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Abstract 

The active use of English as an international language in the global world has been one of 

the consequences of globalization. The author of this thesis believes that it is necessary to 

recognize that English is rapidly expanding as a global language in all nations, and Iceland 

is one of them. This thesis proposes bilingual education as an educational approach to 

respond to global trends such as the expansion of English in the Icelandic society, as well 

as to promote an additional way of learning necessary for students in the twenty-first 

century. Since Iceland is one of the member countries of UNESCO, this thesis proposes 

the UNE“CO s fou  pilla s: learning to know, learning to be, learning to do and learning to 

live together as a guideline to create an effective and qualitative bilingual program to 

positi el  i flue e stude ts  lea i g. This thesis is not intended to suggest a radical 

change in the whole Icelandic educational system, but rather to suggest a different 

perspe ti e o  ili gual edu atio  i  o de  to p o ote e  a s of lea i g i  toda s 
world. This paper focuses on the following research question: how can bilingual education 

in Iceland influence student learning in times of globalization?  

Notkun ensku sem alþjóðlegs tungumáls er ein af afleiðingum hnattvæðingar. Höfundur 

heldur því fram að það sé nauðsynlegt að gera sér grein fyrir að enska hefur sífellt meira 

vægi sem tungumál heimsins og þar á meðal á Íslandi. Hér er lögð til tvítyngd kennsla sem 

menntunarleg nálgun til að bregðast við alþjóðlegri þróun, eins og útbreiðsla ensku í 

íslensku þjóðfélagi er, sem og að stuðla að nýjum kennsluháttum nauðsynlegum fyrir 

nemendur á tuttugustu og fyrstu öldinni. Þar sem Ísland er meðlimur að 

Menningarmálastofnun Sameinuðu þjóðanna (UNESCO), þá er lagt til að Ísland fari eftir 

fjórum stoðum menntunar sem UNESCO leggur til sem leiðbeiningar um hvernig á að búa 

til árangursríkt tvítyngt nám sem hefur jákvæð áhrif á hvernig nemendur öðlast og nálgast 

þekkingu. Stoðirnar fjórar eru: læra að vita, læra að vera, læra að gera og læra að lifa 

saman. Þessi ritgerð er ekki hugsuð til að stuðla að rótækri breytingu á íslensku 

menntakerfi, heldur er stungið upp á tvítyngdum kennsluaðferðum sem nýrri aðferð til 

náms í nútíma samfélagi. Þessi ritgerð er byggð á eftirfarandi spurningu: Hvernig getur 

tvítyngd kennsla á Íslandi haft áhrif á hvernig nemendur öðlist þekkingu á tímum 

hnattvæðingar? 
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1    Introduction 

The active use of English as an international language in the global world has been one of 

the consequences of globalization. It is necessary to recognize that English is rapidly 

expanding as a global language in most nations, and Iceland is one of them 

(Baldvinsdóttir, 2011). In a small country such as Iceland, where the Icelandic language is 

considered as a dominant language and a traditional uniting symbol of national pride, 

globalization has brought the demand to use English in various domains of life in the 

Icelandic society. The expansion of English in different domains for instance has caused 

concerns and fears among Icelanders, believing that perhaps new generations will prefer 

to use or speak English instead of Icelandic (Baldvinsdóttir, 2011). Therefore, how can the 

Icelandic society respond to global trends, such as the expansion of English, especially for 

young generations? Baldvinsdóttir (2011) believes that English can be adopted in any 

nation as an international language to coexist in harmony with other local or national 

language. The importance lies in teaching the differentiation between and characteristics 

of each language, Icelandic as their local and national language of identity and English as 

an international language for active participation in the global world. 

The author of this paper proposes the implementation of bilingual education as an 

additional approach to education focuses on promoting additive bilingualism, whereby 

E glish la guage is added to the i di idual s epe toi e a d the two languages, English 

and Icelandic are mantained (Gallagher, 2011). The purpose of using bilingual education is 

to promote an additional way of learning among students necessary in times of 

globalization. For instance, being plurilingual equips individuals with cognitive, 

communicative and social skills needed to function in the twenty-first century. Such skills 

involve the capacity to live, work and learn from others with various languages, 

backgrounds and cultures as well as to be more empathetic and perceptive of others 

(Stein-Smith, 2011).  

 In 2013, UNESCO officially declared its support of bilingual education, encouraging its 

member countries to see bilingual education as a strategy for developing and increasing 

quality education, as well as to promote communicative competence, essential for 

individuals to adequately function in the twenty-first century (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 

2011). UNESCO considers four fundamental pillars of learning as quality principles and 

guidelines to create and promote bilingual education. These pillars are: learning to know, 

learning to be, learning to do and learning to live together (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 

2011). The author of this paper considers these pillars important because they encompass 
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fundamental skills, knowledge and values that are an essential basis to cope with the 

demands of globalization.  

The purpose of this paper is to suggest bilingual education as an additional way of 

learning in Iceland in the twenty-first century. Moreover, since Iceland is one of the 

e e  ou t ies of UNE“CO UNE“CO, , this pape  p oposes the UNE“CO s fou  
pillars as a guideline to create an effective and qualitative bilingual program to positively 

i flue e stude ts  lea i g. The esea h uestio  is: ho  a  ili gual education in 

Iceland influence student learning in times of globalization? This paper is not intended to 

suggest a radical change in the whole Icelandic educational system, but rather to suggest 

a different perspective on bilingual education in order to promote new ways of learning in 

today s world.  

This thesis is divided into seven chapters. In chapter one, the introduction 

discusses the purpose of this thesis and the research question. In chapter two, the 

expansion of English in Iceland is discussed in order to understand how globalization has 

brought English into the Icelandic society. It then moves on to discuss the type and 

a ou t of E glish la guage i put hild e  a e e posed to, its offi ial status as a fo eig  

la guage,  a d its th eat to the future of the Icelandic language. Chapter three provides a 

brief literature review on bilingualism and bilingual education, and it discusses bilingual 

programs that have been already implemented by two Icelandic institutions. Chapter four 

gives a glimpse into the Icelandic educational system and investigates the language 

policies adopted by the EU and UNESCO to promote multilingualism and the demand to 

use English in the Nordic countries. Since Iceland is a member country of UNESCO, and 

UNESCO has re-stated its support to bilingual and multilingual education in times of 

globalization. Chapter five analyzes ho  UNE“CO s fou  pilla s a  se e as a guideli e to 
promote quality bilingual education. Chapter six discusses how bilingual education can 

promote new ways of lea i g that efle t UNE“CO s fou  pilla s. In chapter seven, a 

conclusion is discussed based on the literature review from this paper. 

 

 

2    The expansion of English in Iceland 

The global expansion of English has been classified in three distinct categories: the inner 

circle, applies for countries where English has a traditional background, the outer circle 

applies for countries that have experienced colonization and institutionalization of English 

in non-native contexts, and the expanding circle, applies for those countries where 
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English has become a dominant language due to its rapid expansion as a global language, 

and therefore this circle is the one that it is receiving the most attention in recent years 

(Benediktsdóttir, 2016). According to Benediktsdóttir (2016), the rapidly increasing use of 

English in Icelandic society has placed Iceland in the expanding circle. For this reason, the 

purpose of this chapter is to understand the current position of English in the Icelandic 

society, its increased e posu e a o g I ela de s a d its offi ial status as a fo eig  

language.  Also, this hapte  o side s alua le to dis uss diffe e t I ela de s  

perspectives who do not view the expansion of English as a positive outcome, but rather 

as a threat to the future of the Icelandic language.  

