
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning to be in a society with others  

Inclusion and the role of after school programs like  

Hitt Húsið for youth with disabilities 

 

 

Rosana Valle Tamés 

 

 

 

 

 

Thesis for B.A. degree 

International Studies in Education 

 





 

Learning to be in a society with others  

Inclusion and the role of after school programs like Hitt Húsið 

for youth with disabilities  

Rosana Valle Tamés 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thesis for B.A. degree in International Studies in Education 

Supervisor: Ólafur Páll Jónsson 

 

 

Faculty of Education Studies 

University of Iceland School of Education 

June, 2018 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Learning to be in a society with others: Inclusion and the role of ater school programs like 

Hitt Húsið for youth with disabilities 

This thesis satisfies 10 credits towards a B.A.  

in International Studies in Education, Faculty of Education Studies, 

School of Education, University of Iceland  

© Rosana Valle Tamés, 2018  

This thesis may not be copied in any form without author permission. 

Reykjavik, 2018  



 3 

Abstract 

Nowadays, mainstream schools are more and more mixed worldwide, and in the case of 

Iceland, less than 1% of students attend special schools. However, the integration into 

mainstream schools can often be superficial. This thesis reviews the status of inclusive 

education, paying special attention to the case of Iceland with a focus on the social 

context of inclusion and the importance of after school programs for people with 

disabilities. More precisely, this thesis focuses on an after school program for young 

people between 16 and 20 years old in Iceland called Hitt Húsið. Theoretical analysis is 

used to explain some key concepts, as well as one interview with the project manager of 

the after school program at Hitt Húsið. My conclusions suggest that as all forms of 

education should be about empowering individuals, there should be an emphasis on 

informal education in order to facilitate inclusion.  
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1 Introduction  

Inclusion is a process with no ending. It is about increasing the participation of learners in 

order to reduce their exclusion from communities, curriculum and cultures. Inclusion is 

something that we face every day in our lives, in many cases without even realizing that 

we are doing it. In a simple dinner with friends, for example, we need to behave 

inclusively and adapt to different circumstances: vegetarianism, intolerances, allergies. 

This seems to be normal, and we do it happily and without prejudices. When it comes to 

persons with disabilities, though, the story is different. Societies are still far from inclusive 

and these persons are sadly enough considered of lesser worth and end up being 

discriminated against. 

Since history, children and people with needs have been categorized and labeled as 

different, and special schools were created to segregate the 'defective' from the 'normal'. 

Impairment was viewed as an individual problem and disability was considered a tragedy. 

Governments, municipalities and schools have been trying to change policies and 

curricula to become more inclusive, guided by the social model of disability according to 

which it is the society that is the one with the problems and not the individual. Over the 

years, and thanks to international agreements, schools are more mixed and the human 

right of education seems to be more respected. I consider this extremely valuable 

because simply by going to a special school children are automatically excluded since they 

are seen by the rest of society as different, and that label may mark the rest of their life. 

However, we cannot fall for the idea that because mainstream schools are now mixed, 

the problem is solved. In many cases, this can just be a superficial integration with 

possible categorizations within schools and a lack of an educational quality. This lack of 

quality can be the result of constant fights within governments which draws attention 

from what really matters.  

Therefore, even though schools play a key role in the development of a society as a 

whole, I truly believe there is still much work to be done in order for true inclusivity to be 

achieved. Education for all includes social justice, equity and democracy. Thus, the social 

factor is fundamental in every person’s life – it is the source of our relationships, 

independence, and future. However, often in society, people with disabilities meet so 

many barriers to a good quality of life. Hence, schools are a fundamental part of our lives, 

but what happens next? How do people with disabilities interact with the rest of the 

society? They become vulnerable in a society that still does not understand them and 

does not know how to treat them. Their possibilities in life when they finish compulsory 

and upper secondary school are quite limited. After school programs can begin to solve 
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this problem through a non-formal education that encourages children and workers in 

the labour market to learn how to interact with each other.  

In this thesis, I am going to talk about inclusive education and its history, as well as to 

explore the case of Iceland and how inclusive education has developed in the country. To 

do so, I am going to explain what inclusive education is and how it has evolved over the 

years referring to international agreements which have been definitive in the process. 

Moreover, I will discuss the social aspect of inclusion to then go deeply into the 

importance of after school programs for youngsters with disabilities. To put it in context, I 

will describe the case of Iceland with a special focus on Hitt Húsið. Hitt Húsið is an after 

school program in Iceland that works with young people from 16 to 20 years old, 

including youth with disabilities, and provides them with the support necessary to deal 

with everyday situations but also introduces them into the labour market. To do so, I am 

going to rely heavily on an interview with one of the project managers of the after school 

program due to a lack of valid information in English about it.  

The idea to write this thesis arose because I am currently working in Hitt Húsið. I 

honestly believe it is great and the continuum learning happening there everyday is 

amazing. Not only for the youngsters, but also for us as workers. This has been my first 

experience with people with disabilities and all I can say is that it has been worth it. The 

purpose of this paper is to explain inclusive education but also, analyze the non-formal 

inclusive education happening in these kind of places like Hitt Húsið, in order to give it the 

importance it deserves. My focus is on the social aspect of inclusive education which I 

consider really important since many researches talk about the life of youth in schools but 

there is not much information on what happens outside them, and this is why I believe 

my thesis is interesting and valuable.  

1.1 Structure of the Thesis 

My thesis is divided into five chapters. The first one is the introduction where I explain 

briefly what my thesis is about, what motivated me to write it, and why I believe it is 

valuable. 

The second chapter discusses the general idea of inclusive education and its history, as 

well as key international reports and conventions that have been key in the development 

of inclusion. At the end of this chapter, there is a brief description of Iceland as a country, 

and the evolution of its history of inclusive education.  
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The third chapter describes the social context of inclusion and its importance, as well 

as the different elements that influence it. Moreover, it describes a social policy in 

Iceland, and the objectives of after school programs.  

