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Abstract 

The study focuses on the experiences of immigrant students in higher education in Iceland, 

for which the University of Iceland is the chosen setting. It explores how students with 

diverse ethnic backgrounds enter and navigate their way through higher education (HE). As 

such, immigrant students represent the population of study. Varied research suggests multi-

ethnic students in western, homogeneous universities experience HE differently. In the 

studied setting, immigrant students have been overlooked by university support systems, as 

most of the attention is centred on exchange students, or those who attend for short terms. 

Thus, HEIs are not fully aware of the needs and experiences of students from different 

ethnicities. The relatively recent increase in multiracial immigration to Iceland supports this 

contention. Therefore, this study will help HEIs to adjust their practices correspondingly and 

understand better what are the students’ needs and how they perceive the social field of HE 

on a structural and socio-cultural level. Using ethnographic research design, I explore the 

connection of students’ background with their perception of HE and overall educational 

journey in Iceland. Bourdieu’s concepts of “habitus” and “field” are used to understand the 

unique cultural capital that each immigrant acquires. Interview data from nine participants 

and analysis of the UI policies suggest that there are inconsistencies and lack of clarity in the 

language policies and university practices. According to findings, apart from dealing with the 

notion of being “visibly foreign”, exclusionary practices are present on a subtle level where 

institutional actors succumb to old norms of behaviour, unconsciously failing to react to the 

rapid changes taking place in the composition of Icelandic society. This way, the participants’ 

narratives reveal that the process of adaptation is twofold. While it is evident that immigrant 

students search for ways to adapt to the field and succeed academically, the other side, the 

corresponding university staff, is still in the process of understanding the needs of the 

immigrant student population. As resilience is a powerful notion that unites studied group, 

the hindrances they come across must be taken into account and addressed accordingly by 

the relevant institutional actors. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 The study 

When you enter university, you can sense a particular atmosphere: it is a space where ideas, 

even the most outrageous ones, are encouraged; it is a place of numerous possibilities. At 

university, everyone is busy not only with deadlines, exams and assignments, but also busy 

with searching for truth, their own truth; with discovering themselves, the world around 

them, finding purpose and fulfilment. The essence of Higher Education (HE) is often seen as 

an instrument for obtaining a diploma - which itself is a final product (to use a more market-

oriented terminology where education is viewed as a commodity). However, in order to 

abstract ourselves from the aforementioned perception, we must view university as a social 

space that generates progress for humanity. 

University provides favourable space for something more than personal growth and 

development; it promotes the formation of societal relationships that will act as paradigm 

for how communities outside university will develop. Learning how to learn, how to work 

with other people with different ideas to achieve consensus, learning how to make oneself 

heard as well as to listen to what others have to say; to formulate and to share one’s 

thoughts - these are the skills that one must gain, and which will be utilised further in life.  

Higher Education creates a sphere that can be seen as a representation of future society; 

therefore, it is important to study it more closely, the way it functions as a social field, which 

can be done through the perspectives of individuals who comprise it. Naturally, present 

circumstances of specific learning environments are influenced by the times in which they 

carry their activities. Due to globalization, HEIs are becoming multi-ethnic, with students 

coming from different cultural backgrounds. As a result, even the most homogenous 

populations become more diverse due to the increased mobility of various nationalities. This 

poses a challenge for the institutional structures, which are urged to develop appropriate 

strategies to include, and accommodate, their new actors.  

The immigrant population of many European countries continues to grow, causing local 

systems to adjust accordingly. In the context of Iceland, the country experiences a steady 

growth of residents who are foreign-born nationals, making up 12,4% of the population in 

2019, compared to 8% in 2012 (Statistics Iceland, 2020). In addition, the number of 

immigrants that are of non-European origin has increased in Iceland over the last decade. 

This trend extends to the Higher Education sector. However, existing research in Iceland 

suggests that information on ethnic and racial backgrounds is not readily available when 

students enrol in HEI; the data is collected only on the nationality and country that issued 

the passport (Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 2018; Benediktsson, Wozniczka, Tran & 



 

9 

Ragnarsdóttir, 2019). Such generalisation in collected information is present because Iceland 

has recently experienced a phenomenon of multi-ethnic migration. Furthermore, in regard 

to the internationalisation of higher education (HE), the University of Iceland (UI) has 

implemented a number of polices aimed at attracting, and assisting, international students, 

targeting mostly short-term exchange and graduate level students (Benediktsson, 

Wozniczka, Jónsdóttir & Ragnarsdóttir, 2018). The university services look for ways to 

accommodate their students’ needs; there is an International Office that deals with 

international students’ matters. In the University of Iceland, the description of “international 

student” appears to be an umbrella term for all students who are not native; although, there 

is a significant difference between the needs of exchange/short term students and the ones 

who migrated to Iceland to stay. Analysis of internationalisation policies at the UI suggests 

that immigrant students that already reside in Iceland are not differentiated from the 

students who come from outside the country and are defined as international students. 

Halldorsdóttir and Gollifer (2018) infer that such omission can be explained by the relatively 

new and growing immigrant population in Icelandic HEIs. They point out that this indicates 

lack of awareness on a policy level with regards to accessibility, availability, and adaptability 

of immigrant students. However, as to the immigrant population that increased over the last 

years and keeps on growing, their needs have not been paid much attention to, as they 

might not be perceived as part of the internationalisation process in its commonly used 

definition (Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 2018).   

Relevant literature from different countries (mostly UK and US) suggests that the 

experiences of ethnically and culturally different students differ from their white peers. 

(Bathmaker, Ingram & Waller, 2013; Erel, 2010; Reay, Ball, David & Davies, 2001; Reay, 

Hollingworth, Williams, Crozier, Jamieson, James & Beedell, 2007; Reay, Crozier, Clayton, 

2009; 2010; Scandone, 2018; Shah, 2004).  With regards to the research in Iceland, there is a 

number of studies that have investigated the matters of immigrant students in HE 

(Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 2018; Halldorsdóttir & Kjaran, 2018; Benediktsson, Wozniczka, 

Jónsdóttir & Ragnarsdóttir, 2018; Benediktsson, Wozniczka, Tran & Ragnarsdóttir, 2019).  

Immigrant students that look different from the majority (non-white) represent an 

under-researched population in Iceland, making this study timely because it explores their 

experiences. This research investigates how non-white immigrant students living in Iceland 

are situated within the university field. Through the ethnographic approach, this study taps 

into students’ perspectives. Collected data serves as a basis for analysis on how students 

navigate their way through HE, and simultaneously, how the institution accommodates its 

new actors according to students’ perspectives. The findings suggest that support services 
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providers at the university lack the relevant knowledge on how to support immigrant 

students with diverse cultural backgrounds.  

Theoretical framework is based on Bourdeusian theory of capital and concepts of “field” 

and “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1986). I apply notions of cultural and social capital in the context of 

immigrant students, exploring how these capitals play a role in their educational journeys in 

an Icelandic university. The social field is HE, with the University of Iceland as the chosen 

setting. Habitus, as created through social processes, constitutes “dispositions that are both 

shaped by past events and structures, and also, that shape current practices and structures, 

making this concept dynamic in its nature” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 170). To explore habitus of 

the participants the relevant information on their background was collected through semi-

structured interviews with open-ended questions. Critical Race Theory is used as an 

additional tool to conceptualise perceptions of minority immigrant students and explore the 

subtleties of their experiences of social reality in an Icelandic university and society in 

general. 

For this study, data was collected from the University of Iceland. Nine student 

participants from different departments and faculties of the University of Iceland (UI) 

represented the spectrum of multicultural origins. All respondents are first generation 

immigrants who migrated as adults and were living in Iceland at the time of the interviews 

and claimed residency of two-and-a-half to sixteen years. Each of them acquired a different 

level of Icelandic. Some participants have attended available language courses elsewhere, 

others began with Icelandic as a Second Language (ISL) program at UI, and some did both. All 

the students have taken classes in the UI that are exclusively taught in Icelandic, the majority 

of them study(-ied) entire programs taught in Icelandic. The experiences varied in 

connection to a number of factors that were distinguished through inductive coding process 

and generated in themes. Every theme is divided in subthemes and presented as a result of 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012). The themes, along with theoretical lens used in the 

study, were working together as analytic tools that examined participants’ habitus alongside 

exposition of the field (UI) in which they all operated.  

The research offers a possibility to explore and expand the very understanding of the 

internationalisation of HE with regards to cultural capital and its potential benefits when 

utilised in academia, as well as to inform the university’s relevant managerial body of the 

studied population’s needs.  The aim of this study is to share immigrant students’ 

perspectives that would allow teachers, curriculum builders, university services and 

management as well as wider public to acknowledge their experiences. By having such 

insight, these relevant actors have the opportunity to revise their approaches, pedagogical 

methods, and broaden their views. This would enhance inclusionary practices and provide 
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safe spaces for the students like the ones in this study, allowing them to thrive in academia 

as well as within society. 

1.2 Research questions 

Overarching research question: 

How do minority immigrant students experience HE in Iceland? 

Sub questions: 

1. In what ways does immigrant students’ habitus assists them in navigating through 

the higher education field? 

2. What are the immigrant students’ perceptions of the social reality in Icelandic HEI?  

3. What are the factors that influence students’ perceptions of being 

included/excluded? 

1.3 Overview of the subsequent chapters 

This chapter introduces the study and its significance with the research questions stated at 

the end. Chapter 2 presents literature review and theoretical framework, situating the study 

and explaining the theoretical lens through which the research has been approached. 

Chapter 3 discusses methods and research design, followed by background and positionality 

of the researcher, which are discussed in a reflexive manner. This is proceeded by the ethical 

considerations and limitations of the study. Chapter 4-9 present research findings and 

analysis. It begins by introducing the sample and explicit description of each participant’s 

narrative in Chapter 4. The following chapter explores the particularities of language 

practices. It consists of two parts, with the first presenting participants’ reflections on their 

experiences with language policies at the UI. The second part deals with the analysis of the 

existent national and institutional policies concerning the Icelandic language. Subsequent 

chapters continue presenting findings and discussion, answering research questions. The 

final data chapter is inspired by the participants and supports the intention of shifting 

common conceptualisation of migrant experiences from immigrants as disadvantaged to 

immigrants as culturally enriching and inspiring individuals, presenting students’ resilience as 

part of their habitus. Chapter 10 is the concluding remarks and suggestions for future 

investigations. 
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2 Framing the study: theoretical lens and existing 
knowledge in the field 

2.1 Literature review 

This section summarises existing knowledge in the field of Higher Education concerning 

immigrant students. It starts by introducing how “non-traditional” or minority students are 

situated in the western HEIs. I continue by turning to the Icelandic context, viewing how 

whiteness has been historically conceptualised in the Nordic region of Europe. The language 

aspect is discussed in connection with cultural homogeneity and presented in a form of 

practice in HEI in Iceland and other Nordic countries. I overview cross-cultural research, 

exploring cultural differences and immigrants’ processes of adaptation when settled in a 

new country. This follows the considerations on teachers’ roles in multicultural classrooms 

and understanding of diversity in Higher Education. 