 

2.1    English exposure in Iceland 

Research on young language learners in Iceland has been mostly focused on classroom-

based learning. However, in 2010, Samúel Lefever conducted a study outside the 

classroom on how eight-year-old children in Iceland naturally acquire English skills (such 

as speaking, listening and reading) before they start any formal instruction at school 

(Lefever, 2010). Results from his study indicate that young learners in Iceland are able to 

comprehend simple spoken English, as well as to express themselves, interact and 

communicate with others in simple English (Lefever, 2010). Lefever (2010) also states that 

the amount of English exposure through computer games, interest in learning English, 

television and foremost through media and movies are the major factors that seem to 

influence the development of these skills among Icelandic children. In recent years, this 

situation has become an issue in schools, especially for those English teachers who face 

ajo  halle ges to e og ize a d uild o  hild e s p ior knowledge in English which 

the  i g ith the  to s hool Lefe e , . Lefe e s stud  has de o st ated that 

young learners are acquiring and learning English on their own, which also has showed 

that children can be autonomous and active young learners outside school (Lefever, 

2010). Other results from previous studies on young learners in Iceland have shown that 

Icelandic children acquire great abilities and skills in comprehending basic oral English 

without or with minimal formal instruction (Lefever, 2010). 

Another study by Jónsdóttir (2016) confirms that children between eight and nine 

years old have extensive exposure to English on a daily basis through the Icelandic media. 

For example, García Ortega (2011) states that some Icelandic children arrive to school 

already spoken fluently in English. Jónsdóttir (2016) also claims that constant exposure to 

E glish o  a dail  asis has sti ulated hild e s i ide tal la guage a uisitio , i  a 
similar way to the second language acquisition. Most of the Icelandic children therefore 
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meet the curriculum standards during their first years of learning English without any 

prior formal instruction (Jónsdóttir, 2016). Furthermore, in 2016, Helga Benediktsdóttir 

conducted a esea h o  I ela di  stude ts  attitudes towards English classes at the 

secondary level, and the results were astonishing. Benediktsdóttir (2016) states that most 

of Icelandic secondary students have great confidence in their ability to read, write and 

speak in English. They consider English classes to e easie  a d o e o fo ta le  tha  

other subjects, and therefore students believe that they can easily attain good grades 

with minimal effort. This suggests that the task of English teachers at the secondary level 

is even more arduous in contrast with those at the primary level (Benediktsdóttir, 2016). 

Recent studies have shown that Icelandic children are more capable to produce 

English, compared to older generations. This is because younger generations are more 

likely to watch television without subtitles, to use computers more and to have more 

access to internet services (Jónsdóttir, 2016). García Ortega (2011), however, argues that 

receptive skills such as reading and listening among Icelandic youngsters are very notable 

whereas their productive skills such as speaking and writing, are minimal. Gunnarsdóttir 

(2014) believes that this is because many schools put little emphasis on spoken English 

and communicative activities in English. This is perhaps the cause of the in-balance 

between productive and receptive skills in Icelandic students. She also emphasizes that 

another reason could be the type of English exposure, since the major means of English 

exposure among Icelanders are through media, movies and television (Gunnarsdóttir, 

2014). 

Even though Icelandic children and teenagers achieve higher levels of proficiency 

in conversational English, the lack of academic English skills is a great concern that many 

Icelandic students face when they reach higher education at the university level 

(Benediktsdóttir, 2016). Helga Benediktsdóttir points out that ninety percent of all 

reading materials at the University of Iceland are in English. This has caused various 

challenges among Icelandic university students, since they are required to have high 

levels of academic English (Benediktsdóttir, 2016). Therefore, Birna Arnbjörnsdóttir 

argues that while English exposure for Icelandic children and adolescents is mostly 

informal and colloquial, a more intellectually complex English proficiency is required for 

academic and career purposes (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007). Also, most of the classes are 

taught in Icelandic but the books and other materials are in English, while the 

transmission of knowledge from English to Icelandic is regularly required from the 

student, it might lead to complications and frustrations (Benediktsdóttir, 2016). 
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These research projects and studies help the reader understand how globalization 

has i pa ted stude ts  learning of English at Icelandic schools at both the primary and 

secondary level, as well as at the university level, in formal and non-formal settings. These 

studies have shown that young generations are currently acquiring English in a 

naturalistic environment, demonstrating that they are very independent and involved in 

learning English on their own, and consequently, they are more motivated to learn the 

English language. Thus, the author of this paper believes that schools should identify and 

build on the knowledge of English that children bring with them and use it to learn 

content in other areas of the curriculum, creating a new way of learning. For instance, 

research by Li (2014) suggests that students who learn English by using it as a medium of 

instruction have been shown to use a wider range of learning strategies such as memory, 

social, meta-cognitive and cognitive strategies, than those students who learn English as a 

subject in school. In addition, Hammers and Blanc (2000) state that schools which 

introduce a second language as a medium of instruction whereas the first language is still 

prominently used and valued, might develop ways to enhance and promote biolinguistic 

skills, and probably would have positive and beneficial cognitive results. However, using 

English as a medium of instruction not only benefits students to learn a new way of 

learning, but also promotes bilingualism among students, which is fundamental in times 

of globalization.  

 

2.2    The status of English in Iceland 

The Danish language used to be considered as the first foreign language taught in schools 

in Iceland fo  a  ea s, ho e e , i  , due to the assi e g o th of E glish s 

prestige and status in the global community, the national curriculum of Iceland decided to 

make some changes by adopting English as its first foreign language taught in schools 

(Jónsdóttir, 2016). Therefore, learning English as a foreign language has been introduced 

to children from a much earlier stage in schools. The national curriculum of Iceland 

acknowledged the importance of English by stating that learning English benefits students 

to have access to further education, multimedia, global commerce and communication as 

well as leisure activities (Jónsdóttir, 2016). 

Research conducted by Benediktsdóttir (2016) states that English in Iceland has 

gained increasing importance and a prestigious status within the economic and business 

landscape, as well as within international relationships. For example, since the year 2000, 

the average increase of tourism in Iceland is 9,3% per year, and, in 2016, the amount of 

jobs related to tourism had dramatically increased to 21,9%, which indicates that the 
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tourist industry has exceeded the fishing industry by contributing 27,9% of foreign 

exchange income in total (Jónsdóttir, 2016).  This suggests that the growing number of 

tourist, and tourist related businesses is another factor which causes Icelanders to feel an 

increased need for a solid command of English. Now English has become the global lingua 

franca, used for global business ventures and international communication. Furthermore, 

another study by Gunnarsdóttir (2014) indicates that seventy-four percent of Icelanders 

use English at the workplace on a daily basis. Also, in 2007, English became the first 

official language for traffic and warning signs by the Icelandic Transport Authority 

(Benediktsdóttir, 2016). These studies are a few examples which confirm the extensive 

use of English among Icelanders and indicate the prestigious status of English in modern 

Icelandic society, as well as in most workplaces in Iceland. 