Chapter four focuses on Hitt Húsið, its history and its objectives as a youth center for 

people with disabilities. A project manager was interviewed to try to get a better sense of 

the principles and ideas behind this project. Further in this chapter, I describe my 

experience as a worker.  

Finally, chapter five is a summary of what I learned analyzing inclusive education and 

its social context, paying special attention to the role of after school centers like Hitt 

Húsið.  
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2 Inclusive Education 

Inclusive education involves a process of constant improvement of schools to provide the 

support necessary for all students to succeed in the educational process within a 

community (Petrescu, 2013). Inclusive education, therefore, is about how we design and 

develop our schools, classrooms and activities to create a more productive environment 

in which all students have equal rights and receive fair treatment regardless of their 

physical, social, or intellectual conditions. According to UNESCO (1994): 

Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of 
combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, 
building an inclusive society and achieving education for all; moreover, they 
provide an effective education to the majority of children and improve the 
efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire education 
system. 

Inclusion has been one of the major goals governments have been trying to achieve 

worldwide during the last 20 years, and schools are considered the key drivers to 

accomplish that social integration. However, until recently, the segregation between 

mainstream schools and special schools relied on the idea of separate kinds of education 

for different kinds of children (Armstrong, Armstrong & Spandagou, 2010, p. 3). Special 

schools are those for children with disabilities in which they receive a special education. 

Special education, therefore, refers to distinctive provisions of education for pupils with 

disabilities/disorders that encourage academic progress and social development, through 

identifiable aims and methods (Farrell, 2009, p. 1). At the beginning of the history of 

special education, disability was considered an unchangeable condition of the individual 

themself. In this way, the segregation of such students in specific centers was considered 

the best alternative. But these conceptions have been challenged since the term of 

‘special education’ actually restricts the opportunities in society for those with some 

disability – either social, intellectual or physical (Armstrong et al., 2010, p. 3). There are 

different perceptions about disability, but especially two main concepts have heavily 

influenced its development and policies: the medical model and the social model.  

For many decades, the medical model of disability was the main explanatory model 

used to explain how some people and organisations understand disability – namely as an 

individual defect which special education responded to in order to diminish it or correct it 

through some individualistic treatment. It has been described as a model that emphasizes 

the defects and personal and functional limitations that are affecting the person 

concerned (Farrell, 2009, p. 60). This model refers to the individual, and doctors and 
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other specialists are the ones who name a condition of an ‘abnormal’ body, which needs 

a proper treatment. Thus, its main goal is to try to fix, through psychological-medical 

assistance the effects of disability and normalize it since the problem derives from the 

person ‘affected’ – impairment equates disability (Nicolaisen, Blichfeldt & Sonnenschein, 

2012). On the other hand, the social model argues that the society is the one that 

incapacitates people through restrictions in the form of physical, psychological and social 

barriers. Society with its social organization, built environment, relationships and people’s 

attitudes, has placed such barriers to disable persons (Farrell, 2009, p. 65). Therefore, 

individuals with impairments are transformed into persons with disabilities due to how 

society is organized – impairment does not equate disability (Nicolaisen et al., 2012). It is 

argued that society can remove such barriers through, for example, changing attitudes as 

well as the physical environment, and modifying the way things are done (Farrell, 2009, p. 

65). Thus, the social model focuses more on attitudes, discrimination, provision, access, 

and inclusive policies (Nicolaisen et al., 2012).  

These two models are intrinsically linked with special and inclusive education 

respectively. Special education developed as a response to the failure of regular schools 

to educate all children, and it is intrinsically related with the medical model since 

segregated schools were introduced as a solution for children that were diagnosed and 

labeled as ‘deficient’ (Nicolaisen et al., 2012; Farrell, 2009, p. 62). But special education 

may restrict the opportunities in society for those with some disability – either social, 

intellectual or physical (Armstrong et al., 2010, p. 3). Hence, the social model came to 

revolutionize and ‘de-medicalize’ disability and treat it not as a problem of the person but 

rather as a task for society, focusing more on inclusive practices (Nicolaisen et al., 2012). 

Therefore, inclusive education is a term that is becoming increasingly important, and 

there are several approaches that have influenced and contributed to its growth (Slee, 

2011, p. 62).  

2.1  History of Inclusive Education 

Inclusive education arose as a recognition of human needs and the inadequacy of models 

that limit the educational opportunities by implementing different kind of schooling for 

those considered special (Armstrong et al., 2010, p. 3). The advocates of inclusive 

education were calling for a change in schools to accommodate all learners and promote 

changes in the curricula because the current one was exclusionary (Jenkinson, 1997, p. 

40). In opposition to the traditional view of special education, people with disabilities and 

their supporters argued that special education restricts the opportunities in life for 

disabled people because of the way in which it labels them and categorizes them as 
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having a deficit (Armstrong, 2010, p. 4). That label plays a fundamental role inside and 

outside of schools since, for many people, it is the reason of failure within education, but 

also it is the reason why many of them are marginalized in society with an important 

denial of opportunities in their lives. And this failure is not caused by those considered 

with special needs, this failure is caused by those in charge of providing an inclusive 

curriculum and therefore, an inclusive society (Armstrong, 2010, p. 5). Therefore, these 

movements driven by disabled people in USA, Europe and the UK have questioned 

policies and practices that were creating a segregation of human development, achieving 

a model of inclusive education that covers more social justice and human rights 

(Armstrong, 2010, p. 6). The main objective of inclusive education is then to place all 

students together but also to provide them with specialist support services any student 

need alongside the regular class teacher in the mainstream schooling. This practice was 

expected to change the attitudes of both, students and teachers without disabilities, but 

also to improve the social competence of students with disabilities and increase their 

participation in the community (Jenkinson, 1997, p. 39). 