 It is important to note that the amount of research on minority immigrants in HE is 

limited in the Icelandic context. Analysing the literature, I assess the differences and 

similarities of the studied population’s conditions elsewhere and examine the findings from 

Icelandic studies conducted in previous years. In the following section, I review relevant 

studies from various countries as well as examine the existing situation in Iceland from 

available sources. 

2.1.1 Ethnic and racial minorities in “western” universities 

Studies concerning experiences of minority students in western, predominantly white 

universities. For example, Dianne Reay et al (2009) explore how class, race and gender 

influenced the students’ choices of a HE institution. They found that students based this 

choice on the consideration of how one can “fit in” when considering elite British 

universities. This notion of “fitting in” is one of the aspects that have emerged from the 

interviews. The researchers stressing dominant whiteness of the university maintain that 

some students try to fit in, and others have to be fitted in. Research points out that students 

who differ from the dominant majority (white, middle-class) tend to feel uncomfortable, like 

“fish out of water” (Reay et al, 2010). In another study, non-white students demonstrated 

awareness of the race issues with regards to how they felt in the setting. In contrast, white 

students are less aware, or so to say “colour-blind” (Reay et al, 2007). “Colour-blindness”, in 

general, is prevalent amongst white, middle-class students (Warikoo & Novais, 2015). In the 

Nordic regions of Europe, Loftsdóttir & Jensen (2012) and Kristín Loftsdóttir (2013) have 

conceptualised whiteness with regards to historical premises and the evolutionary 

perception of race in a Nordic context. They conclude that whiteness is viewed as something 
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that contains certain types of privileges “where individuals can afford to forget their own 

skin colour” and the hierarchical disposition attached to it (Loftsdóttir & Jensen, 2012, p. 7).  

2.1.2 The role of language in Nordic societies  

The public discourse in most of the Nordic countries depicts them as homogeneous societies 

with regards to culture, language, and the composition of its population (Keskinen, 

Skaptadóttir & Toivanen, 2019; Loftsdóttir, 2013; Loftsdóttir & Jensen, 2012; Skaptadóttir & 

Loftsdóttir, 2009; Hilmarsson-Dunn & Kristinsson, 2010). For Iceland, cultural homogeneity is 

a part of the dominant narrative and is something to be proud of, particularly in its language 

(Skaptadóttir & Loftsdóttir, 2009). The Icelandic language establishes a certain community 

that is inclusive only if its members are able to speak it properly. As stated in Anderson’s 

(2006) notion of “imagined communities” the Icelandic nation is imagined in language 

(Halldorsdóttir & Kjaran, 2018).  

Exploring the language aspect further, Kristinsson (2018) provides an overview of the 

language situation in Iceland in connection with historical developments of changes in 

population’s composition. He portrays the selectiveness of the institutions when it comes to 

the language choice. In this regard, he notes that “The Icelandic community as a whole and 

language practices in general in different layers of society in Iceland, have traditionally been 

described as quite homogenous” (Kristinsson, 2018, p. 244). That being said, an increase in a 

diverse immigrant population has its ramifications on ethnic and linguistic homogeneity of 

the island, challenging its traditional (conservative) way of being (Hilmarsson-Dunn & 

Kristinsson, 2010). As Hilmarsson-Dunn & Kristinsson (2010) conclude “there is a conflict 

between global market forces and national protectionist policies” (p. 208). This conflict is 

present in various spheres of Icelandic society and institutional structures, including the 

University of Iceland as a national HEI. 

Icelandic scholars Kristjansdottir and Christiansen (2017) note that access to social capital 

in the community depends on the level of language acquisition.  If language skills are limited, 

it can be seen as a hindrance to attainment of social capital. In this sense, there is a direct 

correlation between language and social networks in the context of Iceland; particularly, in 

matters concerning job security and opportunities (Hardardóttir, Loftsdóttir & Skaptadóttir, 

2007). Socioeconomic strata should also be considered with regards to the language 

learning. As Skaptadóttir and Loftsdóttir (2009) point out, “in spite of the emphasis on the 

language learning, it is not made easy for foreigners to learn the language”; thus, students 

from less-privileged economic backgrounds hold less opportunities to acquire a language 

properly (p.210). What is referred to here is the access to the language courses and their 

cost, generally implying the absence of free language courses offered in Iceland. 
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The University of Iceland’s Language Policy suggests that the Icelandic language is 

authorised as the official professional language of the university (University of Iceland, 

2020). Nevertheless, due to the goal of UI to improve international rankings, there is an 

increasing number of courses and entire programs offered in English as a strategy for 

internationalisation. These programs are mostly available at the graduate and post-graduate 

levels, with very few of them available to undergraduate students (Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 

2018). The assigned books for the courses are predominantly in English, but most of the 

lectures are taught in Icelandic. There is a flexibility to deliver assignments in both languages 

in some Icelandic-taught classes, but it is not always allowed, since each teacher individually 

decides in which language the assignments can be submitted (Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 

2018; Benediktsson, Wozniczka, Tran & Ragnarsdóttir, 2019).   

To analyse the premises for the language policy in UI, I turn to the Nordic Council 

Ministers (NCM) documents on language use and relevant research in other Nordic 

countries. NCM drawing on Nordic Language Declaration (2006) presented a list of 

recommendations for parallel language use (with emphasis on the use of Nordic languages 

and English), in Nordic universities (as in Frans, 2018). The first recommendation suggests 

that every university should have a language policy. It also recommends the best practices 

on how to create and maintain the policy (Frans, 2018). Scholars from Nordic countries 

report that due to globalisation, HE becomes more and more international, with English seen 

as an academic language that competes with the importance of the nation-state’s lingua 

franca, particularly in the Nordic universities (Airey, 2009; Frans, 2018; Hultgren, 2014; 

2016). 

The role that language plays in Icelandic society influences the policies, management and 

approach to teaching. Tran (2015), in her study of immigrant students with Vietnamese 

background in Iceland, assessed the narratives of the students as well as the teachers and 

administrators, which allowed her to analyse the complete picture and better understand 

the shortcomings in the system. She points out that immigrant Vietnamese students brought 

with them knowledge and experiences from their background to the school. In turn, the 

administrators and teachers were not equipped to recognise and utilise that knowledge. This 

was reflected in the National policy, which suggested that the “new students” were deficient 

in Icelandic; thus, their educational journey did not start at full speed until they mastered 

the language. Similar practices related to immigrant students are present in Icelandic tertiary 

education. Further investigation on this matter led me to provide a comprehensive analysis 

of the current language policy and its practice within UI.   
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2.1.3 Cultural differences 

Shah (2004) argues that globalisation has a major impact on Higher Education by “drawing 

the world together”, although, this bringing together of causes increased an “awareness of 

differences”, especially in “historical and eco-political divides of east/west and developed/ 

undeveloped societies” (p. 551). The differences surpass the similarities in closer proximity, 

therefore, it is important to study the differences as “concepts and practices in education 

are embedded in relevant philosophies and social systems” (Shah, 2004, p. 551). I highlight 

studies on cross-cultural differences and immigrant adaptation to better understand the 

students’ perceptions of the differences between cultures.  

Berry (1997) introduces the concept of adaptation of immigrants as it connects to an 

acculturation process, focusing on the individuals who have developed themselves within 

one cultural context and then moved to another society with a different culture. Immigrants 

naturally engage in the process of adaptation when they arrive. This process is characterised 

by a “complex pattern of continuity and change” of how people organise their lives in their 

new society (Berry, 1997, p.6). Adaptation process is also characterised by cultural distance. 

Cultural distance is “the degree to which shared norms and values differ from one country to 

another”; in this case, the dissimilarity between host country culture (language, religion, 

values, sociocultural norms etc.) and the culture of the country from which the immigrant 

originates (Berry, 1997; Hofstede, 2001). According to Berry (1997), repeated findings 

suggest “the greater the cultural differences, the less positive is the adaptation” (Berry, 

1997, p.23). Masgoret and Ward (2006) studied sociocultural adaptation in more detail, 

arguing that “sociocultural adaptation refers to the ability to ‘fit in’ or negotiate effective 

interactions” in a host country (a new for migrant society) (p.60). They suggest that it 

concerns not only one’s competency in social interaction and communication skills, but 

sociocultural adaptation also includes adaptation to new norms, values, worldviews and 

environment (Masgoret & Ward, 2006). 

As to the dissimilarities between the countries’ cultures, cross-cultural research 

highlights the differences between individualistic and collectivistic societies. While 

collectivist cultures put an emphasis on group needs, social norms and duties, and 

cooperation with group members, individualist cultures predominantly give priority to 

personal goals over collective ones. This way, the latter act upon their personal rights, 

needs, and agreements that they rationally analyse, establishing advantages and 

disadvantages for grouping with others (Triandis, 1995). The focus on the private self is 

stronger in individualistic cultures (North America, Europe), than in collectivistic cultures 

(East Asia, Middle East). Subsequently, the collective self is emphasised more in collectivist 

cultures than in individualistic cultures (Triandis, 1989; Hofstede, 2001).   
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2.1.4 Teachers in diverse classrooms 

OECD (2018) report suggests that “many students with an immigrant background reported 

feeling that they are unfairly treated by their teachers, suggesting that teachers might not 

know how to support their students. In fact, teachers in many education systems reported 

that they need to further develop their ability to handle multicultural classrooms” (p. 264). It 

is emphasised that, to support the students with immigrant backgrounds and their 

resilience, educators should be familiar with the students’ stories and backgrounds and be 

aware of how the migration process can impact their emotional well-being, social 

integration and academic performance (OECD, 2018). These suggestions are present in the 

recent research in the context of Icelandic HE. The study by Benediktsson et al (2019), in 

focusing on immigrant students’ experiences of teaching, they argue that “culturally 

responsive teaching methods have proven to be useful, especially in adult education, as 

adult students learn best by participation, and they appreciate their previous knowledge and 

experiences being respected and valued” (p.41). They suggest that these methods help to 

acknowledge students’ backgrounds, and to incorporate their previous knowledge, 

experiences, cultures, and languages in the educational process “to create a compelling 

multicultural learning environment for students of diverse background” (p.40). An important 

aspect to consider is how much time immigrant students’ circumstances allow them to 

dedicate to their studies. Adding intersecting factors such as adjustment to the new cultural 

behavioural norms and, most importantly, language, the research suggests that it takes 

more time for immigrant students to complete their readings and assignments in Icelandic 

than native speakers. The research explains that this is not taken into account by the 

immigrant students’ teachers (Benediktsson et al, 2018; Halldordóttir & Kjaran, 2018). 