Contrary to this prestige status, the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (2014) 

states that s hools de ide he  to egi  tea hi g E glish as pa t of stude ts  fo eig  

language studies. This suggests that students learn English as a foreign language, which 

means that they are learning English as a separate subject like history, science or math, 

among others. Pinter (2006) states that learning English as a foreign language means that 

students are not deeply involved in an English environment, which limits students  

opportunities to acquire and practice the foreign language outside school, and therefore, 

not a positive motivation to learn and use the foreign language. However, previously 

discussed findings showed that Icelandic students are more likely to acquire English in a 

naturalistic environment, and they are more motivated to learn it. That is why they have 

high levels of English proficiency without or with minimal formal instruction. Taking into 

account these findings and the demand of English use in the Icelandic society, the official 

status of English as a foreign language is questionable. Should English be considered a 

second language rather than a foreign language? - This is a very complicated question 

that goes beyond the scope of this paper. 

However, the following section is intended to discuss briefly some views held by 

those who believe that considering English as a second language officially would be the 

most dangerous thing to do with regards to the future of the Icelandic language. 

 

2.3    The future of the Icelandic language 

Research by Baldvinsdóttir (2011) states that the Icelandic language is considered a 

sovereignty and a traditional symbol of national pride among Icelanders, as well as an 

identifying and uniting symbol for Icelandic society. She also claims that the Icelandic 

society was viewed as one of the most monolingual and homogenous societies around 
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the world, but, due to mass immigration and globalization, this has changed over time. 

According to Baldvinsdóttir (2011), the rapid spread of English-use among Icelanders is 

not always seen as a positive outcome. For instance, many Icelanders believe that the 

Icelandic language is in danger due to the rapid expansion of English in Icelandic society, 

which, over the last decades, has created controversy and concern within the Icelandic 

society.  

According to Kroulek (2017), the Icelandic language ranks among the least-supported 

and weakest languages in terms of modern technologies. This issue has created concerns 

for many Icelanders who believe that this is just another way of encouragement to speak 

or use English instead of Icelandic in their daily lives. Moreover, according to 

Baldvinsdóttir (2011), many teachers have already expressed their concern over the 

increasing use of English among teenagers in the schools of Reykjavík. For instance, in 

many cases, Icelandic youngsters speak English to each other, and they are more interest 

in selecting books written in English, rather than in Icelandic as part of their reading task. 

Cox (2015), on the other hand, emphasizes that many companies indicate that one in two 

new positions is being occupied by a foreign worker, which supports the increased use of 

English as a global communicator and thereby decreasing the role of Icelandic. If 

Icelanders use or speak less Icelandic in their daily lives, this can lead to the beginning of 

giving up their language as a nation (Cox, 2015). 

Furthermore, Helgadóttir (2010) claims that many expert linguists believe that the 

Icelandic language might disappear and be replaced by the English language. Ari Páll 

Kristinsson, a e e  of the I ela di  go e e t s la guage esea h age , believes 

that, nowadays, English is ubiquitous. Others such as Jón Gnarr, the former mayor of the 

city of Reykjavik, fear for the future of Icelandic language. However, Gnarr believes that it 

is certain to think that the Icelandic language will no longer survive in this century, and, 

therefore, Icelanders will choose and select English as their own official language 

(Helgadóttir, 2010). Is the future of Icelandic language derelict? According to Kroulek 

(2017), Icelandic is not classified as a threatened or vulnerable language, which means 

that it is not endangered. Icelandic is the official language in Iceland spoken by more than 

400,000 native speakers. It might not seem like a lot of people are speaking Icelandic 

compared to those who speak English, but Kroulek states that a minimum of 35,000 

speakers is needed to keep and maintain a language safe (Kroulek, 2017). 

Hilmarsson-Dunn (2009) argues that policy-makers in Iceland are still cautious and 

careful to not promote bilingual programs for fear that English might endanger the future 

of the Icelandic language. However, as Baldvinsdóttir (2011) states, we cannot change 
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globalization or prevent the rapid spread of English as a global language. Icelanders must 

acknowledge the fact that English is becoming a dominant language for international 

communication. Other approaches and methods are therefore needed in schools to 

e ha e stude ts  a a e ess of I ela di  as thei  lo al a d atio al la guage a d E glish 

as an international lingua franca. Baldvinsdóttir (2011) believes that English can be 

adopted in any nation as an international language to coexist in harmony with other local 

languages. Icelandic will always be an essential part of the Icelandic history. Many of 

I ela de s ha e st o g feeli gs a out thei  o  la guage If e lost the I ela di  
language, there would be no Icelandic nation, a d if the e s o I ela di  atio , the e is 

o I ela di  so e eig t .  Co , , La d, Natio  a d To gue, pa a. .  

It is important to keep teaching the Icelandic language to younger generations to 

create a solid foundation in their mother tongue for later years. Research has shown that 

a strong and solid development of the first language is crucial and essential for the 

development of a second language (Maniatis, 2009). This suggests that schools which 

choose to apply bilingual programs with high quality and great conditions should 

e ou age stude t lea i g of a d i  oth la guages, fa ilitati g stude ts  lite a , 

language and content-area learning. This way students are provided with plenty of 

opportunities to perform and function well in the language in which they can best 

accomplish related and appropriate assignments (Brisk & Proctor, 2012).  

Overall, the situation of Iceland and globalization has already been confronted with 

and challenged by the influence and demand to use English in various domains, which has 

caused concerns and fear among Icelanders. However, it is necessary to recognize that 

English is rapidly expanding as a global language in all nations, and Iceland is one of them. 

The importance lies in teaching the differentiation and purpose of each language: 

Icelandic as their local and national language of identity and English as an international 

lingua franca for active participation in the global world. A positive and healthy attitude 

towards bilingualism, in which both languages can coexist as beneficial and effective 

features to the Icelandic society must be supported and needed (Baldvinsdóttir, 2011).  

This paper suggests that the rise of international English in Iceland is unavoidable, 

and, therefore, implementing bilingual education as an additional educational approach 

to promote new ways of lea i g a  ha e a positi e i pa t o  stude ts  learning. The 

purpose of this paper is to suggest bilingual education as a new way of learning in times 

of globalization. Therefore, the following section defines the concept of bilingual 

education and bilingualism. 
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3    Bilingualism and bilingual education 

This chapter reviews definitions of bilingualism and bilingual education. Definitions of 

bilingualism apply to the possession of two languages at the individual level and as a 

characteristic at the societal level (Baker, 1993). However, bilingualism is a wide and 

complicated term to define, and it goes beyond the scope of this paper. The following 

sub-chapter is only intended to give a brief overview of bilingualism as a possession of 

two languages at the individual level. The second sub-chapter reviews bilingual education 

and gives a brief history of research in bilingualism in order to understand its 

transformation from liability to asset. The third sub-chapter reviews a type of bilingual 

program that could be suitable to incorporate in some Icelandic schools to cope with the 

rapid expansion of English. The last sub-chapter illustrates two bilingual programs that 

have already been introduced by two Icelandic institutions. 

 

3.1    Bilingualism 

Due to rapid globalization and mass immigration, many individuals around the world are 

becoming bilingual or multilingual. For instance, English has been noted as the language 

that opens further job, education and other opportunities. It is a language that has gained 

a lot of prestige in the last decades and therefore many individuals have felt the need to 

learn and speak English as an additional language, and consequently became bilinguals or 

multilinguals. So, who is bilingual and how can an individual become bilingual? 