Inclusive education is a term that started with special education but nowadays is being 

implemented more broadly and affects education in general. Education for all entails 

social justice, equity and participatory democracy so it is part of a human rights approach 

to education and living. The process is challenging but must be taken seriously and 

consider every single issue involved in the pursuit of it (Barton, 2010, p. 90). Through 

many international conventions and laws, changes in the policies and curricula have been 

possible and the term of inclusive education has gained a great importance worldwide. 

Agencies like the United Nations, UNESCO and the World Bank have been the strongest 

advocates of inclusion as a core principle of education systems and social justice 

(Armstrong, 2010, p. 4). In the next two subchapters, I will explain briefly two of the main 

conferences that have made these changes possible. First, a key turning point in inclusive 

education was in 1994 with the Salamanca Statement that argued in favor of the 

elimination of exclusive practices for children and youth with special needs as a result of 

social, economic, psychological and physical conditions (UNESCO, 1994). Second, the 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities was an important development in 

relation to the rights of disabled people. The Convention marks a paradigm shift in 

attitudes and approaches to persons with disabilities (United Nations, 2006).  

2.1.1 The Salamanca Statement 

In June of 1994, representatives of 92 governments and 25 international organizations 

formed the World Conference of Special Needs in Education held in Salamanca, Spain. 
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Organized by the Spanish Government in cooperation with UNESCO, the Conference 

gathered together senior education officials, administrators, policy-makers and 

specialists, representatives of the United Nations, Specialized Agencies, other 

international governmental organizations, non-governmental organizations and donor 

agencies (UNESCO, 1994). At the end of the conference the participants signed a new 

Statement on education that stated that inclusion should be the norm. The Conference 

adopted a New Framework for Action with the main goal of providing all children, no 

matter their physical, mental, emotional, social or other condition, with the same 

education. Schools must respond to this ensuring quality of education for all through 

organizational arrangements, appropriate curriculum, new teaching strategies and 

partnership with the community. According to this framework, every disabled child has 

the same right to go to their neighborhood school as any other child does. At the end of 

the conference, this declaration was adopted unanimously by acclamation and 

immediately became an important policy worldwide (UNESCO, 1994). 

2.1.2 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

Adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 13th of 2006, this 

convention is the first complete human rights treaty of the twenty first century open for 

signature by regional integration organizations, which came into effect on May 3rd of 

2008 (United Nations, 2006). Many people with disabilities see themselves as a minority 

group and this was what prompted the convention as a result of the struggle in relation to 

human rights. This convention is key in the development of the social aspect of people 

with disabilities, and it is intrinsically linked to the social model of inclusive education. The 

Convention recognizes that: 

… disability is an evolving concept and that disability results from the 
interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and 
environmental barriers that hinders their full and effective participation in 
society on an equal basis with others. (United Nations, 2006)  

The main focus of the convention is to change the attitudes towards people with 

disabilities and instead of treating them like objects of charity or as patients in need of 

medical treatment and social protection, they should be treated as subjects with the 

same rights as everyone else, being able to make their own decisions for their lives and 

being active members in society (United Nations, 2006). The Convention is designed as a 

human right instrument with a specific and clear social development dimension in which 

people with disabilities must enjoy all human rights and fundamental freedoms. It states 

how all different categories of rights apply to people with disabilities and it highlights the 
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different areas where changes have to be made to effectively achieve this goal, as well as 

areas in which human rights have been violated (United Nations, 2006). 

2.2 The case of Iceland 

2.2.1 General aspects of the country 

Iceland is one of the smallest independent countries in the world. It is located in the 

middle of the north Atlantic with a population of just one third of a million inhabitants. 

During the nineteenth century, Iceland was a Danish dependency and one of the poorest 

countries in the world (Marinósson & Bjarnason, 2014). It gained independence step by 

step during the late nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, becoming a 

sovereign state in 1918 and an independent republic with parliament democracy in 1944. 

During the twentieth century, the nation started to improve and from the 1960s it has 

ranked as one of the 10-15 wealthiest countries within the OECD (Marinósson & 

Bjarnason, 2014). Moreover, Iceland is considered a progressive nation when it comes to 

many fundamental human rights. It is ranked among the highest societies in the world in 

regards to gender equality, and its education has been underpinned by a focus on equity 

that involves equal educational opportunities for all children no matter the place of living, 

gender or learning ability (Arnarsdóttir, 2014; Sigurðardóttir, Guðjónsdóttir & Karlsdóttir, 

2014, p. 95). Today, the educational system is structured in four levels: preschool – from 

2 to 5 years old, operated by local authorities; compulsory school – from 6 to 16 years 

old, operated by local authorities; upper secondary school – from 16 to 19, operated by 

the government; and universities and adult education – independent but financed by the 

government (Marinósson & Bjarnason, 2014). There are a few private schools at the 

compulsory level and only a small number of children attend them (Sigurðardóttir et al., 

2014, p. 98).  

2.2.2 History of inclusive education in Iceland 

The policy of inclusive education in Iceland has gained power, as in many other countries, 

after the uncontrolled increase of students placed in segregated schools. The shift in 

policy was influenced by developments of other countries within Europe as well as in the 

USA in the 1970s, but also because of public missions as Education for All, The Salamanca 

Statement, Convention on the Rights of Person with Disabilities and so on (Marinósson & 

Bjarnason, 2014).  