2.1.5 Critical considerations of “diversity” image in HEI 

In discussing diverse classrooms and diversity in the institution, it is important to define the 

term and critically asses its practical use in the field of HE. Diversity means “the inclusion of 

different types of people (people of different cultures and races) in a group or organisation” 

(Marriam-Webster, n.d). Sarah Ahmed (2012) unpacks concepts of diversity and diversity’s 

current discourse in the HE from a critical standpoint. She argues that currently “diversity 

has a commercial value and can be used as a way not only of marketing the university but of 

making the university into a marketplace” (p. 53). She emphasises that universities 

increasingly use diversity as a marketing tool; as an example, one educational college in the 

United Kingdom states that “celebrating diversity is second nature to us”. It is typical for 

such statements to be accompanied by images of cheerful “colourful” faces, as a “visual 

translation of the diversity metaphor of the multicultural mosaic” (Ahmed & Swan, 2006, 

p.98). Therefore, it is important to understand the word’s significance and pay close 
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attention on how inclusive measures are employed at the universities. Likewise, it is 

important to be aware of how diversity is practiced and understood instead of, as Ahmed 

and Swan (2006) point out, merely “doing diversity” in managerial terms. In this case, 

diversity can be seen as a trendy word often used to tick one of the boxes, and as something 

that is “done” to provide an institution of HE with a popular, progressive image.  

2.1.6 Defining International students, immigrants, foreigners 

In the Icelandic context, an immigrant is defined by Statistics Iceland (2020) as – a person 

born abroad with parents and grandparents also born abroad. In the study, I apply this 

definition to “foreigner”. When I use the term “immigrant” or “immigrant students” in the 

study, the term is more specific. For this purpose, I define “immigrant” by using the 

description of the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) – “From the perspective of 

the country of arrival, a person who moves into a country other than that of his or her 

nationality or usual residence, so that the country of destination effectively becomes his or 

her new country of usual residence” (IOM, n.d). In other words, I define “immigrant” as 

someone who made Iceland his home for a prolonged period of time.  

To describe the students in the study and accentuate their ethnic/racial differences from 

the majority, I use terms such as “minority immigrant students”, or “non-white students”. 

When talking about participants I often use the term of “immigrant students”. 

2.2 Theoretical framework: Bourdieu’s habitus and capital as flexible 
concepts 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital and concepts of “habitus” and “field” are very flexible 

frames that can be applied in many spheres of social reality. In this section, I explain the 

concepts and the way they are used in this research. Additionally, I extract varied literature 

and studies that are based on Bourdieu’s theories to explore different approaches and 

applications to contextualise and mould my own understanding and implementation. As the 

studied population is minority immigrant students, I use Critical Race Theory as a supporting 

tool to understand students’ experiences and critically work with my own bias. 

2.2.1 Bourdieu’s “habitus” and “field” 

For Bourdieu, the social world consists of “fields”. As, for example, art, law, religion, and 

education, where each has its set of practices and unique rules, and its players, or social 

actors, which have “habitus” that is embodied knowledge, and that converts past 

experiences into adjustments for various actions (Bourdieu, 1990a). Thus, habitus is not 

something static, as Di Maggio’s (1979) interpretation suggests; that despite of habitus being 
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a result of childhood experience – more precisely social practices within the family – it is 

constantly being shaped by one’s own life experiences of social reality in the world. 

Pierre Bourdieu was a prominent sociologist who introduced theories of “field” and 

“habitus”. For him, any social field can be compared to a field in sports with the players as 

social actors that are playing a certain game with its rules and preconditions that cannot be 

easily apprehended by outsiders (Bourdieu, 1992). One needs to enter the field, and based 

on habitus, find strategies to navigate a successful path to find one’s own place within a 

field. In addition, the word “strategy” Bourdieu uses with caution (Bourdieu, 1990). He states 

that his preference is to explain the term through the notion of habitus, “how behaviour 

takes a form of sequences that are objectively guided to a certain end, without necessarily 

being a product of a conscious strategy, or of a mechanical determination” ( Bourdieu, 

1990b, p.90).  

2.2.1.1 Aspiration as part of the habitus 

A number of scholars that draw on Bourdieu’s concepts of capital and habitus distinguish 

aspiration as a component that presents in immigrant students’ habitus. For example, Stahl 

(2015) introduces aspirational capital, and within Bourdieu’s theoretical framework he 

recognises that conception of habitus can help to expand understanding of aspiration 

beyond the notion of motivation. Moreover, Reay et al (2004) in their delineation of 

Bourdieu’s conceptual framework, note: “We begin to get a sense not only of the myriad 

adaptations, responses, reactions, and resistances, to the way the world is,  but also of 

individuals struggling to make the world a different place” (p.437). Similarly, Scandone 

(2018) has conceptualised aspirations as an aspect of habitus. In his study of British-born 

Bangladeshi women, he argues that intersecting social identities and social structures take 

part in building, or “fading” of aspirations. He emphasises how social and cultural capital of 

the participants lays out possibilities for future action and the capacity to advance these 

capitals in a notion of “known routes” as a way to interpret aspirations, expectations, and 

trajectories (Scandone, 2018). Thus, aspiration is something that is ingrained in habitus.  

2.2.2 Bourdieu’s capital 

Higher Education is commonly perceived as a pathway to upward social mobility 

(Bathmaker, Ingram & Waller, 2013). Apart from the accumulation of skills and knowledge 

for the job performance, entering to such a “field” can expand one’s social and cultural 

capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Although, in the case of immigrant students, their social and 

cultural capital exist in a different dimension than those of the students who were brought 

up in Iceland.  
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With the popular perception of the capital, Bourdieu brings about much deeper concepts 

and forms of capital.  He suggests that, apart from economic factors, success in education 

also depends on other “cultural habits and dispositions” acquired from the family and 

cultural background (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, p. 14). From this notion, he introduces the 

concepts of social and cultural capital, which are “transformed, disguised forms of economic 

capital” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.252). Bourdieu points out that any kind of competence can be 

viewed as cultural capital that carries certain advantages and is “distributed unequally” 

amongst the members of society (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243). Nee and Sanders (2001) argue 

that both human and cultural capital associate with competences that can be obtained 

through formal, as well as informal, education.  

2.2.2.1 Cultural and immigrant capital 

Introducing cultural capital, Bourdieu (1986) states that it exists in three states: in embodied, 

objectified and institutionalised state. Embodied state is “the form of long-lasting 

dispositions of the mind and body”, objectified - “form of cultural goods” and 

institutionalised state exists in a form of educational qualifications (p.17). I focus on 

understanding and application of the embodied and institutionalised state of cultural capital 

in this study. I view how the embodied state of cultural capital (transmitted through family 

and conditions of upbringing), together with cultural dispositions acquired through 

migration process, constitutes the transformed cultural capital of immigrant students. In 

addition, institutionalised capital in a form of academic qualification plays an important role 

for immigrant students finding their place in Icelandic society in terms of settlement and 

future prospects of employment. Academic qualifications, as Bourdieu (1986) points out, can 

be exchanged for the monetary value when recognised. The matter of recognition is 

especially relevant in case of immigrants, given that they might already have qualifications 

from their home countries, but not all of them hold the same symbolic value or are 

recognised to the same extent in the host society. Therefore, immigrant students embark on 

the educational journey in the host country to obtain appropriate qualifications that can be 

valorised in their new place of residence. These new certifications can give them access to 

the labour market, yielding that exchange for the monetary value that Bourdieu (1986) 

discusses in context of conversion of the capitals.   

Exploring further, it is apparent that, after migration occurs, the inherited culture can 

change its value. Cultural capital in the case of immigrants depends not only on the socio-

economic status; it also depends on how different the culture of the home country is from 

the host country. Obtainment of new cultural knowledge and adjustment to behavioural 

norms in the host society depends on the cultural similarity between home and host 

countries (Zlobina, Basabe, Páez & Furnham, 2006; Berry, 1997). Berry (1997) calls this 
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degree of similarity between the cultures “cultural distance”, which I use as a factor that 

influences immigrant students.   

  In the study, I take into account these factors as they relate to social practices between 

participants’ culture of upbringing and Icelandic society. Cultural capital, as well as habitus, is 

not exclusively shaped by family practices in which an individual was brought up. Very often 

immigrants arrive leaving their families behind, starting from scratch, using their formal and 

informal knowledge together. This way, their experiences and habitus are shaped by diverse 

exposure to various adaptations to a new socio-cultural reality in the country of migration 

(Edgerton & Roberts, 2014). Further in the study, I identify this unique cultural capital that is 

shaped by the experiences of the studied population as “immigrant capital”. Such term is 

also present in the literature in a similar context (Halldorsdóttir & Kjaran, 2018). It is valuable 

to consider the factors that facilitate the transformation of the immigrant capital throughout 

the migration and accommodation processes. During these processes, an individual’s 

cultural capital can be often devalued due to language hindrances in the host country, where 

specific qualifications, and prior knowledge, are not recognised or valorised (Erel, 2010). It is 

viable to say that immigrant capital is part of one’s habitus. Edgerton and Roberts (2014) 

state that one’s habitus can have different levels of congruency with the field. In the case of 

this study such considerations would depend on familiarity of the students with the field and 

the social norms of its actors. For immigrant students, HE field is not only new as an 

institution, but also as an institution in a new country, meaning that it would depend how 

accustomed or familiar they are with both country-specific settings and the institution’s 

norms of conduct. Edgerton and Roberts (2014), conceptualizing Bourdieu’s capital and 

habitus, bring to the discussion scholars Lareau and Weininger (2003), who break down the 

concept of cultural capital. They stress that cultural capital entails “adaptive social and 

cultural competencies” (p. 196). As in the context of my study, it is immigrant students’ 

familiarity with institutional structure and cultural peculiarities of its actors that influences 

their ability to adapt to the field of HE.  

2.2.2.2 Social Capital 

Social networks significantly impact many aspects of life in society. Particularly, in case of 

immigrants, social capital is an important asset that brings about wider access to social 

structures with expanded opportunities. Transnational social ties – social connections with 

the host country’s inhabitants prior to migration, and social capital that immigrants acquire 

during residence in the host country, all play an important role for immigrants’ well-being 

(Vertovec, 2002; Putnam, 2007).  
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Bourdieu defines social capital as resources based on networks and group membership; 

in other words, it is defined as “value through relationship” (as cited in Thatcher, 2016, 

p.31). Bourdieu (1986) points out that social capital is determined by the rules of existence 

within a group; in this context, a group can be a family, a nation, or association with a certain 

party or club. In exploring the notion of social capital of immigrant students in terms of 

different types of belonging, the concept of membership can be useful. It is possible to view 

multiple dimensions of what is meant by membership, such as legal (citizenship, legal status) 

and social inclusion in a certain group, or number of societal groups (Aleinikoff & Rumbaut, 

1998; Scandone, 2018). This is tightly related to the perception of social reality, thus the 

analysis of how students perceive the field and themselves as its actors is one of the focuses 

in this study.  

Applying the concept of social capital, Scandone (2018) points out that access to relevant 

information and social networks is an important prospect that often guarantees secure 

employment and pertinent work experience to get the desired position. In addition, 

language proficiency can also be seen as an aspect of membership; as it was mentioned 

before, language proficiency also plays a significant part in the access to social capital within 

the Icelandic context (Kristjansdottir & Christiansen, 2017).  