According to Baker (1993), there is ultimately not a definition to identify or 

des i e ho is t ul  ili gual.  “o e elie e that ili guals ha e e ual flue  ati e-

like  i  oth la guages, also k o  as ala ed bilinguals.  This is an idealized term that 

has been criticized by many researchers who believe that it is rare to find someone who is 

e uall  flue t i  oth la guages Bake , . Othe s elie e that ili guals a e those 
who have acquired a minimal or basic competence in merely one of the four language 

skills such as reading, writing, listening or speaking (Hamers and Blanc 1989). Some 

bilinguals may use two languages regularly in different contexts for various purposes but 

may be less fluent in both. Others rarely use both languages but may be much more 

fluent in their two languages (Baker, 1993). According to Baker (1993), a definition of 

bilingualism is based on function, proficiency and value to the speaker. However, 

bilingualism is defined as a construct, and therefore must be defined in relation to how 
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the term is being used (Baker, 1993). In other words, giving an exact definition of who is 

or is not bilingual is basically ambiguous and ultimately impossible. 

In addition, in order to understand how an individual can become bilingual, some 

researchers have been using terms such as early bilingualism and late bilingualism. The 

first term refers to those children who start to learn and develop two languages at birth, 

before four to five years old, which is also called si ulta eous ili gualis .  The latte  

refers to those children who learn a second language later in life, especially in 

adolescence or adulthood, after six to seven years old, which is usually referred to as 

se ue tial o  o se uti e ili gualis  Bake , .  

 Even though this is merely a brief introduction to bilingualism, it is important for 

s hools  p i iples o  stakeholde s to understand bilingualism before considering 

implementing bilingual education. In the case of Iceland, Arnbjörnsdóttir (2011) argues 

that Icelanders are not bilingual in Icelandic and English because most of them do not live 

in a context that provides enough input for English development. She argues that most of 

the input in English is receptive and therefore, there are not enough opportunities to 

develop productive skills. This is something that might be questionable according to the 

findings that this paper has discussed in chapter two. For instance, young Icelanders are 

more capable of producing English to express, interact and communicate with others than 

older generations, the mass growth of tourist industry which has demanded to use and 

function in English, and that seventy-four percent of Icelanders use English at the 

workplace on a daily basis. Globalization has brought an increasing demand to use and 

function in English within the Icelandic society, and therefore the status of Icelanders as 

ot ei g ili guals  ight be arguable.  

 

3.2    Bilingual education 

The purpose of this paper is to suggest bilingual education as an effective and qualitative 

ha ge i  stude t lea i g, usi g the UNE“CO s fou  pilla s as a guideline to respond to 

global trends. The following section illustrates a clear definition of bilingual education to 

u de sta d its ajo  ole i  stude ts  lea i g. 

Bilingual education is a concept that has been used to describe educational settings 

which use two or more languages as a medium of instruction where students learn 

academic subjects in their first and second language, individually or together (Banks, 

2012). Banks (2012) suggests that a major distinction must be made between bilingual 

education programs and second or foreign language programs. According to Banks 

(2012), most languages are taught as a separate subject in non-bilingual schools. In 
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Iceland, for example English is taught as a foreign language, where the main objective is 

to develop communicative competence in English. These students are identified as 

E glish la guage lea e s  Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2014). However, 

such a program in itself is not bilingual education (Banks, 2012). 

Baker (1993) states that when a language is not taught as a subject itself, but rather it 

is used to teach content in areas of the s hool s u i ulu , the  ili gual edu ation is 

the appropriate term to use. In addition, Baker (1993) argues that a major distinction 

should be made between those schools which consider themselves bilingual because they 

have only bilingual students but there is only one language of instruction, and those 

schools which use bilingual education to promote bilingualism. The first case does not 

promote bilingualism, the second uses two languages as a medium of instruction to 

develop both languages and therefore, preserve bilingualism among students. 

Governments of some bilingual or multilingual countries tend to fund bilingual 

education with the aim to develop and maintain bilingualism. Other private institutions 

such as international schools include bilingual educational programs as part of their 

curriculum to develop and promote bilingualism among students for personal 

enrichment, preparation to living abroad, travel or work, among other reasons (Baker, 

1993). Leikin (2013) states that promoting and developing bilingualism has a positive 

impact on stude t s og iti e a d a ade i  de elop e t. “tudies o  ili gualis  ha e 

shown plenty of advantages in a wide range of domains such as problem solving, critical 

thinking and creativity (Leikin, 2013). Research by Leikin (2013) has reported that bilingual 

children are at an advantage in performing difficult tasks which require executive 

functioning skills, including updating and switching. For instance, Cummins (2000) 

believes that bilingualism is beneficial for creative and divergent thinking. He argues that 

because bilinguals switch from one language to another, they are better at flexible 

thi ki g Cu i s, . These studies suggest that ili gualis  e efits stude ts  

cognitive and academic development, proving further opportunities to experience, 

discover and learn through various learning strategies. 

Moreover, Baker (1993) states that bilingualism offers a wider access to information. 

For instance, English has become the language that is spreading throughout the world by 

mass media, and it is now considered a prominent vehicle of mass communication in 

different forms of entertainment, information and news (Baker, 1993). English is used to 

access international information in a wide range of domains, which opens doors to new 

understanding, new skills and new knowledge (Baker, 1993). In times of globalization, 

access to international information is crucial in order to understand and explore better 



17 

the o ld a d its o ple ities. I  toda s o ld, p o oti g ili gualis  through bilingual 

education is an essential tool that helps students learn and know.  

Baker (1993) also argues that access to broad information and knowledge offers an 

access to power. This suggests that being an ownership of two or more languages and 

being able to switch between them make students feel more skilled and competent, 

which increases their self-esteem, self-fulfillment, self-efficacy and self-knowledge (Baker, 

1993). The author of this paper believes that it is essential to create and develop bilingual 

programs that aim to promote bilingualism in order to empower students and enable 

them to learn and understand themselves better, with encouragement and acceptance. 

Therefore, in order to develop quality bilingual education programs, two languages 

should be used as a medium of instruction as well as for communication and 

management in general to promote additive bilingualism. However, the goals, 

orientations, language use and length of the program would vary based on the 

i stitutio s  i te est a d ho  the  ie  ili gual education. 

In Iceland, bilingual programs with English as an international lingua franca and 

Icelandic as a national language should aim to promote and maintain bilingualism, but 

also to promote the development of global identity among students. As the world is 

becoming closer and more connected, exposure to different global cultures enables 

students with opportunities to develop and promote global identities, 

interconnectedness with others, and knowledge of global issues to promote global 

awareness and global citizenship identification (Reysen & Katzarska-Miller, 2013). This 

way, students would be able to develop and share global values, and act with greater 

personal responsibility, judgment and autonomy in their local and global society (Stein-

Smith, 2011). Promoting bilingualism to develop global citizens helps students see 

themselves as major actors in face of global challenges, to use what they have learnt and 

put it into practice to create productive results for the future. It also helps them to 

construct their own identity and learn more about themselves and how to be complete 

human beings. 

The author of this paper supports the idea that it is necessary to recognize the 

current situation of English as a global language in the Icelandic society, and therefore to 

implement bilingual education as an additional approach to education that can create and 

promote new ways of learning and positive attitudes among young generations towards 

both languages – Icelandic and English. 
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The following section is intended to give a brief historical background on bilingual 

education in order to comprehend how views on bilingual education have changed over 

time. 