Looking back, for centuries, Icelandic children received the education in their home, at 

first provided by their parents and later by teachers who travelled around the countryside 

and set up temporary schools in people’s homes as part of an ambulatory school system 
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(Sigurðardóttir et al., 2014, p. 98). This lasted even up to the middle of the twentieth 

century, especially in rural areas, which led Icelandic children to have less educational 

opportunities than children in neighbouring countries. This was the main argument for 

formal schooling and the beginning of a more inclusive education. The first education law 

on public schooling came in in 1907, however, local authorities were allowed to decide 

between ambulatory schools and formal schools causing a big gap of school attendance 

between rural areas and villages or towns (Sigurðardóttir et al., 2014, p. 99). An 

important legislation regarding people with disabilities came with the Education Act of 

1946. This act was the first one in mentioning the role of schools in adjusting to the needs 

of students. It defined the right to education more progressively stating that schools shall 

organize their work as well as help students in accordance with their developmental 

capacity (Marinósson & Bjarnason, 2014). Nonetheless, it was in 1974, when the School 

Act had democracy as a main goal of education – every child should have the right to 

attend education, including those with special needs (Jónsson, 2016; Marinósson & 

Bjarnason, 2014). Although this Act did not specifically mention inclusion, it was the first 

law that sent a clear message in that direction: all children have an equal right to 

education, and the role of schools (every single one in the neighbourhood) is to meet the 

diversity of students’ needs (Jónsson, 2016). Therefore, for the first time in the history of 

education in Iceland, schools were under the obligation to take into account student’s 

special needs (Marinósson & Bjarnason, 2014). The School Act of 1974 was revolutionary, 

not only because of the demand of more inclusive schools, but because of the change in 

the whole educational system – curriculum design, teacher training, new educational 

material, etc (Jónsson, 2016). But this reform was stopped in the winter 1983-1984 after 

many conservative politicians and scholars argued that the new curriculum was 

undermining Icelandic identity and values. However, in 1989, a new curriculum was 

implemented reviving the democratic ideas from 1974, followed by a framework for 

action implemented in 1991 (Halldórsdóttir, Jónsson & Magnúsdóttir, 2016, p. 439). Yet, 

it was not until 1995 when the term ‘inclusive education’ was introduced in Iceland with 

the translation of the Salamanca Statement. The Ministry of Education sent a copy to 

every school, and the discourse on education became focused on democratic concerns 

(Jónsson, 2016; Halldórsdóttir et al., 2016, p. 441). Moreover, in 2008, inclusive education 

is mentioned in the Education Act as the basic education policy in Iceland from early years 

until the period of transition to university or labour market (Marinósson & Bjarnason, 

2014). A new curricula based on the acts from 2008 was implemented in 2011 reflecting 

the fundamental pillars that are meant to be the focus of educational discussions as well 

as a platform to improve education. Nonetheless, in 2013, a new government was formed 
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and although the curricula of 2011 is still valid, they do not mention inclusion nor equity 

in their political agreement (Sigurðardóttir et al., 2014, p. 109). 

Overall, since 1974 Iceland has succeeded in creating an inclusive school system 

where only 0.5% of students attend special schools and 0.8% attend special classes 

(Halldórsdóttir et al., 2016, p. 448). However, that students with disabilities are included 

in mainstream schools does not necessarily mean that they are fully included or 

recognized as active participants in the school society (Marinósson & Bjarnason, 2014). 

Icelandic educational policy is still today a mixture of principles of inclusive education but 

also of market and managerial – as mentioned before, due to government discrepancies 

and changes in the policies, the emphasis in the curriculum of human rights, democracy 

and equality has been moved to a second place, in favor of more technological and 

market approaches that have characterized education in the 1990s and the 2000s as an 

inevitable condition to progress in the education system (Halldórsdóttir et al., 2016, p. 

450; Sigurðardóttir et al., 2014, p. 109). 
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3 Social context of inclusion 

An individual develops through the participation in an activity, becoming more and more 

involved in a situation that contributes both to the ongoing event and the preparation of 

the individual to participate in similar events. During this process, the focus is on the 

person’s transformation of understanding and engagement in dynamic activities (Rix, 

Walsh, Parry & Kumrai, 2010, p. 2). This seems to be obvious but in reality, people with 

disabilities do not have the option to try new things due the barriers in society. However, 

the truth is that many children, as well as youth and adults with disabilities, are capable of 

doing diverse things in society, if given the chance. This is really important and as 

mentioned before, it is the main goal of the Convention on the Rights of Person with 

Disabilities since people with disabilities have always argued that they need the chance to 

participate in society, otherwise they are being denied their right. The point here is that 

to develop as a society, our systems need to be flexible and willing to adapt to changes 

that are not going to stop – we live in a world of constant change. Nowadays, still 

segregation and separation are widespread and deeply entrenched in the social system, 

and this is not going to change overnight. To contribute to this development, the key is to 

change the system by presenting the best practices and processes delivered by services, 

professions and contexts, through teamwork, patience and trust (Rix et al., p. 4).  

According to UNESCO, a key organization that supports and promotes the 

development of inclusive education systems, inclusion is “a dynamic approach of 

responding positively to pupil diversity and of seeing individual differences not as 

problems, but as opportunities for enriching learning” (UNESCO, 2005). Inclusion, though, 

has three dimensions of political, moral and economic aspects that influence it and can 

vary a lot between countries. The economic aspect is key in the development of policies 

and influences directly the political aspect, considering that to educate children with 

special needs in mainstream schools is cheaper than in the special schools. For example, 

The World Bank which works together with the United Nations and provides loans for 

developing countries argues in favor of inclusion because the savings of integrated 

classrooms are significantly bigger in comparison to the excessive costs that segregated 

schools generate (Armstrong, 2010, p. 9). Moreover, in UNESCO’s  Guidelines for 

Inclusion, the aspect of cost-effectiveness is something that is a cause of concern since 

the privatization of inclusive education can lead to a reduction of costs in areas where it is 

essential to achieve education for all (UNESCO, 2005). Often, institutions like schools are 

driven by competitive individualism and made for those with privilege. Firstly, it is a 

cultural belief that those who have the best abilities are those who succeed, whereas 
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those who suffer or fall behind lack necessary abilities; and secondly, society seems to tell 

us that the socially advantaged need to maintain their social position and are deserving of 

rewards (Armstrong, 2010, p. 21; Kent, 2007). This is where one of the main problems of 

inclusion lies, in the struggle between individualism and society. In the 80s, education was 

seen as something to be traded in the marketplace and to be employed as social capital, 

giving great importance to the cost-effectiveness of the outcomes and value of schools. 