The emergent data from the recent study suggests that immigrant students struggle to 

engage with Icelanders, and often end up socialising with predominantly immigrant students 

(Halldorsdóttir & Kjaran, 2018). In regard to social networks, it is important to explore if 

students with different ethnic backgrounds increased their engagement in social relations 

within the university setting. Established social networks represent accumulated social 

capital, that, according to Bourdieu (1986), can be transformed into economic capital that 

increases chances for upward social mobility and utilisation of full potential. In addition, I 

include the works of Robert D. Putnam on social capital, where he conceptualises the 

importance of the networks for immigrants (Putnam 2001; 2007). Often, there are 

transnational connections amongst the community members (migrated nationals to the non-

migrated nationals of the same country), that allow immigrants to rely on their transnational 

social ties when migration occurs. This way, immigrants receive informational support, and, 

at times, help with accommodation, job connections, etc (Vertovec, 2002; Putnam, 2007). 

2.2.3 Looking different from the majority: race implications 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) helps to uncover subtleties in the everyday social realities of racial 

minorities. Delgado and Stefancic (1992) suggest that racism victims become conscious of 

subtle, racist nuances (expressions, stereotype, body language etc) that can be 

unintentional, yet have racial underpinnings. Literature presents the term “microaggression” 
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which reflects racially charged subtleties in behaviour that can be unintentional (Sue, 

Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, Holder, Nadal, & Esquilin, 2007). Sue et al (2007) emphasises 

that people who enact microaggressions are often “unaware that they engage in such 

communications when they interact with racial/ethnic minorities” (p. 271). The CRT frame 

helps me to dig into subtle matters of the participants’ experiences of daily interactions 

inside and outside of the institution. In addition, I bring in the concept of “thoughtlessness” 

introduced by Hannah Arendt (1964). She views thoughtlessness in actions of social actors as 

something that poses more danger than the beliefs that were acted upon consciously and 

intentionally. Thoughtless unintentional harmful behaviour is deemed to be more 

detrimental in the long run, because it becomes harder to address. Therefore, unintentional 

and unconscious aspects of the social practices can be viewed as matters of concern, and 

society should pay attention to such practices, invoking awareness of the social actors.   

Furthermore, I employ Yosso’s (2005) approach to use CRT, where she suggests to shift 

the lens from shortfall perception of racialised “others” as disadvantaged, lacking in 

resources to fit in, etc. Instead, the approach helps to look at how learning from rich cultural 

knowledge, unique abilities, and skills they possess that are often disregarded and 

unrecognised can be advantageous. This unique approach used by Yosso (2005) suggested 

the analytical frame for presenting the research findings. Most importantly, CRT serves as a 

tool for me to recognise and work with my own bias, staying self-conscious and transparent 

throughout the study.   

2.3 Conclusion 

The discussed literature suggests that minority immigrant students have different 

experiences of HE, tending to feel as “fish out of water” (Reay et al, 2010). Reviewed studies 

suggest that different aspects influence the experiences of the participants. These factors 

and their variations constitute one’s habitus. Since the habitus is continuously adjusting to 

social spaces, in the case of immigrant students, the habitus is being shaped through their 

experiences in the social space of HE, as well as to the specific culture of their host country. 

The processes of adaptation can vary, and its variations are based on the cultural distance 

between host and home countries of the immigrant students (Berry, 1997; Shah, 2004). A 

particular cultural attribute that shapes each nation is language, and this is true in Iceland. 

Studies point out that in Iceland, language is an aspect of cultural homogeneity, and it is 

something the nation is proud of and puts effort to preserve (Skaptadóttir & Loftsdóttir, 

2009). Studies from Nordic countries suggest that there is a conflict between HE courses that 

promote internationalization (more English used in HEIs) and the national policies that guard 

the national language. Recent studies on immigrant students’ experiences in Iceland inform 
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about a lack of clarity and present inconsistencies of the language policies at the HEIs 

(Benediktsson et al, 2018; Halldorsdóttir & Kjaran, 2018). Benediktsson et al (2019) attested 

that, even though culturally responsive teaching at the Icelandic universities had been 

implemented unsystematically, immigrant students’ experiences were still positive.  

In the study, I explore the conditionings of immigrant students in connection with the 

specificity of the field. Using Bourdieu’s theory of capital and habitus, I view how immigrant 

students’ capital has been shaped and utilised throughout the study process. Likewise, I 

explore what strategies the participants employed to navigate through the sphere of HE, 

while analysing the field’s response to its diverse actors.  

The literature overview, along with the theoretical framework, constituted the 

theoretical lens for the study. The examination of the studies regarding cultural aspects and 

immigrant students in Iceland, together with an overview from an international context, 

directed the design of the study. It also served as theoretical underpinnings for the analysis 

of the findings and helped to shape the research questions.  
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Research design and epistemological perspective  

Shutz (1970) points out that “methodology is not preceptor or tutor of the scientist but 

always his pupil” (p.317). I approach the study’s design from such point of view, where the 

theory and methodology are complemented and not divorced from the data. This 

perspective also allows me to use the findings as guidance and the theory/methodology as a 

tool for the scientific inquiry. Therefore, the combination of theoretical framework and 

flexibility of the researcher is a valuable characteristic for the chosen qualitative method. 

The epistemological positioning of the researcher is a constructivist paradigm, where 

research aims to create meaning collectively with the participants to describe and 

understand their lived experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The worldview of the 

researcher defined the approach to methodology and research design. In this study, I 

employ an ethnographic research design. According to Van Maanen (1988), ethnography is 

"the peculiar practice of representing the social reality of others through the analysis of 

one's own experience in the world of these others" (p. 9). Fundamentally, ethnography is the 

way to understand how people see the world, and as Spradley (1979) puts it “it is not 

studying people it is rather learning from people” (p.3). Ethnography aims at understanding 

and learning about the social and cultural life of communities or institutions where 

interpretation of the findings is built on perspectives of the people in the studied setting 

(LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). LeCompte and Schensul (1999) write: “The product of 

ethnography is an interpretive story, reconstruction, or narrative about a group of 

people…The content of the ethnography addresses beliefs, attitudes, perceptions, emotions, 

verbal and non-verbal means of communication; social networks, behavioural patterns in the 

group.” (p. 4). The main premise of this study is to learn from and with participants. For this, 

I employed individual face-to-face interviews with the participants. Additionally, I used 

reflexive fieldnotes, documenting what I see and feel, and attempting to understand the 

realities in which the students live.  

3.2 Data collection 

3.2.1 Interviews 

Qualitative interviews grant access to the participants’ perceptions of reality, which cannot 

be obtained by other means (Creswell & Creswell 2018). Semi-structured interviews were 

chosen as a primary type of data collection, because they gave a voice to respondents, and 

at the same time, they allowed to keep the interviews within the topic of the study. The 

interviews were framed as a conversation where students could share their personal stories. 
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The questions kept an open-ended character, allowing participants to express their thoughts 

as fully as possible.  

The total of nine interviews were conducted with six female and three male students 

with representation from all the schools of UI (Schools of: Social Sciences, Health Science, 

Humanities, Education, Natural Sciences). The length of the interviews varied from thirty-six 

minutes to one-hundred-and-twenty-three. Six interviews took place privately in a classroom 

of the UI; another took place at the cafeteria, one took place in one of the participants’ 

offices, and the last one inside the participants’ home. There were no interruptions during 

the conversations. Before they were recorded, respondents signed informed consent forms 

(Appendix 2), and were notified that they could withdraw from the study and request all 

data, or parts of it, to not be used. Finally, pseudonyms were used in the report to ensure 

the anonymity of the respondents. 

 The interview protocol (Appendix A) was constructed in accordance to the literature 

review and theoretical framework. It was informed by the protocol employed for the larger 

“Getting a Feel for the Game” project funded by the University of Iceland Research Grant 

Fund. Prior to data collection, I conducted a pilot interview that led to further amendments 

in the interview questions and the sequence in which they were placed. The questions were 

informed by the factors that allowed me to explore each of the participant’s backgrounds 

(education, any relevant experience from the past), immigration status (journey, years of 

residence in Iceland), educational attainment, reasons for enrolling in the program, 

character and frequency of peer interactions in and out of classroom, interactions with staff 

in and out of the classroom, language experiences, etc. Interviews were conducted as 

conversations where the participants could share their stories and provide details about 

background. This way, they could describe their impressions and feelings, and remember 

specific situations and events. In general, the participants’ stories were narrated in a self-

reflexive manner, reflecting on their educational path and the circumstances they were in. 

This resulted in rich data, and served the purposes of the study, allowing me to answer 

research questions comprehensively.  

3.2.2 Field notes 

Everything that is observed by the researcher is written in the format of the field notes. 

These are the method to capture and document understandings and insights that a 

researcher can seize during immersion in the field (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). Through 

ability to experience the context and situations that participants are faced with, the 

researcher gains multiple perceptions of the event - from the participants and the 

researcher’s own reactions and understanding of the context. Field notes are written in a 
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format of reflexive notes that were taken after talking to the participants and attending 

events at UI, at which representatives of the studied population were present.  

3.2.3 Document analysis 

The codes that emerged in interview transcripts provoked document analysis of the policies, 

more specifically the language policy at the UI. Document analysis helps a researcher to 

indicate roots of specific issues (Bowen, 2009).  In the case of this study, the issues that 

came up relate to language inconsistencies in the field of Icelandic HE. As I used thematic 

analysis to analyse the data, document analysis was used as a supplementary tool to 

understand the theme of language practice at UI, a theme that emerged from the interview 

data. Throughout the research process, I attended relevant conferences and workgroups 

related to the subject of immigrant students’ representation, where I learned more about 

the state of the matter at the UI and the implementation of its policies. This supplemented 

my investigation of the policy practices and its analysis. When participants pointed out the 

inconsistencies of the UI Language policy, the official document became a source I referred 

to. My primary goal with this was to situate participants’ experiences within the institution’s 

language practices. Therefore, I focused on the analysis of the policy to understand the 

reasons behind such inconsistencies. In viewing the policy as a written document that exists 

as a guideline that regulates practices, and provides justice for the actors of the institution, I 

referred to its written form, attempting to understand how the practice of this policy was 

implemented by the different actors. To investigate the language policy of UI, I researched 

its origins and the reasons for its creation. The latter were informed by the national policy 

and Nordic agenda on language in HEIs. 

3.2.4 Research journal 

Since the beginning of the study I kept a research journal where I documented my 

reflections on the readings of relevant literature. In addition to this, I documented my 

impressions from interviews, events, and conferences. All of this were subsequently used in 

data analysis procedures, and they accelerated the process of writing a final report.  

3.2.5 Choice of the setting 

 Located in the capital city of Reykjavik, the University of Iceland is a setting that represents 

the oldest and largest HEI in Iceland. There are five schools that offer four hundred different 

study programs, and UI represents the only HEI in Iceland that offers undergraduate and 

graduate programs in all major academic disciplines. Total number of students in 2019 was 

12,524 with 12 % being international students (UI, 2020). The UI is a government-funded 

institution, and does not charge tuition fees; however, the registration fee for every 
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academic year is required from all the students. Given the fact that UI is the largest HEI in 

Iceland in terms of its student body and the programs that it offers, not to mention its 

economical accessibility, the choice to use it as the study setting is evident. Additionally, the 

researcher is a Master student in UI that has free access to the setting and knowledge of its 

structures.  