 

3.2.1    Research on bilingual education 

Before 1962, research on bilingualism was mainly focused on psychometric studies. These 

studies concluded that bilingualism was a negative deficiency that affected human 

intelligence, causing retardation, and that any education or instruction in any language 

other than the mother tongue was ha ful fo  hild e s i tellectual and personal 

development (Hammers and Blanc, 2000). However, Banks (2012) states that early 

research was based on many bilingual children that had different background 

characteristics such as language, social level, and education than the monolingual 

students with whom they were compared. Also, the methodology that most of 

researchers used at that time had many flaws, and, results from early studies therefore 

had many erroneous outcomes. One major critique lies in the great difference of 

stude ts  economic and social backgrounds (Banks, 2012). 

 Nevertheless, after 1962, Canadian studies have contradicted the pessimistic view 

of early studies on bilingualism and showed noticeably positive views of bilingualism. 

These studies have demonstrated that bilingualism is not a liability, but rather an asset 

that enhances human intelligence, flexibility and originality (Hammers and Blanc, 2000). 

I  othe  o ds, fi di gs ha e sho  that ili gual p og a s e ha e stude ts  
metalinguistic awareness, increased their linguistic abilities, as well as their cognitive 

flexibility (Arias & Casanova, 1993). A new trend towards bilingual education as an 

effe ti e p og a  fo  stude ts  og iti e de elop e t ega  as a result (Banks 2012). 

However, due to political and geographical reasons, bilingual education is still a 

controversial topic in different parts of the world. There are those who believe that 

bilingual education discourages students to acquire full language proficiency in one 

language, and those who believe that bilingual education plays a major role in promoting 

literacy and language awareness among students (Cummins, 2000).  

This paper is not suggesting that the whole educational system of Iceland should 

apply bilingual education, since the political issues make it seem beyond the bounds of 

possibility. Rather, this paper is intended to depict bilingual education not only as a 

positive change to respond to global trends, such as the rapid expansion of English, but 

also to provide students an additional way of learning needed in twenty-first century. 
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Perhaps some Icelandic schools might find it valuable to implement bilingual education 

practices.  

The next section reviews a bilingual education program that some Icelandic schools 

might consider suitable and appropriate to implement due to the rapid expansion of 

English in Iceland. 

 

3.3 Dual majority language bilingual education 

A o di g to Bake  a d Jo es , the Dual majority language bilingual edu atio  is a 

type of bilingual educational program that uses two majority languages as a medium of 

instruction. The use of both languages is not necessarily equal; however, the two majority 

languages are not only taught as a subject but are also used as a medium of instruction to 

deliver all areas of the curriculum. In many cases, schools that apply this type of a 

program implement the second majority language primarily as a language subject. Once it 

is developed, it is used as a medium of instruction for curriculum delivery (Baker & Jones, 

1998). International schools are very good examples of the implementation of this type of 

program. Baker and Jones (1998) claimed that international schools use English most of 

the time as their main teaching language, but a national language might also be 

incorporated as a medium of instruction to teach certain areas of the curriculum. In most 

cases, the languages that are used in international schools are majority languages with 

high level of prestige (Baker & Jones, 1998). This type of program is very similar to the 

t o-way immersion education,  also k o  as dual la guage i e sio , which aims to 

encourage bilingualism among students within classrooms as well as to maintain and 

develop both languages simultaneously (Banks, 2012). The use of both languages as a 

medium of instruction is the principal method of this program. 

According to Cummins (2000), studies on 90-100 or 50-50 dual language programs 

have shown to be highly effective for bilingual students. Many students who have been 

studying in dual bilingual programs in international schools have been proved to have 

adequate fluency in both languages (Cummins, 2000). Baker and Jones (1998) state that 

even though the e is i suffi ie t esea h o  edu atio al effe ti e ess ithi  the dual 

majority language bilingual education,  it is likel  that this t pe of p og a  ill e a topi  

for future research. 

The spread of English in Iceland has been particularly significant in the last years, 

and this, for instance, has prompted two institutions at the primary and secondary level 

to adopt a bilingual program as part of their school curriculum. The following section 

explores the bilingual educational programs implemented by two institutions, the 



20 

International school of Iceland (ISI) in Garðabær municipality and Menntaskólinn við 

Hamrahlíð (MH) in Reykjavik city.  

 

3.4 Bilingual education in Iceland 

The International school of Iceland (ISI) was inaugurated in 2004 and offers an academic 

program from the first to the tenth grade that includes Icelandic, English, mathematics, 

thematic units, gym, swimming, art, textiles and woodwork (International School of 

Iceland, 2016). According to the International School of Iceland (2016), ISI offers two 

sepa ate st ea s  o  p og a s: the E glish st ea  a d the ili gual st ea . The fi st is 
intended for those children whose parents are working in the business community, 

university or foreign service in Iceland, for a temporary time between 2 to 3 years, and 

are looking for English-medium education. The latter is designed for those Icelandic 

children whose parents speak two languages, for instance Icelandic and English, and 

those children who have returned to Iceland after living or studying abroad. Icelandic 

children whose parents are Icelandic but want to promote bilingualism in their children 

can also be part of the bilingual stream (International School of Iceland, 2016). 

Students in the bilingual stream study mathematics in both languages (English and 

Icelandic) and use a range of different materials depending on the language they use. In 

other parts of the curriculum students are encouraged to use both languages. English and 

Icelandic are taught as separate language subjects for students of both streams, English 

a d ili gual, to de elop a d e ha e stude ts  skills su h as eadi g, iti g, liste i g 
and speaking in both languages (International School of Iceland, 2016). The purpose of 

using the dual language immersion program at the international school of Iceland is to 

e ha e a d de elop stude ts  e epti e eadi g a d liste i g  a d p odu ti e iti g 

and speaking) skills in both languages. Switch from English to Icelandic and vice-versa 

without translation is also encouraged, as well as to carry out mental calculations in both 

languages (International School of Iceland, 2016).  

In addition, ISI has developed a workable plan from the eighth through the tenth 

grade, to provide a seamless transition to the IB programme at Menntaskólinn við 

Hamrahlíð (MH) for those students in the English stream who are seeking an English-

medium program and for those students in the bilingual stream who can have the option 

to continue their education at the secondary level in either language, English or Icelandic 

(International School of Iceland, 2016). 

Menntaskólinn við Hamrahlíð (MH) offers the International Baccalaureate (IB) 

program, a comprehensive pre-university program mostly for students between sixteen 
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and nineteen years old. It is a two-year program, taught only in English and ends with 

standardized tests recognized by universities all over the world (Menntaskólinn við 

Hamrahlíð, 2017). According to Menntaskólinn við Hamrahlíð (2017), most of the IB 

students are Icelanders who have returned to Iceland after being abroad for several years 

or who have come directly from primary Icelandic or international schools that intend to 

study or work in an international and global environment. Even though most of the 

students in IB classrooms are Icelanders, they are encouraged to use English all the time 

during lessons. Students in the IB program use only English as the language of instruction 

to learn content, except when they learn Icelandic as a language subject (Menntaskólinn 

við Hamrahlíð, 2017). According to the definition of bilingual education that was given 

earlier, the IB program is not considered to be bilingual education. However, Baker and 

Jones (1998) stated that this t pe of p og a  is ie ed o e as a eak  fo  of 

bilingual education, which means that the IB program does not promote bilingualism, but 

rather monolingualism, and it might be considered bilingual education only because it has 

bilingual students. In this case, since most of the IB students are Icelanders, they might be 

considered bilingual because they may function as native in both languages, English and 

Icelandic, in different contexts, for various purposes. 