Therefore, schooling not only needed to meet the needs of students but also of the 

society as a whole. A political program for social and economic inclusion focused on the 

value of educational achievement in the marketplace, however, this program still left 

behind young people and adults with disabilities since they are rarely included in the 

marketplace (Armstrong, 2010, p. 21).  

These problems go beyond money, they are failing in educational and academic 

achievement, and people with disabilities are the ones who are suffering the most. 

Government decisions are made based on how they see and desire society to develop, 

thus, the distribution of both human and material resources are essentially political 

decisions. This is of great importance in social contexts where there are not enough 

resources and inequalities arise from economic and structural relations, especially 

concerning persons with disabilities when the official discourse explains these conditions 

and experiences by placing the responsibility with the individual rather than in society 

(Barton, 2010, p. 91). The social model of disability is, therefore, a key in removing 

barriers that restrict choices for people with disabilities in life. Barriers are not only 

physical, the attitudes found in society towards disabled people create stereotypes and 

prejudices that do not allow them to develop and participate fully in society. Thus, 

disability is key in social differentiation in modern societies (Barton, 2010, p. 93). The 

position of disabled people in relation to the wider social conditions, as well as to the 

relations of a society, directly affects their level of esteem and social standing. This 

includes the level of employment, education and economic wellbeing. Particular 

institutions have a decisive influence on social status and it is really important to listen to 

the voices of disabled people and their organizations to break down the barriers placed 

on them by societies, and give them the right of choice and participation. This is crucial 

since there is a big gap in meeting the needs of disabled people along with the difficulties 

that a market approach to educational policy generates (Barton, 2010, p. 93).  

Therefore, to understand and develop an inclusive society, it is essential to 

understand exclusion. The main problem is that people start to see things as normal and 

ignore circumstances that actually need to be looked at. Slee (2011) describes this as one 
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of the major challenges of inclusion. He called it “collective indifference” – we look away 

and ignore suffering. Therefore, collective indifference is when we, as a society, accept 

the attitude of exclusion (Slee, 2011, p. 38). In this way, we need to change the 

mentalities of society. Inclusion does not mean doing something to someone else, it is 

doing something to ourselves. Inclusion is not a matter of how to make people fit in; it is a 

matter of how to efficiently remove the barriers so that everybody, no matter the 

physical or mental condition, can study, do leisure activities, work and so on, which 

means having a proper quality of life. Having quality of life depends on three fundamental 

factors and especially with people with disabilities we need to take them into account to 

see which area is receiving more or less attention, and therefore, try to improve it. These 

three factors are: independence – personal development and self-determination 

(education status, personal skills, autonomy, personal control and goals); social 

participation – interpersonal relations, social inclusion and rights (social activities, 

community integration and roles, legal access); and well being – emotional, physical and 

material well being (security, positive experiences, health, leisure, employment status) 

(Schalock, Bonham & Verdugo, 2008).  

3.1 The case of Iceland 

After having discussed some key aspects of the social participation of people with 

disabilities, I want to turn my focus on Iceland. It has been argued, as mentioned before, 

that within all cultures and societies there are institutions and structures that include and 

value some people, while excluding and devaluing others. In Iceland, since 1974 people 

with disabilities have the right to equal educational opportunities as citizens without 

disabilities. In other words, a normal course and rhythm of life in all circumstances – 

living, education, and employment conditions (Björnsdóttir & Jóhannesson, 2009). 

Although in recent years there have been many improvements regarding social 

participation and equality, the social status of people with intellectual disabilities is still 

low, and organized self-advocacy movements in order to improve their quality of life have 

been limited to one group in Reykjavík, the capital area. However, there are numerous 

stories of people with disabilities advocating individually to fight for social equality and 

human rights (Björnsdóttir & Jóhannesson, 2009). A study showed that even though 

people with intellectual disabilities in Iceland are in a disadvantaged position to 

participate in society, they are using some strategies to improve this. These strategies are 

the social understanding of disability and the idea of inclusion. By doing this, people with 

intellectual disability are gaining a higher status in society, but also through the 

understanding of disability, they are claiming authority over their lives and experiences. 
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Their message is clear: “We are here. We may be different from you, but you are also 

different from us” (Björnsdóttir & Jóhannesson, 2009).  

This desire to fight for their rights, I believe, is of vital importance to make things 

different. This progressive understanding of disability together with policies and action 

plans are encouraging steps. As Bjarnason (2003) states, disability is a social construction 

as a consequence of pushing people with impairments to the general society. To get to do 

this, proper support in personal network is needed, as well as general values and 

attitudes in laws, welfare resources, and resource management. By providing this, the 

quality of life of people with disabilities is undoubtedly going to improve. They are not 

only going to be able to choose how, with whom and where to live, but they will also have 

access to economic means, autonomy, opportunities with others and the chance for a 

private life (Bjarnason, 2003). Social policy then, is important because it covers the 

principles that the state and local governments want to implement, as well as the systems 

and practices involved in the process of improving or providing the support necessary for 

the lives of those seen to be in need. In Iceland, the law on the affairs of disabled persons 

formally define the means of the government to provide support for every Icelander 

suffering any type of disability (Bjarnason, 2003).  

3.1.1 Disability Act on the affairs of disabled persons in Iceland 

The disability act on the affairs of disabled persons in Iceland from 1992 (law No. 