3.2.6 Participants selection criteria 

Participant selection criteria for this study was first generation immigrant students who were 

enrolled full time at the UI. The students who come for exchange, or short time studies, with 

the intention to leave the country upon graduation, or end of the term, were excluded from 

this research. As the study explores the experiences of students who are phenotypically 

different from the majority of white students, the participants were selected based on their 

appearance as well. With regards to the faculty, or a particular program, two programs were 

purposefully excluded: Icelandic as a Second Language (ISL) and International Studies in 

Education (ISE), since these programs have only immigrants in their classes, which would 

limit the study and create hindrances to understanding and exploring how immigrant 

students navigate through programs that were not intentionally created for them. However, 

most of the respondents had been enrolled in ISL program at some point of their educational 

journey. Even though I aimed for an even distribution of gender representation, the sample 

consists of six females and three male students. This was due to the limited number of 

individuals who fit the selection criteria as well as it has represented gender ratio of all 

students enrolled in UI.  

3.2.7 Recruiting participants 

To recruit participants for this study I used a snowballing method, as the participants 

represent particular population, that was hard to find. As a master student who is currently 

pursuing full-time studies, I had access to the setting, and I took interdisciplinary courses. 

Therefore, I was able to develop social networks with students from different faculties. To 

recruit participants, I contacted a few people that I knew, who in turn connected me with 

people who fit the criteria. In this way snowball began to shape. Subsequently, after a 

meeting for the interview, interlocutors searched through their networks and gave me 

contacts of few others. I selected nine participants who agreed to take part in the project 

and fit the criteria. When snowballing stopped working, I employed other methods, finding 

some participants through Facebook and others I met accidently attending events in UI. The 

collection of data began in November 2019 and finished in February 2020. It was supported 

by the University of Iceland Research Grant Fund as collected data for the emerging project 
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Getting ‘Feel for the Game’: How Do (Im)Migrant Students in Iceland Experience Higher 

Education and Gain Access to the Field? 

3.2.8 Access to the field 

As for being immersed in the field, I, as a student of the same university as the participants, 

shared the setting, and could observe and reflect on the current practices and dynamics 

happening between the field and the studied population. Because of my shared status with 

the participants, I could immerse myself into the field and understand how participants 

experienced their daily lives within the chosen setting. This position allowed me to explore 

and understand the themes that have come up during the collection of date, as well as to 

observe and reflect on what was going on in the setting. 

3.3 Data analysis 

3.3.1 Reflexivity of the researcher 

The reflexivity of the researcher shows how the researcher’s background, culture and 

experiences shape the data collection and the analysis. The analysis of data in ethnography 

is a constant process from the beginning of the study until the end. Therefore, I used a 

research journal where I document my reflections of the process; this was done before the 

data collection, during work in the field, after each interview, and after the completion of 

each of the interviews’ transcriptions. Thus, the continuous reflexivity of the researcher 

during the study is an essential part of the methodological approach.  

Entering the data collection stage was the most impactful moment of the research. In 

listening to the students’ stories, I immersed myself in their world, reliving their journeys 

together with them. I did this even a few times; first, during the interview; and then while 

typing the transcription. The final report is a collaborative effort, as the participants had 

entrusted their stories to me; thus, as a researcher, I was granted the role of instrument for 

the analysis, while taking on the responsibility to present the participants’ voices in a 

dignified, honest manner. With this in mind, I had framed the study in a way that readers 

can identify with the participants’ experiences, as well as understand the peculiar realities 

through which immigrant students navigate.  

3.3.2 Thematic Analysis 

As a main method for making sense of the collected data, I employed Thematic Analysis (TA). 

As for the data analysis in this study, TA is the best fit to make sense of the data, allowing me 

to work within the chosen theoretical frame. After initial coding was complete, I generated 

themes that consisted of commonalities of the codes. Braun & Clarke (2012) suggest that 
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one can distinguish many patterns in data, but analysis serves the purpose of separating 

relevant themes that allow one to answer research questions comprehensively. Following 

this logic, I analytically generated the themes in conceptual sections that have overlapped 

across the participants’ responses, examining commonalities and differences of the same 

experiences. These experiences were informed by theoretical framework while discussing 

the findings. Total of 190 pages of transcribed data were coded and analysed. Inductive 

coding was used to build patterns and organize data in more abstract themes. Once the 

themes were established, I used a deductive analysis that helped to look back into data, 

determine the patterns, and make sense of the themes. As the process began inductively, 

deductive thinking became useful as I proceeded with the analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). While analytically working with data, I turned to additional literature that helped to 

support and analyse the findings. I read interview transcripts line by line highlighting what 

was relevant and meaningful for the study’s responses and writing some of the initial codes 

on the document’s margins. During the second time of reading each transcript I began to 

look for similar and overlapping codes amongst all the transcripts, while also constantly 

checking and reading through field notes and my research journal. I created separate 

documents that would respond to each theme that was generated from the data and began 

inserting interview quotes that corresponded to each theme. I proceeded with synthesising 

and analysing themes and researching more literature and documents that were related to 

the emerging subjects. This was done to fully comprehend and explicitly describe the 

meanings.  

3.4 Researcher’s background  

I grew up in Ukraine, a homogenous society in a post-Soviet country, where I also attended 

school and received my bachelor’s degree from the local university. HE structure and 

university practices in my home country are quite different from the Icelandic HE. Entering 

the field of HE in Iceland felt like exploring what the university studies were like for the first 

time. So, even though I was already familiar with field of HE in Ukraine, coming to Iceland, it 

felt a completely new experience, where I had to learn about how everything worked. My 

experiences of traveling and working in international environments had shaped my English 

skills and expanded my worldview, rather than any formal education from my home country. 

In the environment of my upbringing, there was a small number of immigrant groups, such 

as Armenian, Georgian, Korean etc. Despite minorities living in my country, their presence 

was not something I ever rationalised from a racial context. Perhaps, there is something 

similar about Iceland, a country that has also been homogenous for many decades until 

recently, when the increase of immigrant populations has come not only from Western 
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Europe and North America, but from nationals of countries that have not been as mobile as 

before. It is definitely connected to the era of globalisation, together with millions of 

displaced individuals fleeing the danger and natural disasters that have marked a crisis of 

this century. 

Looking back, I could say that most of my life I lived with the notion of a race-free society 

and used to think that this was the way it was everywhere. However, throughout the years, 

especially taking off the rose-coloured glasses and putting critical lenses on, a different 

picture began to appear. Certainly, as I realised, my experiences through the so-called 

“colour-blindness” were connected to my predominantly homogeneous place of residence, a 

place where I had a phenotypical appearance that “was regular for Western society”. This 

happened even when I was a migrant myself. That was when I started to look more critically 

at the relationships within society, and its sentiments towards immigrants; also, I began to 

look at how migrants were received by society based on the country of their origin and 

ethnicity. The university setting here in Iceland, was a good place where I could have a 

clearer picture, in particular the observations of social relationships amongst different 

groups and individuals. I have often found myself enrolled in the courses that were taken by 

immigrants from different academic departments. As I do not speak Icelandic, and the 

language of instruction was English, we often had interactions with students about our 

cultural background, and how we experienced social and academic life at the UI. This has 

allowed me to learn more about how people have migrated and established their life in 

Iceland, or how they were in the process of it. There were various factors that indicated that 

each of the immigrants had different experiences. However, there were some common 

themes that often arose in conversations. The students mentioned language difficulties, as 

well as struggles in finding ways to socialise with their Icelandic peers. This anecdotal 

evidence was only a glimpse into the individual experiences of immigrant students.  

Thus, regarding the existing literature on the topic, as well as anecdotal evidence from 

my own observations and conversations with peers, I gradually came to realize that the 

situation was not as transparent and unproblematic as it seemed at first sight; there were 

certain hindrances that immigrant students faced in their educational journeys. And this 

awakening pushed me to go on a quest to explore how University of Iceland, as a setting 

interacted and included students of different ethnicities and backgrounds. I explore this 

through the participants’ responses and try to arrive at conclusions together with the 

participating students, approaching the study from a highly reflexive standpoint.  
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3.5 Role and positionality of the researcher 

My approach to the research is greatly influenced by the works of Bourdieu and his view on 

the role of sociology. Particularly, the role of the researcher and interrelation of scientific 

disciplines, which urged me to use an interdisciplinary approach. To neglect other scientific 

fields’ findings is to limit oneself in possibilities of discovery and exploration of social world. 

Philosophy, psychology, anthropology, even literature for Bourdieu present additional angles 

for exploration. In this exploration, the findings are not narrowed by one theory in a certain 

field; thus, the other factors are necessary and should be taken into account. In this sense, 

the “social field” represents complex phenomena, and requires a multifaceted approach for 

its study and the understanding of its socium. 

As an immigrant student from a non-EU country, I understand certain perspectives and 

reflections of the studied population. This helped me to establish rapport with the 

participants. Although there are some similarities, there are also major differences, such as 

the fact that I study an English-taught degree with mostly foreigners, whereas almost all the 

researched students study Icelandic-taught programs with predominantly Icelanders 

comprising their classes. In addition, my phenotype is similar to what is considered Nordic, 

or European (blonde, blue eyes), compared with participants who are viewed as non-white. 

Taking this into account, our experiences are far from being similar. This understanding 

helped me to approach the analysis without assumptions of similarities, but rather to try to 

understand the position and perception of the participants. Nevertheless, I had to be self-

conscious, and even though subjectivity was a feature of the qualitative research, I 

persistently tried to be aware of my emotions and reactions. The latter I documented in my 

research journal in order to constantly check my own bias, and to stay transparent during 

the process. Moreover, as I describe in the paragraph about my background, I have a capital 

that consists of my home country’s traditions and familial background. This capital also 

includes social realities that I have been exposed to, such as living abroad in a few countries 

and acquiring multinational networks. These experiences played a role in better 

understanding the studied phenomena.  

3.5.1 Researcher as an instrument 

At first sight, relying on Bourdieu’s sociology, theory of capital, habitus and the field, might 

appear quite deterministic. Certainly, Bourdieu has been accused of this before. However, in 

studying his works and the comprehensive way through which he viewed research, I 

developed my own understanding and approach to reading, and my own mechanisms 

through which I applied his theories and concepts. 



32 

Most of the theories, even sociological ones, have to be built on some type of logic or 

sequence. Something has to be generalised; phenomena reoccurs because of a specific 

circumstance. Bourdieu’s theories often claimed to be deterministic; however, if one were to 

read his positionally and approach carefully, one could adapt the same approach that he did 

to research and academic discipline. Based on his own research, he made certain 

conclusions, but the theories were quite flexible and could be applied in many spheres and 

contexts. I find myself disagreeing while reading some of his statements and conclusions. 