The following sections gives a glimpse into the Icelandic educational system and 

investigates the language policies adopted by the EU and UNESCO to promote 

multilingualism and the demand to use English in the Nordic countries. 

 

 

4    Education and languages in Iceland 

Iceland is a small country in Europe and part of the Nordic countries, with a population of 

around 330,000 inhabitants who speak Icelandic as a native language (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 

2011). Icelanders identify themselves with the Icelandic language that they use in their 

everyday life, therefore, Icelandic is linked to Icelandic identity (Hilmarsson-Dunn, 2009). 

However, Hilmarsson-Dunn (2009) argues that Iceland is confronting a range of options 

about the languages accepted and adopted in education, particularly in the light of the 

increasing influence of English as an international lingua franca in higher education. 

 

4.1 The Icelandic educational system 

The education system in Iceland is under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education, 

Science and Culture. Equal access to education for everyone is a central and crucial 
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principle of the Icelandic education system, regardless of their social or cultural 

background, religion, gender and economic status (Ministry of Education, Science and 

Culture, 2005). According to the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture (2005), the 

educational system in Iceland is divided into four stages: pre-school (zero to six years), 

compulsory (six to sixteen years), upper-secondary (sixteen to twenty years), and higher 

education (from 20 years onwards). The curriculum guidelines for pre-school, compulsory 

school and upper-secondary school are founded on six essential pillars, namely creativity, 

equality, democracy and human rights, health and welfare, sustainability, and literacy 

(Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2014). These pillars provide a vision and 

positive view for the future and determination and competence to become active 

participants in maintaining, changing and developing the society. The purpose of these six 

pillars is to achieve social and educational objectives for the individual, as well as to 

promote democracy, equality, healthy and well-educated citizens (Ministry of Education, 

Science and Culture, 2014). 

According to Ragnarsdóttir (2016), all subject areas in Icelandic schools are taught in 

Icelandic, except for foreign language subjects. English is the first foreign language taught 

in schools from fourth grade (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2014). However, 

Ragnarsdóttir (2016) argues that today, many Icelandic schools are interested in 

introducing English in much earlier grades, which can be a considerable determinant why 

English seems to be more of a second language rather than a foreign language.  She also 

believes that English can no longer be considered a foreign language because English is 

not only used in classrooms but also in various domains of Icelandic society 

(Ragnarsdóttir, 2016).  

 

4.2 Policy for language education in Iceland 

Hilmarsson-Dunn, (2009) suggests that it is fundamental to place the language policies for 

education in Iceland in the context of international language policies to understand them. 

English language use in education within Nordic countries has reflected the rapid 

expansion of English as a lingua franca within Europe (Hilmarsson-Dunn, 2009). There is a 

declaration on a Nordic language policy from 2006 that states that all Nordic citizens have 

the ight, a o g othe  thi gs to acquire a language of international importance so that 

the  a  take pa t i  the de elop e t of o ld so iet  No de , , p. . 

Additionally, this declaration recognized the interest of learning and teaching English: 

o siste t poli  to p o ote the pa allel use of la guages e ui es that it e possi le to 
use both the languages of the Nordic countries essential to society and English as 
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la guages of s ie e  No de , , p. . I ela d, for instance, has acknowledged the 

importance of teaching English as the first foreign language in schools at the compulsory 

and upper secondary levels. However, according to Hilmarsson-Dunn (2009), Icelandic 

policy-makers are cautious of the influence and control of English and therefore they 

have not promoted or implemented bilingual programs for fear that, in the long term, 

English might endanger the future of the Icelandic language. 

On the other hand, Iceland is a member of the Council of Europe (COE) which 

supports foreign language learning within Europe. The COE encourages member states to 

promote the teaching and learning of two languages besides their mother tongue, 

necessarily at a level of significant communicative proficiency, while proving a good-

quality content and language integrated learning  (CLIL) in different languages 

(Hilmarsson-Dunn, 2009). Dalton-Puffer (2011) defines CLIL as an educational approach 

where a foreign language or a lingua franca is used as a medium of instruction to teach 

content. Many characteristics of CLIL overlap with other types of bilingual education. CLIL 

is also defined as a beneficial approach to raise motivation among language learners, 

preparation for study and working life, internationalization, and cultural awareness 

(Dalton-Puffer, 2011).   

Iceland is not a member of the EU, but it is a member of the European Economic 

Area (EEA) which allows it to take part in a range of EU activities such as education 

programs (Hilmarsson-Dunn, 2009). In April 2008, the European Commission invited 58 

countries to a public hearing to discuss language policy. Participants of the public hearing 

agreed that linguistic diversity within the EU is an asset to be protected and investing in 

language skills has good and positive outcomes (Hilmarsson-Dunn, 2009). The report 

concludes that multilingualism promotes the learning and valuing of languages rather 

than resists the influence and control of English, and that education plays an important 

role in promoting multilingualism (Hilmarsson-Dunn, 2009). In other words, education 

appears somewhat to promote English.  

Iceland is also a member of UNE“CO si e  UNE“CO, . UNE“CO s 

position on languages and education promotes linguistic diversity and multilingualism 

(UNESCO, 2003). UNESCO plays an important role in providing international frameworks 

for language and the choice of language of instruction in education. While there is a 

strong educational debate in approving of first language or mother tongue instruction, 

UNESCO states that a cautious balance is required between allowing individuals to use 

their local or national language in learning and giving access to global languages of 

communication through education (UNESCO, 2003).   
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In 2003, UNESCO officially and clearly announced its support for bilingual education 

and multilingual education (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011). UNESCO refers to bilingual 

and multilingual education as the adoption of two or more languages as a medium of 

instruction. UNESCO includes these two types of education behind the te  ili gual 

edu atio  UNE“CO, . UNE“CO has encouraged and promoted its member 

countries to see bilingual education as a strategy for developing and increasing quality 

education (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011). In this matter, UNESCO considers four 

fundamental pillars of learning as quality principles and guidelines to create and promote 

bilingual education. These pillars are: learning to know, learning to be, learning to do and 

learning to live together (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011). Since Iceland is a UNESCO 

member country since 1964 (UNESCO, 2017), this paper considers the importance of 

these pillars as a guideline to create effective bilingual programs that promote new ways 

of lea i g i  ti es of glo alizatio . The pu pose of UNE“CO s fou  pilla s is to guide 

edu atio al s ste s that i te d to fo us o  ualitati e a d effe ti e ha ges i  lea e s  
lives on a global scale, and to encompass fundamental skills, knowledge and values that 

are an essential basis to cope with the demands of globalization (Alidou, Glanz, & 

Nikièma, 2011).  

The follo i g hapte  e plo es a d dis usses i  depth UNE“CO s fou  pilla s, and 

thei  esse tial ole i  toda s o ld.  