59/1992) is a continuation of the law from 1979 that supports people with intellectual 

disabilities that has been revised and gradually applied to a broader group of disabled 

people (Bjarnason, 2013). Its main objective is “to ensure disabled people equality of 

rights and a standard of living comparable with that of other citizens and to create 

conditions in which they are able to live a normal life” (Ministry of Welfare, 2015). In the 

application of this law, the international obligations assumed by the government have 

been taking into account, particularly the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities. According to article 7 of section III, people with disabilities shall have the right 

to all ordinary services provided by central and local government, as well as services 

regarding ordinary statutes in education, health and social services (Ministry of Welfare, 

2015). Moreover, the article 8 in section IV states that people with disabilities shall be 

provided with services that allow them to work and live with other people in an ordinary 

community, through for example, services in their homes to ensure the possibility of 

maintaining their independence as well as the need to rehabilitation, and habilitation and 

employment to support them and ensure their active participation in the community 

(Ministry of Welfare, 2015). In regards to employment, section XII of this law states that 
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disabled people have the right to work in general jobs with necessary support at the 

workplace, as well as have a vocational training in sheltered employment to be then able 

to work in private-sector labour markets. Regular surveys must be done among the labour 

force to follow up the status of disabled people for improvements and suggestions 

(Ministry of Welfare, 2015). Furthermore, the staff who work with disabled people, as 

well as those who provide them services shall ensure their rights and defend their 

interests (Ministry of Welfare, 2015, article 36, section XV).  

The rest of the legislation define administrative structure, the special rights for 

disabled people, and the means to reach the prescribed ends. At first, the state was 

completely responsible for all of the provisions of services, although nowadays that has 

changed and municipalities are responsible. A service I want to focus on, and that is of 

great importance in the development of the social skills of disabled people is the after 

schools programs for youth with disabilities in the city, more precisely, Hitt Húsið. 

3.2 After school programs 

So far, I have presented the development with regard to people with disabilities in 

education as well as the importance of the social context of inclusion. Much research has 

been done on inclusion in schooling but informal and non-formal educational settings 

have received less attention. Informal education is defined as a spontaneous learning that 

happens in the day-to-day living by individuals when interacting with their social and 

physical environment (Kisanji, 1999). Thus, this is why I want to focus on after school 

programs, because such programs allow children and youth to participate more actively 

in the community and promote among the students a sense of belonging to the center 

and the group, help them acquire greater autonomy and take responsibility for the 

organization of their free time, and promote self-esteem.  

After school programs are part of schooling, but they are a non-formal environment of 

learning – they are in a position between schools and home in which children and youth 

are placed in an environment with unclear boundaries or goals. The objectives of after 

school programs are varied. Firstly, they supplement children and youth’s opportunities 

with learning experiences, and secondly, they enable parents to work. The activities in 

after school programs vary greatly, they can be structured programs to emphasize 

learning opportunities but also unstructured activities to provide children and youth with 

the opportunities necessary to socialize and interact with each other and the society. 

Research has shown that the activities carried out within after school programs shift 

between care, learning and leisure activities. Therefore, after school centres are not only 
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good for those directly involved and their families, but also for the society in general 

(Pálsdóttir, 2012). 

In Reykjavík, after school programs are under the responsibility of the Sport and 

Recreation Council. There is not a specific law regarding after school programs, however, 

in most cases the municipality provides the funding and is responsible for its economic 

use and application. The organizational framework can be both connected to the school 

or provided by the recreational sector or other organization in the community (Pálsdóttir, 

2012). In the next chapter, I will explain the role of the recreational sector Hitt Húsið. I 

will explain first a general idea of the house, and then describe in more depth the after 

school program for young people with disabilities carried out there. As a key source of 

information I will use an interview made with the project manager at the Hitt Húsið, Ásta 

Sóley Haraldsdóttir.  
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4 Hitt Húsið 

4.1 General ideas of the house 

Hitt Húsið is a youth center that was opened in 1991. At the beginning it was mainly a 

dance venue for young people between 16 and 25 years old. Soon, youngsters requested 

more programs related to art, culture and training, and since then, it has grown as the 

institution is now: a centre for information and culture where youth receive support to 

realize their ideas and initiatives (Hitt Húsið, n.d.). It is located in downtown Reykjavik, 

and its aims are, as mentioned before, to support and facilitate young people to realize 

their ideas, but also to resonate with their culture, to guide and give them information, to 

be a center for them to seek employment, and to provide them with social consultation 

and support (Hitt Húsið, n.d.). It offers diverse activities for people with disabilities – 

every Thursday there is an open house from 17:00 to 22:00, as well as an after school 

program for young people with disabilities – 16 to 20 years old, offered from 13:00 to 

17:00 every weekday. In addition to this, Hitt Húsið celebrates (with several other co-

participants) every year an art festival called Art without borders (listin.is/) with emphasis 

on diversity (Hitt Húsið, n.d.). 

According to their website, the objective of the after school program for people with 

disabilities is: 

… to support the young people, encourage independence and reinforce 
positive social skills. We emphasize independence, self-confidence and 
empathy and provide a fun programme in collaboration with the young 
participants of the programme. Duly note that the programme is an organized 
after-school programme but not therapy. (Hitt Húsið, n.d.)  

4.2 After school program for young people with disabilities 

In this chapter I am going to refer to an interview with one of the project managers of the 

after school program for young people with disabilities at Hitt Húsið, Ásta Sóley 

Haraldsdóttir. The interview took place in the morning of the 1st of March of 2018 in the 

office of Haraldsdóttir at Hitt Húsið. It lasted an hour and I first recorded it and then typed 

it up word for word. The interview was conducted in English, the second language of both 

of us but the only one in common. The atmosphere was quiet and the fact that we knew 

each other already made it friendly. The interview had the form of a spontaneous chat 

although I had a few key points written down which I wanted to cover. I am using her real 

name since she agreed to be referred to by her regular name. This interview is my main 

source of information on the work and philosophy of the Hitt Húsið for this thesis since 

there is a lack of information in English about Hitt Húsið. It is worth mentioning that when 



 23 

I told her about the lack of information in English, she did not know about that because 

she looks for it in Icelandic. But she stated that the information presented on the city 

hall’s website is outdated as the work in Hitt Húsið changes and develops every year 

(Haralsdóttir, personal communication, March 1, 2018). 