This is only because he often makes generalisations based on his perception of social reality 

at a given time and based on his observations at the moment of the study. Certainly, 

patterns are present in any form of scientific work, and the ability to search for these 

patterns requires a theoretical approach to social reality and the interpretation of events 

and behaviours of the actors within a specific field. But, together with patterns and 

predispositions of the framework in mind, the researcher reflexively allows to become aware 

of their own judgments, constantly questioning their assumptions and conclusions, staying 

open to adapting to multiple perspectives, and trying to understand the viewpoint of 

different social actors. As for this study, it was important to immerse myself in the field and 

understand the positionality of the immigrant students, so as to adapt the lens through 

which they view the dynamics within the field. With such a frame in mind, I approached 

answering the research questions and summarising the findings. I proceeded with collecting 

the voices of the students, analytically processing the data to outlay the final report and 

keeping their viewpoint as the main domain that drove the analysis. This was done 

inseparably from my own point of view, as the researcher is the main instrument of data 

collection and analysis (Bourdieu, 1986; Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

3.6 Ethical issues 

Due to the nature of qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument for data 

collection; thus, it is important to address ethical issues that are relevant when immigrant, 

or minority populations, are involved in the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). When it 

comes to UI, the studied immigrant populations represent a relatively small community 

which entails cautious consideration of the ethical issues.  In order to address this, I use 

pseudonyms and discuss the processing of data collection with regards to particular 

information about the participants, should they express concerns about revealing their 

identity. Before the interview I talked to the students about confidentiality and some of 

them even stated that they did not object to me using their names. There were also students 

who were more concerned with revealing their identity. I decided to use pseudonyms for all 

the participants, and took more precautions describing the students who were more 
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concerned with confidentiality.  I omitted using students’ specific countries’ names, and, in 

some cases, their study programs, limiting information to the name of their faculty or school. 

I described to them the purpose and the nature of the study, explaining procedures and my 

personal interest and reasons for studying the topic (Christians, 2005). The informed consent 

form (Appendix B) was provided for all the participants and I made it clear that they were 

free to withdraw at any time from the process and could request not to include certain 

information about themselves in the report.  

3.7 Limitations of the study 

To begin with, one of the limitations is my lack of Icelandic language skills, which was not a 

hindrance during the interviews, but it prevented me from accessing academic literature and 

research that has been done in Iceland and published only in Icelandic; thus, my search was 

restricted to the English domain. Secondly, time constraints could be considered as a 

limitation to the expansion of the project; hence, the ethnographical data was very extensive 

and required proper time management in order to deliver the project on time. The study 

was also limited to only one HEI in Iceland – UI; therefore, it was not possible to attribute 

the findings to Icelandic HE in general. Although, as I mentioned, UI is the largest HEI, and 

has the biggest number of immigrant students. In addition, the studied population 

represented a relatively small sample size and it was impossible to make any general 

conclusions from it. Nevertheless, the findings served as a contribution to the larger pool of 

the studies on immigrant students in Iceland. Even though I share the status of immigrant 

student with the participants, my phenotype presents features that correspond with the 

majority of population in the studied field. Respondents often mentioned their experiences 

of looking different and not being regarded the same way as other immigrants who looked 

more Icelandic. This represented one of the elements from which the participants and the 

researcher differed. When meeting respondents for the first time, I made sure I introduced 

myself and shared basic information about my background, since it might influence to which 

degree they would open up about their experiences and see me as an insider to a certain 

extent. Thus, I tried to make them see me as an immigrant who is also living and studying in 

Iceland.  

The documentation of steps and reactions helped me to confront personal bias and 

explicitly report the research process. To ensure validity and credibility of the study, I stayed 

transparent throughout the study, documenting all the steps in the research journal. I do not 

aim at generalisation of the findings, rather learn from the studied group and each 

individual, tapping into their perspectives. For a crosscheck, and also to have a better grasp 

of the certain situations reported by participants – that I had no previous insights into – I 
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took additional inquiries into the university services to infer about the practices and support 

the students’ narratives. The document’s analysis and field notes comprised additional 

sources for data triangulation, a strategy commonly used in qualitative research to verify 

findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  
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4 Meet the participants 

Of the nine students who were interviewed, three are male, and six are female. Even though 

I originally strived for equal gender representations, the snowballing technique connected 

me with predominantly female participants. At the time of the interviews, six were taking a 

degree at the master’s level, two were pursuing their bachelor’s degrees, and one had 

graduated from her masters. Four out the six master students had completed their 

bachelor’s degrees at UI as well. This allowed them to provide valid reflections on their 

experiences through their time as undergraduates, as well as their current experiences as 

graduate students. Seven out of the nine participants had taken Icelandic as a Second 

Language (ISL) program at the beginning, and, subsequently, either finished and continued 

the program well into their masters, or switched the programs once their language 

acquisition allowed them to take a program of their choice that was fully taught in Icelandic. 

The length of each story differs in accordance with the amount of information obtained 

during data collection. This is reflected in the length of each interview.  

Alissa  

Alissa is a student from East Africa who, as she said in the beginning of our conversation, 

came to Iceland “because of love”. The story unravels with her forming a family, becoming a 

mother and finding her place in Icelandic society. She obtained her bachelor’s degree back in 

her home country and had been working ever since. Her job involved numerous trips to 

different countries; she also completed an internship in international organization. In 

addition, she had lived in foreign country before she was married and made the decision to 

move into the land of Fire and Ice1. This way her cultural capital and habitus had been once 

transformed and accustomed to the cultural changes and different social realities of various 

countries she travelled to and lived in. Here in Iceland, Alissa realized that she had to find 

herself again, since she did not want to go back to her previous occupation. Searching for a 

job, she faced the same question about her level of Icelandic as other immigrants. She felt as 

if all her previous skills and professional knowledge were not valued, or taken into account, 

only because she did not possess a sufficient knowledge of Icelandic. Thus, she realized that 

language was the main barrier for successful integration into Icelandic society. She attended 

three levels at the local language school, saying that they were “very interactive” and well 

structured, though quite expensive. After that, she decided to consult the career advisor at 

UI to see what her options for continuation of her studies were. The career advisor 

suggested she should take Icelandic as a Second Language (ISL), since her Icelandic skills 

 
1 Country of Fire and Ice – is the commonly used name for Iceland 
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were not good enough for obtaining any other program taught in Icelandic. So, Alissa 

enrolled in ISL program. After one year she became pregnant and deregistered from the 

University to be with her new-born at home. Meanwhile, she attended various activities as 

part of her young mothers’ community, trying to make social connections and be more 

immersed in the local language. She reflected that, due to her appearance, everyone 

automatically assumed that she did not speak Icelandic, or even if she did, they wondered 

how good she could be? She mentioned that she wanted to be invisible at times, since she 

looked very different from the majority, and was automatically referred to as a foreigner, 

whereas her immigrant friends, who did not “look foreign”, would always be referred to as 

Icelanders by default. She experienced this daily, same as other participants who were 

viewed as “visible immigrants”. Once her baby reached the age when he could go to day-

care, Alissa decided to get back to her studies. In spite of her having a wealth of knowledge 

and skills from her background, she stated that the restricting educational path of learning a 

single language (in this case, Icelandic) would discredit her previous experiences and skills. 

This way, she wanted to do something that she was passionate about; therefore, she later 

enrolled in a program from the Political Science department. In the present, Alissa enjoys the 

program and is happy about her choice, although she still feels that she could have enrolled 

earlier if she had been given such options when she spoke to the Career advisor. Overall, 

despite numerous language hindrances, as well as the sensible difference of being “visibly 

foreign” in both class and local society, she has been able to find ways and strategies to 

succeed at university and redefine herself in her new land. 

Amanda 

Amanda comes from the same African country as Alissa. Her sister moved here, and Amanda 

came to visit her. That was how she met her future husband. Once they got married, she 

began her educational journey. Amanda, similar to Alissa, obtained her bachelors in her 

home country. She was told by UI that she was missing some credits so she could not be 

admitted to graduate level program right away; so, she took a practical diploma in ISL first. 

She remembered that ISL studies were a fun experience, although they were very difficult; 

she even considered dropping out at the end, saying that she had learned a good deal of 

Icelandic. Amanda said that she understood the language, though she did not speak it as 

much. After finishing ISL Diploma, she enrolled in the school of Engineering and Natural 

Sciences as a master student, which she originally chose since it was one of not many 

programs taught in English at that time. She talked about her program very enthusiastically, 

having had a great overall experience. Amanda mentioned that she had always worked hard 

at school and had always been a top student back at home. This made me think about the 

importance of this quality and how it helped her to push through the program. Being 
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accustomed to work really hard and be determined to succeed in school was ingrained in her 

habitus. She found studying at UI not as hard; she pointed out that the competition back 

home was considerably higher; thus, getting into university, and proceeding with the studies 

was harder, saying that “it’s almost like they are trying to make you fail, so here they are 

trying to uplift you”. She attributed this to the teachers’ attentiveness. For her, particularly, 

the program coordinator stood out as a person who was always there and ready to provide 

support for the students. She became pregnant during the first year, and she managed to 

complete an exam a few days after giving birth. For the last year she was mostly studying at 

home but remembered how everyone in the group was supportive. From the program, 

Amanda particularly noted fieldwork class, where the students travelled to a glacier and 

spent a few days working outside, saying that she preferred place-based education, adding 

that “it bonded the class” (later, she mentioned that she was already pregnant when they 

went on the trip, and since it included going on the glaciers, her peers and teachers were 

very attentive and concerned about how she felt, always checking if she had enough water, 

if she was not too tired, etc.) Such trips and groupworks made her become more connected 

with her classmates. It is important to note that all of them were immigrants - she 

mentioned that precisely because they were migrants, they had a lot in common, and could 

share their experiences of living in Iceland, etc.; as for Icelanders, there were only four or 

five in the program.  

When I asked her what had been challenging, she mentioned that once she had taken 

one of the classes that was taught in Icelandic. She shared the experience of feeling excluded 

and slightly neglected, since there were only three foreigners – the term “foreigners” is used 

here in accordance with the participants’ words and I, as researcher, cannot assess the 

actual status of the people to which she is referring – and the rest were Icelanders. Even 

though Amanda understood and spoke some Icelandic she could not keep up with academic 

levels of the Icelandic language. Therefore, the three foreigners that were present in the 

class asked the teacher to explain to them in English the guidelines on how to complete an 

assignment, so that it could be clear for them. She mentioned that the explanation in 

Icelandic lasted about twenty minutes, whereas the explanation provided for them in English 

took only five minutes. And when I asked if they had approached the instructor after class to 

clarify this, she said that they did not feel like bothering her, so they figured everything 

among themselves, since one of them understood more Icelandic than the rest of them. This 

way, they acquired knowledge of the guidelines from what they could understand in order 

to “push through” that course. Interestingly, this situation opened up a completely different 

side of the experience. It implied that there was a difference to the way the particular 

situation was perceived by the student. In the case of Amanda, she suddenly felt as an 
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outsider in this specific class, as opposed to her experiences in English-taught courses in 

which the majority of attending students are immigrants. In addition, Amanda mentioned 

the availability of research methods courses in English, explaining that, for her particular 

degree, there was a requirement to take 20 ECTS (European Credit Transfer and 

Accumulation System) in Research Methods, but that not many of these courses are 

available in English. While there were plenty of them offered in Qualitative Methods, there 

was not even one quantitative research course offered in English at all. Keeping in mind that 

UI positions itself as internationally oriented and as a having a strong research base, it begs 

the question of why does UI not offer the basics of the research methods to all its students? 