  

 

5    UNESCO and bilingual education 

According to Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma (2011), bilingualism is prominent in environments 

he e ultu al di e sit  a d ultili gualis  a e ie ed as esou es. Lea i g o e s o  

la guage a d ultu e, as ell as othe  la guages a d ultu es, e pa ds o e s a ilit  to 
learn and distinguish the relationship between national and global knowledge, 

o st u ti g o e s o  ie s of the o ld th ough ade uate o u i atio  a d 

effe ti e ili gual o pete e Alidou, Gla z, & Nikiè a, . UNE“CO s suppo t of 

bilingual education stipulates support to students in promoting language awareness, 

learning various languages and cultures to develop into competent and effective speakers 

in multilingual environments (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011).  

In addition, UNESCO also suggests that educational policies which integrate and 

promote cultural diversity and bilingualism as resources have the possibility to become 

much more advantageous for social cohesion (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011). Therefore, 

these four pillars have had an effective and positive effect on bilingualism in Europe, 
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where the framework of ideas about bilingualism and linguistic diversity has changed. 

This change involves an understanding and accepting of multilingualism and linguistic 

di e sit  at the a o a d i o le els of edu atio  a d lea i g.  It ope ed i di iduals  

eyes for handling social cohesion constructively with multilingualism, for the linguistic 

diversity of the social environment from the local to the global level, and for adding 

bilingual education as a mechanism to support personal growth (Alidou, Glanz, & 

Nikièma, 2011). 

 

5.1    UNESCO’s four pillars 

In 1993, the International Review of Education (IRE) for the twenty-first century, 

administered by UNESCO, defined four fundamental pillars of education, which are: 

learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and learning to live together (Kim, 2016). 

The UNE“CO s fou  pilla s of edu atio  is a glo al isio , ell-received in many countries 

all around the world as a vital element of education for the twenty-first century (Lawale & 

Bory-Adams, 2010). For instance, in Iceland, one of the references used to develop the six 

fundamental pillars in the Icelandic national curriculum guide mentioned above was 

UNE“CO s policy for general education. This suggests that the six pillars of the Icelandic 

Natio al Cu i ulu  Guide ight o e lap the UNE“CO s fou  pilla s; ho e e , ea h of 
them has their own characteristic and purpose.  

This pape  alues UNE“CO s fou  pilla s as a fundamental element to promote 

ili gual edu atio  i  ti es of glo alizatio . This se tio  des i es the UNE“CO s fou  
pillars and how they can be reflected in bilingual education. It is essential to clarify the 

definition of these four pillars and their purpose, before suggesting them as vital 

guidelines to create bilingual programs in Icelandic schools. 

 

5.1.1    Learning to know 

According to Nan-Zhao (2005), learning to know is a procedure of dis o e i g,  hi h 

requires time and implies going deeper into the knowledge or information carried at 

s hools. I  othe  o ds, lea i g to k o  i di ates lea i g ho  to lea  to sha pe  an 

i di idual s a ility in critical thinking, problem-solving, reasoning, concentration and 

memory skills in order to contribute to the continuation of educational opportunities in 

formal and non-formal settings which constantly emerge in life (Lawale, & Bory-Adams, 

2010). Learning to know also means connecting students with other languages, cultures 

and areas of knowledge (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011).  
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Bilingualism benefits students in that they gain a wider access to international 

information in a wide range of domains such as tourism, media, technology, politics, 

business, social contact and education. This provides students with further opportunities 

to experience the process of discovering, experiencing and knowing the world and its 

complexities (Chang, 2014). Therefore, schools that might consider adopting bilingual 

programs as part of their curriculum should take into account the importance of 

promoting bilingualism through effective learning and teaching with all cultural and 

linguistic resources available and accessible to the learners (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 

2011). 

 

5.1.2    Learning to do 

This pillar is associated with learning to know but puts more emphasis on bringing what 

we have learnt into practice. According to Nan-Zhao (2005), learning to do is closely 

asso iated ith a t a sfo atio  f o  skills to o pete es.   La ale a d Bo -Adams 

(2010) state that this pillar includes the acquisition of knowledge accompanied by further 

professional and personal skills such as decision-making, problem-solving, teambuilding, 

communicative skills, adaptability, social skills, competency in transforming knowledge 

into innovations, willingness to take risks and the ability to manage or resolve conflicts. 

Delors (2013) suggests that such skills are necessary and are the most requested by the 

labor sector of twenty-first century, to be able to deal with different kind of challenges in 

work life and be self-confident (Delors, 2013). This pillar provides the necessary skills to 

enable each individual to efficiently take part in the global society and economy (Nan-

Zhao, 2005).  

Furthermore, Alidou, Glanz, and Nikièma (2011) state that learning to do is also 

learning how to use language properly in different contexts, for various purposes. They 

argue that using a second or foreign language to learn content promotes competency-

based approaches and active learning among students. This means that adopting a target 

language to teach and learn content in other areas of the school curriculum is interpreted 

as learning to do, because students put into practice their meta-knowledge and language 

competences (Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011). Learning to know and learning to do in 

various languages therefore is crucial for social mobility, effective communication, 

defining and solving problems among others, in an environment where currently 

bilingualism or multilingualism is linguistic capital and a resource. 
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5.1.3    Learning to be 

This pilla  ight e defi ed as lea i g to e hu a ,  th ough the a uisitio s of alues, 

skills and knowledge favorable for the personal development in a physical, cultural, moral 

and intellectual dimension (Nan-Zhao, 2005). According to Delors (2013), children must 

be able to improve and develop their self-knowledge during their essential search or 

exploration for self-esteem. Lawale and Bory-Adams (2010) claim that this pillar depends 

o  a  i di idual s apa it  to de elop alues, o it e ts a d goals. O e all, lea i g to 

be provides self-analysis and social skills that enable individuals to develop their fullest 

potential, physically, affectively and psychosocially (Nan-Zhao, 2005). This means that this 

pillar plays an important role in schools in enabling children to understand themselves 

much better without dropping into hopelessness and misbelief (Delors, 2013). 

Baker (1993) states that bilingualism helps students operate better in vocational and 

social environments, which boosts and increases their self-esteem and their self-

confidence as a linguistic liaison and as a learner. Therefore, learning a second language 

i flue es stude ts  ethi al a d social values, self-confidence, self-awareness, moral, 

emotional and social development (Baker, 1993). In other words, the capability to easily 

switch between two or more languages makes students feel more skilled and competent, 

and therefore it helps students develop their self-esteem, self-fulfillment, self-efficacy 

and self-knowledge. 

 

5.1.4    Learning to live together  

This pillar entails learning to comprehend other people and their mutual reliance (Lawale 

& Bory-Adams 2010). Delors (2013) claims that this is a fundamental pillar in the modern 

world, especially because of the rapid growth of mass immigration and globalization. In 

this context, Nan-Zhao (2005) states that this pillar implies learning how to resolve 

conflicts in different situations and circumstances, create and encourage peace among 

communities through negotiation, and respect and value othe  people s s ste s La ale 
& Bory-Adams, 2010). Learning to live together also involves recognizing and 

understanding o e s o  ultu e a d la guage as ell as othe  ultu es a d la guages 

(Alidou, Glanz, & Nikièma, 2011).  

According to Alidou, Glanz, and Nikièma (2011), bilingualism or multilingualism 

promotes peace, social cohesion and solidarity, which are necessa  fo  toda s o ld. It 

is important that bilingual programs bring together the values and principles of 

collectivity and individuality. For instance, Baker (1993) claims that bilingual education 

helps students develop cultural awareness. For this reason, bilingual education should be 
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used to dissolve language, ethnic and national stereotypes by encouraging students to 

embrace, welcome, respect and tolerate diversity and difference between people. 