Ásta Sóley Haraldsdóttir, one of the project managers of the day program for people 

with disabilities, started working at Hitt Húsið in 2006, and she has been working in the 

same position since this program started, around 10 years ago (Haralsdóttir, personal 

communication, March 1, 2018). Hitt Húsið, Haralsdóttir explains, has been going on for 

27 years, and for 26 years they have been working with people with disabilities (personal 

communication, March 1, 2018). At first, they started working with disabled people once 

per week, an open house that is still running today, that is from 17:00 to 22:00. But then, 

in 2008, they initiated a day program, when everybody had the right to go to school. 

Before, when people with disabilities graduated at the age of 15, they went to a secure 

workplace or to a daycare institution where they spent the whole day. Now that the law 

states that everybody has access to further education, people with disabilities needed a 

place to stay after school, and that is how the after school program started. At the 

beginning it was an experimental project with five kids (Haralsdóttir, personal 

communication, March 1, 2018). Moreover, Haralsdóttir added that originally Hitt Húsið 

took this project as a trial project funded by the government since services for disabled 

people were, at the time, under the government. Today, services and affairs for disabled 

people are the responsibilities of the municipalities (personal communication, March 1, 

2018). In addition to this, Hitt Húsið has a social network with the nordic countries that is 

about sharing ideas between the countries to learn from each other through conferences 

held either here or abroad (Haralsdóttir, personal communication, March 1, 2018). 

Furthermore, Haralsdóttir has been taking part of inclusion projects with Erasmus+. She 

stated that the main goal of these projects within the European Union is to focus on 

people with less opportunities to do something and provide them the chance to go 

abroad and meet another group from another country to do something meaningful for 

them (personal communication, March 1, 2018).  

There are only two after school programs for youngsters with disabilities in the capital 

area, one in Hafnarfjörður, and the other in Hitt Húsið. Hitt Húsið was the first one and 

used to serve all the kids in the greater Reykjavik area. At the beginning, they took 

youngster from everywhere – Reykjavik, Hafnarfjörður, Kópavogur, Garðabær, 

Mosfellsbær, etc. The space they had was for 22 people, half of which was filled with 

people from Reykjavik, and half from the areas around. But, because of the large number 
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of youngster wanting to participate in the project, and the relocation of the project from 

the government to the city of Reykjavík, Hitt Húsið could not limit access by people from 

Reykjavik. In response to the change of circumstances, directors of the Hitt Húsið took the 

decision of not accepting people from outside Reykjavík. However, 4 years ago, there was 

a large group coming in from Reykjavik, they were 47 so the space was too crowded and 

everything was exploding. Hence, Hitt Húsið expanded and got another building in Árbær, 

a new building more accessible to wheelchairs and in a perfect environment for those 

youngsters that have difficulties with or do not tolerate the noise and life downtown 

(Haralsdóttir, personal communication, March 1, 2018). With the opening of this other 

building, Hitt Húsið is also available for other youngster from outside Reykjavik since the 

capacity has increased a lot, and sometimes, as Haralsdóttir explains, youngsters know 

each other from kindergarten and school so they want to be in the same place (personal 

communication, March 1, 2018). To be part of this after school program, the youngsters 

pay a minimum fee, and the area where he/she is from need to agree to pay the rest. 

Parents pay 18,896 Isk per month for all 5 days (coffee included) and the city provides the 

rest of the money to pay everything else (Haralsdóttir, personal communication, March 1, 

2018).  

Regarding the project itself, Haralsdóttir stated that the main goal is to provide 

everybody with the opportunity to have leisure time, but also, create a social place where 

people can interact socially with others, and it is really important to have a peer to peer 

network with the staff members and the youngsters so everyone is equal and become 

friends. Of course, she said, the staff have more responsibility and need to take care of 

the youngsters, but the idea is just to get together and have fun (personal 

communication, March 1, 2018). Moreover, in summer, youngsters are provided with the 

possibility to work for 4 weeks, each week in a different place. The work places vary and 

have changed during the years. They have been in Bónus, World Class, Nettó, Hagkaup, 

Pósturinn, Ásgarður, the graveyard, and even babysitting. It is a deal with companies of 

getting free workers and the objective is to introduce job opportunities for the 

youngsters, and also get the stores to let them know. It is a way of introduction in both 

ways: youngsters learn from real jobs and gain experience, and become visible in the 

society (Haralsdóttir, personal communication, March 1, 2018). It is noteworthy to 

mention that currently, in each building there is one person with disability that once was 

part of the youngsters attending the after school program, but now is part of the staff 

members. To conclude, Haralsdóttir mentioned that the after school program for 

youngsters with disabilities is the largest program of the house and they are really proud 
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of their job, and she stated “but it is mainly you (the staff), you are the ones who are 

doing the most important work” (personal communication, March 1, 2018).  

4.2.1 My experience 

As a staff member at the after school program in Hitt Húsið, I believe it is relevant to 

share my experience about it. As explained before, there are two centers providing the 

after school program, one is located downtown Reykjavik and the other one in Árbær. I 

work downtown and I started almost 2 years ago. The youngsters we have, I would say, 

are more independent, some of them just walk alone to their home and others take the 

bus. However, I still have seen how people look at them in a different way, and 

sometimes even with fear, just because they are different. This has been my first 

experience actually working with youngsters with disabilities and I have grown in every 

aspect I can think of in my life. I have realized how important it is to give the opportunity 

for people considered different in society because, actually, what we can learn from them 

is limitless. They have a beautiful heart, they do not judge, they do not have prejudices, 

and they are capable of doing many things. A clear example of superation is the guy with 

disability that is currently working with us, he is totally capable of doing his work, and his 

willingness to learn new things and his desire to excel is worthy of admiration.  