After the interview, Amanda said that she wished me good luck, and, referring to the 

research methods discussion, hoped that things would improve for the students.  

Katrin  

Katrin has already graduated from the UI. She is the only one of all the respondents who 

came to Iceland before turning eighteen, having come to Iceland when she was fifteen. So, 

she enrolled in the class for newcomers, where Icelandic was the main focus. She mentioned 

that in those classes, during group works, she would be put together with other Asians, and 

Icelanders (who previously lived abroad and came to Iceland) were put separately. Since she 

is Asian, she mentioned that she would be grouped together with other Asians, even though 

they did not share the language, culture, and had nothing in common. To this, she added 

that she had always preferred to be in a group with her Icelandic peers instead. Katrin is the 

only one from the interviewed group of students who went to high school in Iceland. It is 

important to note that the school was from the International Baccalaureate program taught 

in English, which meant that it consisted of a diverse group of students who came from 

different ethnic backgrounds.  

As for her family, her mother was the one who immigrated to Iceland and became a 

citizen. This way, she was able to have Katrin and her siblings join her on the grounds of 

family reunification. Throughout the interview, Katrin repeatedly referred to her mother as 

inspiration for her experiences in adapting to a different culture. Katrin’s mother was a 

medical technician but when she came to Iceland, she had to adapt herself to meagre 

employments such as making nets for fishing. Later on, she became a social worker. There is 

certainly a connection between Katrin and her mother’s paths: they both deskilled and 

reinvented themselves in a new country.  

In terms of Katrin’s experiences at UI, she shared how the completion of her BA degree in 

an English-taught program was the best choice for her at the time. Given that she had 

studied in English during her high school years, her Icelandic was not on a proper academic 

level. In taking a bachelor’s degree in an English-taught program she was able to attend 
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some of the Icelandic-taught courses. During one of them, she realised that her level of 

Icelandic actually allowed her to participate in class and understand the lesson. Her positive 

experience from that course reassured her that she could take an entire program in 

Icelandic. During the interview, Katrin reflected that her master studies were challenging, 

and that she struggled with her exams, getting low grades because of the language. 

However, she pointed out that the teachers in the Education Department (where she took 

her MA program) were very supportive in terms of feedback, showing her ways of how to 

improve in her writing. Despite this, Katrin pointed out that no extensions or translations 

were given to her, and that the low grades were constantly displeasing her, saying that, due 

to her culture, she was accustomed to getting high grades. She explained that getting doo 

grades was an “Asian thing”. With time, she adjusted and focused in improving through 

receiving feedback rather than focusing in grades, eventually becoming satisfied with a 

passing grade. This way, her habitus adjusted to a new situation.  

Eliza 

Eliza was born and raised in California, USA, although one of her parents came from Asia. 

She moved to Iceland ten years ago because of marriage. Remembering her first years in 

Iceland, where she became pregnant, Eliza mentioned how differently she was perceived by 

locals due to the way she looked. She compared these experiences to how she was 

perceived in ethnically diverse California. This way, her cultural capital was shaped by her 

experiences and the heterogeneous society of the particular state in which she was raised. 

This stands in contrast to Iceland’s largely homogenous society, which itself lacks ethnic 

diversity. The circumstances of a shifting cultural capital required her to adjust to a new 

society. In Iceland, she had been given specific looks and asked questions and was constantly 

being referred to as Chinese, even though she herself had no ties to China. Later on, she 

attended language courses and decided to attain a degree from the local HEI. She already 

had a bachelor’s degree in chemistry from the United States. However, the degree that she 

chose at UI in medicine required entrance exams that were in Icelandic and Eliza had only 

been living in Iceland for two years at the time. She not only had to be prepared in terms of 

content, but also acquire Icelandic language skills that were specific for medical and 

academic requirements. Quite a few times during our interview she reflected on how 

stressful the language aspect had always been, due to the fear of being misunderstood or 

unable to express herself well. Despite the fear and challenges she passed the exams and 

successfully finished her bachelor’s degree and is currently enjoying her masters that is 

taught in English. She speaks Icelandic fluently, though she is grateful that now she can do a 

research in her field that she is utterly passionate about, adding that doing it in English gives 

her more space, and that she is able to contribute to the field of studies since she can use 
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her native language. Furthermore, she mentioned quite a few times that her educational 

path could serve as an inspirational example for other immigrants who came to live in 

Iceland and are considering to enrol in HEI to improve their socio-economic status and 

“settle for more” instead of working in a low-skill sector.  

Arman 

Arman is a student of Kurdish descent who was born and raised in Denmark. He described 

himself as someone with “dark hair, and a beard”, singling out his apparent phenotypical 

difference from the Nordic population. This is relevant because his phenotypical difference 

suggests particularities to his experience. He mentioned that his school years in Denmark 

had not been easy in terms of bullying. As he looked different form conventional Danish 

children, he experienced a lot of bullying and developed defence mechanisms over the 

years. He remembered that he used to fight to defend himself first, and later on to protect 

others who got bullied in his school, emphasising again on his appearance and religious 

beliefs (Muslim), as factors that promoted bullying.  

Arman attributes his initiative to move to Iceland to his father, who also migrated and 

started his life in a foreign country, moving to Denmark from Turkey when he was thirty-

two. Even though his father had a master’s degree from his home university, his degree 

could not be evaluated in Nordic countries; therefore, he had to begin his education from 

scratch, while simultaneously learning the language. He did not have a good grasp of English, 

not to mention Danish. Without many advantages, his father had success in a medical 

career. Arman’s mother is also well educated and occupies a position as a school principal. 

Cultural capital transferred from his parents is an interesting mixture of the traditions and 

experiences of ethnic minority together with the knowledge of Danish structure, culture and 

norms of behaviour. Consequently, when Arman migrated to Iceland after high school to 

pursue Higher Education, he already had more advantageous capital for the country of 

migration than his father, or other migrants who moved from more distant cultures and 

were not as acquainted with Nordic behaviour and structural dispositions. Arman is distinct 

from the other participants in the sense of his confidence in requiring services within the UI. 

He is the only student who managed to push every teacher to translate an exam for him, 

without accepting them refuse his rights. Arman’s combination of having a background in an 

affluent country and simultaneously being part of one of said country’s minority groups 

explains how he knows when, and through which means, to fight for his rights. It also 

informs his understanding and awareness of the needs for minority populations.  

In sum, his habitus and cultural capital helped him to excel in a new environment that is 

culturally and structurally similar to Iceland. 
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Natalie 

Natalie is from Southeast Asia where she was born and brought up. She had finished her 

undergraduate studies in math and worked as a teacher for a six-month period back in her 

home country. She moved to Iceland in 2014 on a student visa. Her aunt and her family 

hosted her for the first year of her studies. A year after, her boyfriend joined her in Iceland 

on a work visa and they began to rent an apartment. Natalie always had a dream to become 

a math teacher; to achieve it here in Iceland, she realised that she had to be very good in the 

local language. This way, she studied ISL for five years. After completing a bachelor’s in ISL 

she was still not as confident in the language, applying for a master’s in Subject Teaching in 

UI. Remembering when she got accepted, she was happy and scared. The sense of fear was 

prevalent during the first weeks of studies, where she was the only student with Icelandic as 

her second language, and the rest in the class were native speakers. In addition, the 

vocabulary in the teaching department was completely new to her, as she mentioned it felt 

as she had started with zero Icelandic. The very beginning of her master’s was not easy, and 

Natalie could not understand everything; however, she was not shy to ask in order to clear 

things up for her. She found ways to ensure she understood what was being talked about 

and, she was quite persistent to communicate her opinions to others. She emphasized that, 

during group works, she made sure she was treated as everyone else.  

Through successful passing of the first semester she gained more confidence in Icelandic 

as well as general capabilities as a master student. Reflecting on her first semester: “And 

then like after maybe two months, then I feel like okay, I'm still like okay, but I have to try; 

they just walk, but I have to run, always have to run”. She provided a unique perspective on 

her necessity to always carry out extra workload for her studies. Compared to her peers, she 

reads the material more times, always asks questions during class. Her classmates find this 

initiative very helpful and beneficial, given that she asks questions they also do not 

understand but fail to ask themselves.  

During the interview, Natalie gave away the impression of not only wanting to share her 

private experiences with me, but of wanting to send a message to other students. I detected 

this through the patterns in her voice and the way she framed sentences to make herself an 

impersonal subject, more like an example to other people than a singularity. In doing this, 

she understood my role of researcher as a tool to communicate and analyse other subjects’ 

experiences. Natalie’s attitude through the interview reflected her wanting to send a 

message to other students who hesitate about their abilities in pushing through HE. 

She mentioned many times how she had always felt behind as a “bad student”, until she 

completed one of the assignments, where ten out of fourteen people in her classes had 
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failed and she was one out of those four who passed. This, to her, was a sign of success and, 

furthermore, self-fulfilment, especially considering that she was the only foreigner in her 

class. She had to fight with what others thought and with what even she thought of herself. 

Natalie chose the strategy of trying and daring, having a set goal, and moving towards it step 

by step. Additionally, she had been very persistent and firm in gaining her respect from 

other people, making sure she was always included, and that her opinion was heard. Even 

though she mentioned that as an Asian person she is very shy, in analysing her story it was 

evident that such statement was more of a symptom of self-stereotyping. Talking to her, 

everything suggested that she was not as shy, but rather an outspoken and strong woman, 

given that her ambition was to be a science teacher here in Iceland, which was clearly not 

the aspiration of a shy person. The notion of shyness came from the feeling of not being 

good enough in language (both Icelandic and English), as she felt as she could not start 

conversation sometimes. Similarly, her lack of confidence came from cultural differences, 

and she felt that the jokes in Iceland were not oftentimes inappropriate. This is interesting 

because it shows that her cultural capital has had a strong influence in how she 

communicates with others and with how interprets specific speech information. In this 

sense, her cultural capital also drives her to self-stereotype herself and be hard towards her 

accomplishments. After five years of studying Icelandic she still feels as if she is not good 

enough. She is worried about her English, but somehow managed to talk to me for two 

hours, perfectly expressing herself. There are ups and downs but as any other participant, 

she does not give up. 

Justina 

Justina is from the Caribbean and has been in Iceland for seven years. She moved here in 

2013 with her now ex-husband and their baby. They met in Justina’s home country while he 

was on a job contract there and she was studying at the university. Her educational journey 

began back home where she had one semester left to graduate with bachelor’s in 

psychology. Strategically completing some credits in summer semester because she was 

pregnant, and her due was in winter, she planned to graduate on time. However, the plan 

did not go the way she had anticipated, and having a child was not the main reason. Once 

she began opening up about her story she sighed, paused and said that not finishing the last 

semester of her studies and leaving with her husband (because he could not stay longer due 

to the expiration of his contract) was probably the worst decision of her life. He convinced 

her that it would be easy to finish her degree in Iceland. Even though she was hesitant, she 

decided to trust him and leave for Europe. 