These four pillars of learning are connected with all fields and phases of 

education. They comprehend mutually and support each other and, therefore, they 

should be used as basic foundations and general abilities for combining in and across 

learning domains or subject areas (Nan-Zhao, 2005). Language is one of the most valuable 

means for humankind to place its thoughts into words, obtain knowledge and 

communicate with others. For instance, Baker (1993) states that learning foreign 

languages is commonly accepted as an academic and educational value per se, and as a 

tool that helps de elop a  i di idual s i d a d i telle t. I  othe  o ds, it helps 

students develop communicative, analytical and memorization skills (Baker, 1993). 

Additionally, knowledge of more than one language encourages broadmindedness, 

understa di g, tole a e a d espe t fo  othe s a d o e s o  lifest le, a d e ha e 

development in other fields (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2014).  

 

 

6    Discussion 

The purpose of this paper is to suggest bilingual education as an additional way of 

learning in Iceland i  ti es of glo alizatio . The pape  p oposes UNE“CO s fou  pilla s as a 
guideline to create an effective and qualitative bilingual program to positively influence 

stude ts  lea i g. I  hapte  t o, the pape  e plo es several studies and research 

projects that have been made to examine the role of English as an international and 

global language in the Icelandic society, its rapid expansion among young Icelanders, its 

offi ial status as a fo eig  la guage,  a d the th eat of E glish to the future of the 

Icelandic language. This is an important chapter that helps the reader comprehend how 

globalization has brought the expansion of English as an international language into the 

Icelandic society. Chapter three provides a brief literature review on bilingualism and 

bilingual education, as well as some bilingual programs that have been already 

implemented by two Icelandic institutions. Chapter four gives a glimpse into the Icelandic 

educational system and investigates the language policies adopted by the EU and 

UNESCO to promote multilingualism and the demand to use English in the Nordic 

countries.  

The world today is far more complex than it was before, and the future is more 

ambiguous and unpredictable. Globalization is raising the degree of collision, coalescence 

and connection between different languages, ideologies and cultures (Tabrizi, 2015). 
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Schools not only need to promote knowledge and skills at the local and national level, but 

also provide the fundamental knowledge, skills and values which are needed at the global 

le el to e ha e stude ts  ualit  of life Ta izi, . The apid ha ge of the o ld has 

required students to learn how to solve problems, and to collaborate and communicate 

with people from all around the world. It requires people with better communicative 

skills and critical thinking, and for people to learn how to engage and be active global 

citizens (Saavedra & Opfer, 2012). Today in the global world wisdom, experience, 

knowledge and information have recently been emphasized as vital and significant assets 

(Saavedra & Opfer, 2012).   

Globalization and mass immigration have changed societies to become more 

culturally, ethnically and linguistically diverse, and individuals are now more 

internationally mobile than before (Books, Ragnarsdóttir, Páll Jónsson, & Macdonald, 

2011). Multilingualism has been emphasized as fundamental and essential in times of 

globalization (Kim, 2016). Therefore, Kärkkäinen (2012) believes that putting emphasis on 

innovation in the educational sector regarding multilingualism is essential. He claims that 

educational systems should grow into a more innovative system, searching to enhance 

and promote international values, skills and knowledge (Kärkkäinen, 2012). This suggests 

that educational innovation, such as bilingual education in Icelandic and English, can 

promote additional concepts and improved ways of learning. 

Being bilingual or multilingual has become an asset for communication in a globalized 

world, and its significance has been highlighted. As was mentioned above, being bilingual 

is not only beneficial in terms of access to a great amount of information, but also it has 

become more valuable and influential in employment markets, such as teaching, tourism, 

business, accounting, information and communication, banking, technology, public 

relations, marketing, transportation, tourism and retailing (Baker, 1993). Baker (1993) 

claims that bilinguals have better linguistic capital compared to monolinguals, and better 

intercultural knowledge and language skills, and are therefore often viewed as more 

multi-skilled and more marketable. This suggests that bilingualism or multilingualism 

offers better opportunities in the workplace, in which learning to do plays an important 

role. 

Cummins (2000) argues that bilinguals acquire a more diverse and wider variety of 

experiences and knowledge than monolinguals due to the fact that they function in two 

separate languages, and perhaps in two different cultures. As a result, bilinguals are 

better at developing intercultural awareness and understanding. This is an important 

factor that Cummins emphasized, because bilinguals are more likely to be part of two 
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separate language communities and therefore they are bound to experience a wider 

array of interactions than those who are part of only one language community. 

Developing intercultural awareness and understanding through experiences is particularly 

vital to help students co-operate and participate in multi-cultural and pluralistic societies, 

as well as to expand their world understanding and pursuit to encourage sensitivity and 

awareness towards other cultures. 

Overall, it is understandable from this paper that English represents important 

linguistic capital in Iceland. Therefore, the author of this paper believes that the design 

and introduction of bilingual programs in Iceland is an additional approach to education 

that responds to global trends. Bilingual programs should reflect and promote the 

o epts of UNE“CO s fou  pilla s: learning to know, learning to be, learning to do, and 

learning to live together, since these pilla s efle t a glo al isio  eeded fo  toda s 

world. Bilingual programs that promote bilingualism as a quality dimension of learning 

and education can enhance learning to live together, stimulate personal growth, provide 

more means to know and more opportunities to do (Brisk, & Proctor, 2012). 

 

 

7    Conclusion 

To conclude, the path to progress and growth of Iceland as a nation might be to recognize 

the current status of English as an international lingua franca with which Icelandic society 

is faced. The pressure and demand to recognize English as an international and global 

language is equally as valuable as maintaining the cultural identity of the Icelandic 

language. It is understandable that the accepting of a language like English in a small 

country such as Iceland may be controversial or even alarming to those who define the 

Icelandic language as part of their identity.  However, it is important to understand that 

the kind of English which is expanding worldwide is rather an international and global 

language which represents a single global identity. For example, Guilherme (2007) states 

that the use of English as an international and global language can offer us opportunities 

to be active and responsible global citizens, without entailing the loss of our identity, 

ideological and cultural roots. This suggests that the use of English as a global and 

international language is an unaffiliated, disengaged and neutral medium. Therefore, 

transforming English to learn content would not imply the loss of the Icelandic identity or 

culture. On the contrary, bilingual education creates a better appreciation and 

u de sta di g of the diffe e tiatio  a d pu pose of ea h la guage, e ha i g stude ts  

ability to comprehend, speak, think, learn and function in English as an international 
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lingua franca for active participation in the global world, separate from the Icelandic 

la guage as thei  lo al a d atio al la guage of ide tit . UNE“CO s fou  pilla s a e 

fundamental tools to overcome global challenges, and they can be used as valuable 

foundations and principles to design and implement qualitative and effective bilingual 

education in English and Icelandic. Bilingual education plays an important role in 

providing students with greater opportunities to develop new ways of learning, new ways 

to acquire knowledge, new ways to feel empowerment and control over o e s o  live, 

new ways to put in practice what they have learnt, and new ways to live side by side with 

others from culturally, ethnically and linguistically diverse. A positive attitude towards 

bilingualism is essential to design adequate bilingual programs. Schools should emphasize 

the importance of learning a second language while continuing to develop the native 

language. The support and development of both languages might imply many benefits to 

the Icelandic society as well as to the global community. 
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