I am originally from Venezuela and I moved to Iceland 5 years ago, but still, I do not 

speak Icelandic fluently. When I got the job I was afraid because of this lack of language. I 

kept thinking, “how am I supposed to communicate with them?” but soon enough I 

realized that that did not really matter. Of course, still today we have our 

misunderstandings but my point here is that the fact that I was different did not stop 

them to try to talk, play, and be with me. I think we all should experience at least once in 

our life something like this. I was and I am still sometimes a disabled girl in regards to the 

Icelandic language, but everyone in Hitt Húsið knows it and how weird it was at the 

beginning (I was the only one who did not speak the language) now it is normal and they 

even try to speak English with me and some even Spanish. My relationship with the 

youngsters is amazing and that is only possible through collaboration, patience and 

empathy; key concepts that are often forgotten when it comes to working with people 

with disabilities.  

I love my job because every day is different, each youngster is different and therefore, 

each of them teaches me new and different things. Of course, I am the one who takes 

responsibility for them, but at the end, it is just about being friends. In winter, they have 

the freedom to do whatever they want – go to the swimming pool, to the mall, to the 
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coffee house, or just simply stay inside and play videogames, watch a movie or talk. It is 

they who decide what they want to do and I just hang out with them. They are 

independent and responsible to do what they want, for example, if we go to the coffee 

house they order what they want and pay as anyone else. I do not do this for them as 

long as they know how to do these things. This might sound obvious but it is not, in my 

opinion, society still in many cases does not know how to respond to them, and that 

freedom and independence they get in this program is key in their development because 

they learn how to behave properly in society. Therefore, my standing back is part of 

making them take more responsibility to become capable of managing their life. 

In summer, they work for 4 weeks and I go with them, always as a friend. Whatever 

they need to do, I do it too, always being aware of not doing their job but supporting and 

helping them. Learning while working involves that we all engage in the activities and 

exchange ideas, experiences and knowledge. However, this can be a bit tricky because 

perhaps they do not want to work in that place or are lazy, but as their friends, it is really 

important to teach them to be responsible, to motivate them and encourage them to do 

their work. But it is also important that I do the work myself since somehow I, along with 

the other staff, am their role model and in the end, if they see me working, they are going 

to do it too.  

Therefore, my role at work is an in between role since I have responsibility as if I were 

a teacher or someone with formal status above them, but at the same time I interact with 

them as a friend creating personal relationships. It can be a tricky position since if it is not 

well done, one can lose credibility in front of the youngsters, but knowing as well that 

teaching them the limits is the key, and mutual respect equates success. As Jónsson 

(2016) states, without respect social relationships between people will create a society in 

which living will be a struggle and not a life of mutual learning. Because of this, I would 

consider myself as a youth counselor that supports and promotes the social participation 

of disabled young people in their leisure time, as well as promoting the development and 

functioning of the youth with varied projects. By doing this, I believe the social skills of the 

youth improve and with it their self esteem and efficacy to face daily life situations. In 

addition to this, I would say that my role as well as my colleagues’ is important in 

providing them with lifelong skills that not only improve their social inclusion and 

personal development, but also enhances self-sustainability, competitiveness and 

employability. My objective is clear, I want them to succeed in life, and everyday I try my 

best to help them do so. 
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5 Conclusion 

Reflecting on inclusive education and its history, it is quite clear that education is moving 

forward and educational systems are much better than they were 20 years ago. The 

different models of disability have shaped the course of special and inclusive education, 

but analyzing them and their differences, may be a useful way to avoid making 

assumptions and may help us to respond to individuals in a positive way. Thanks to 

international agreements, schools and societies have changed towards a more inclusive 

society. However, I still believe societies should start taking the social model of disability 

more seriously and instead of blaming the person with a disability, start thinking about 

what can be done to help. We all are disabled in some way – when we are born we are 

disabled (until the age of 10 we need help to survive), and after that being non-disabled is 

a temporary state (until we move to another country and have language deficiency, or 

until we need to use glasses to see). No one judges that, so why not do the same towards 

people with disabilities when it has been proved that they are capable of doing a lot of 

things if they are given the chance? In my opinion, it is as important to change the policies 

as to pay attention to the movements of disabled people that are fighting for their rights. 

Inclusion has three dimensions that in most cases are driven by someone who has not 

experience it. Therefore, it is important to give voice to people that have experienced 

exclusion in order for others to understand deeply their struggles and challenges in life. 

Listening to the disabled people themselves is a key to learning how to respond to them. 

Doing that, combined with a successful inclusive educational practice, is a way of raising 

awareness, and I am sure, like Rieser (2006) said: 

Eventually society will experience a reduction in prejudice and discrimination 
against disabled people as difference becomes part of everyone’s experience 
and disabled people become part of the community in their own right. (p.177) 

In the case of Iceland, one can observe positive aspects towards a more democratic 

school system in the sense that there is a quite high percentage of students with 

disabilities that attend general schools, however, that does not mean they are fully 

integrated in the school life. That is why I consider the role of after school programs so 

important in society. It is an inclusive environment in which everyone, not only the 

youngsters learn. What happens in an after school program like Hitt Húsið is a clear 

example of non-formal education and a key aspect to achieve an inclusive society because 

it helps to develop motivated, strong, and capable young people who can make a 

difference in the world. Non-formal education is in every aspect of our lives a key to 

develop and succeed, but for people with disabilities I would say that it is extremely 
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important and necessary. Sometimes, doing things for people with disabilities may have a 

negative impact on them since they become lazy and even more disabled because they 

do not make an effort to do things themselves. Being lazy is the opposite of empowering, 

and education in all its forms should be about empowering individuals. As Paulo Freire 

(2005) stated, it is necessary to trust in the ‘opressed’ and their ability to do things 

because it is not only about integrating them in society, it is about giving them the chance 

to become beings for themselves, and that can only happens when they are empowered 

to actively engage with the real world. More research is needed on the non-formal aspect 

of inclusion but I hope that step by step, inclusion stops being something strange to start 

being the norm in every single aspect of life.  
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