers on diverse learners are few, while 
international writings and debates (see OECD, 2010; UNESCO, 2010) agree on the 
importance of building on teacher and student diversity in all education. The future of 
students worldwide includes participation in multicultural societies and manifold 
international participation in a globalised world. It is therefore essential that education 
systems, in Iceland and elsewhere prepare their students for international 
participation by mobilising the resources embedded in diverse teachers and diverse 
learners and training transnational competence. 
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