As most of the participants, Justina attended language school as soon as she arrived, and 

proceeded with her HE plans – to finish a degree. However, once UI looked at her transcripts 
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from the home institution, they stated that she had to pass the first semester in Psychology 

and then they could evaluate her studies. The program was fully taught in Icelandic, and 

Justina had only acquired basic skills from the language school, so she ended up doing a 

double major in Icelandic as a Second Language and Psychology. She reflects that her focus 

was more on psychology, since it was her goal to finish her degree; despite knowing all the 

material from the first semester - since she had already studied it - Icelandic was a hard 

obstacle to overcome. So, she asked for the exams in English, and all the professors refused, 

except one; this way, she passed only that course. Not passing a semester meant that she 

could not proceed with psychology. Yet, Justina did not give up, and after this she decided to 

switch to statistics, assuming that there were fewer words and more numbers. Nevertheless, 

it still was very hard to follow, so she had to drop out. The following period was 

characterised by difficult times; Justina went through a divorce process, quit her studies and 

job at the hotel - where she was working twelve-hour shifts – the consequence of which was, 

as she reflected, a “meltdown”. But she got back up again and found employment at 

Playschool, which, according to suggestions of many, was a good way to learn Icelandic. She 

worked there for two and half years, kept learning the language on her own by reading 

novels and talking to her colleagues. That was not the end, but only the beginning of her 

educational journey. As I found out, Justina was brought up by her mother’s sister. She was 

very keen on education, making it clear how important that was, so it was always Justina’s 

goal to graduate. This traced back to the importance of family values. After these 

experiences, she tenaciously came back to the university again, enrolling in Business. She 

started from scratch, from the very first year in undergraduate studies. During the interview 

she was in the second year of her bachelor. This time, she made a decision: to reduce work 

hours, take a loan from the bank (Justina is not eligible for the Student Loan Fund, since she 

did not obtain citizenship, only permanent residency, due to a divorce) and put studies 

above everything for now. Sacrificing earning potential was not as hard as sacrificing time 

spent with her children, trying to explain to them that “mamma is in school”. Obviously, 

language took some time, and it still was a struggle to use within academia, particularly 

during exams and submission of assignments. Precisely for these reasons, it can be 

understood what Justina meant by saying that it was her worst decision. She did not know 

back then that the path would be as long and rough, but her perseverance and attitude - 

“School above everything for now, I can’t quit” - deserves admiration; she placed education 

above all, achieving her goals despite all odds. Justina, while telling me about some of the 

hardest moments in life would pause and sigh, recapturing how tough and difficult it was 

back then, realising how far she had come.  

 



44 

Carl  

Carl is an African American student from the USA who came to Iceland four years ago. 

Always being into languages, he was interested and studied some Icelandic basics back 

home, consequently deciding to enrol in the UI to study a BA in ISL program. He mentioned 

that his school population was not numerous, since it was a small community town. He 

maintained some connections with Icelanders online when he still was back home, so, 

arriving in Iceland he already had someone he knew. Carl pointed out that having social ties 

with Icelanders helped him with practicing Icelandic and being more exposed to it on a daily 

basis, since in ISL program they were no native speakers, only foreigners. Over the years of 

BA and master studies Carl became more confident in the field of Icelandic HE, primarily with 

being involved in the student council and just getting more familiar with his time spent in UI. 

He, as other participants who had ties to Icelandic citizens prior to migration, had to build his 

own social network besides the network that was present by extension, again, attributing it 

to his involvement with Student Council.  

Throughout the interview, Carl emphasised the difficulties of being seen as someone who 

speaks fluent Icelandic at university, work, and in society in general. He provides an example 

that, when compared to other foreigners, who look more like “blonde, blue eyes, pale skin” 

and are perceived and treated by others as locals, and people speak to them in Icelandic 

with no problem, whereas Carl has to constantly remind everyone to be spoken to in 

Icelandic. This notion prevails in most of his experiences. Hence, he dedicated most of his 

academic career to studying Icelandic, mentioning that sometimes he might even sound as 

native, calculating that his physical appearance the only determinant that is on the way to be 

treated as other foreigners who speak fluent Icelandic and can be regarded as locals.  

Abbas  

Abbas hails from West Africa. He came to Iceland two and a half years ago as a student with 

a goal to finish his studies in Computer Science, and subsequently build a professional career 

here. It was apparent that, for him, the journey should have started from learning the 

language, so that was what he did. At the time of the interview, he was still enrolled in ISL, 

taking a few courses in the computer science department. Evaluating his capabilities and 

going through his interview with the Faculty of Industrial Engineering, Mechanical 

Engineering and Computer Science, his Icelandic was assessed as good enough, so, he 

applied to switch his major next semester and enrol in desired program, while still attending 

some Icelandic courses from ISL. He described his classes in the UI as any other classes he 

ever attended, saying that “sometimes you follow what’s going on, sometimes you don’t”, 

and if any question arose Abbas tried to find information and solutions by himself first, and 

would later ask someone, suggesting that there are people that are ready to help. 
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Interestingly, even though his language is English, when examinations provided choices of 

taking it in English or Icelandic, he would choose Icelandic, because he wanted to be as 

everyone else, saying that since immigrants were already seen as different, why differ more. 

In addition, he dedicated his first year to learning Icelandic vigorously, precisely for the 

reasons to be able to study his desired degree, so it was like taking away this knowledge and 

ability to practice Icelandic by switching constantly to English.  

His overall experience was positive, although he mentioned that main challenge had 

been establishing social connections in the host country since behaviours culturally differ 

from his home country. As a contrast with the other respondents, Abbas had a different 

behavioural patterns in class, saying he did not raise his hand to clarify something; he would 

rather study later on his own, adding that sometimes it was even unnecessary to attend 

classes, mentioning that his lab partner who was Icelandic never showed up to class and he 

was doing fine academically. So, this can be attributed to his personal qualities of being 

more reserved just generally in his own life.  

Table 1 

Name Place of 
origin/ethnicity 

Years in 
Iceland 

Previous education Degree  

studied/studying at UI 

Alissa East Africa 9 BA Public Relations 2 years ISL, 1 year in 
Economics/ Political 
Science 

Amanda East Africa 5 BA Political Science MA Engineering and 
natural Sciences 

Katrin Southeast Asia 16 International 

Baccalaureate 

program (Iceland) 

BA Education 

MA Education 

Eliza USA/Asian-
American 

10 BS Chemistry BS Medical Science/ MS 
Medical Science 

Arman Denmark/Kurdis
h 

4 High School BA Social Sciences/ 

MA Social Sciences 

Natalie Southeast Asia 6 BS Mathematics BA ISL/ 

MA Subject teaching 

Justina Caribbean 7 BA 2,5 years 
Psychology(unfinish

ed) 

1 year ISL; 1 semester 
Statistics/ 

BA Business 
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Carl USA/African 
American 

4 1 year of college 
(general studies) 

BA ISL/ 

MA Translation studies 

Abbas West Africa 2,5 BA Agricultural 

Science 

ISL/ in process of enrolling 
to Computer Science 
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5  Language in the context of Icelandic Higher Education  

Language emerged as a cornerstone for discussion in almost all of the interviews. It played a 

major role in the learning process and the way knowledge was produced and utilized. 

Particularly, in the studied context, it was deeply related to matters of inclusiveness on both 

formal and informal levels. To a certain extent, the question of language was present in all 

generated themes. In this chapter I focus on language practices within the University of 

Iceland. Firstly, viewing what are the participants’ experiences of these practices and further 

I look at the regulations, guidelines, national policies that constitute existing language policy 

at the University of Iceland.  

Through examination of participants’ personal stories and experiences – the way 

students perceive the field of HE, I explore the field and how it adjusts to the immigrant 

students once they enter it. The first section presents students’ experiences and perceptions 

of the language practices in the field, followed by the discussions. In the latter section of the 

chapter I analyse the language policy at the University of Iceland. This leads me to explore 

the policy’s correlation with the existing policy frameworks in Iceland, referring to the 

practices in Nordic Countries in general, the way they have been practiced, and the affected 

actors. The language factor extends to other themes in the thesis, and the topics concerning 

language are revisited throughout the thesis to reflect its close connectedness to all social 

realms. 

5.1  Participants’ experience and perception of language practices at UI 

In this section, the theme of language is divided into subthemes that I have generated 

though inductive coding process of collected data (interview transcripts). Some themes have 

come up during early stages of data collection, marking similarities of the participant 

experiences. The provided report shows how participants navigate their studies with regards 

to the language aspect; covering instances with examinations, in-class experiences, role of 

the ISL program that majority of the participants have taken at some point of their study 

journey. In addition, I explore how students’ perceptions are influenced by their attitudes 

towards their selected program of study. By this I mean that aspects of cultural capital and 

habitus contribute to students’ perceptions of themselves, which in turn reflect how they 

navigate their way through their areas of study.  

5.1.1 Examinations 

Exams for the students were a particular concern. The nature of their anxiety was not the 

content knowledge, as it usually is, but rather their ability to clearly express themselves in 
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Icelandic and understand the questions correctly. As Eliza, the student from School of 

Medical Science reflects: 

So the stress of not being able to, although you know the content in English per 

se, whatever language you are studying in, you, that's not 100% that you can 

translate it over to Icelandic the correct way, as well as you would in your own 

mother tongue. So that, I'd still, yeah, the whole four years I was at [medical] 

school it's still it might, I would get a knot in my stomach, because I knew, you 

know, I was always scared of the Icelandic part, whether my essay, the essay part 

of the question would be understandable or would, you know, would it  not 

make any sense to the, you know, people grading the tests,  do I get a lower test 

score because of this? 

Then Eliza continued remembering how that semester was very difficult for her since there 

were no extensions for the exam taking time, reflecting that non-native speaker might also 

need extra time as people with reading disabilities have, since it  takes more time to 

understand the question and find words to express yourself: 

…ok, what does this mean, how am I going to express myself in these words in 

Icelandic, it can be very stressful. And on top of that, the mental anxiety, the 

stress, because you don't know what they're asking on the test, so you really 

have to study everything, and you really have to have your vocabulary down for 

the Icelandic as well as conjugations. 

Similar views to these students on the topic are expresses by Alissa: 

Yeah and this is what we want, we want just a structure where they can 

acknowledge people. It’s like what they do in schools nowadays, if someone is 

dyslexic or someone has like a learning disability, someone gets maybe, I have 

seen it, they do make adjustments, people who maybe get anxiety…They have 

like different programs in different, special exam rooms for, and in this sense I 

think also language, they can adjust things…if they want to.  

5.1.1.1 Institutional flexibility and negotiation of the language  

Furthermore, Alissa pointed out that in the second year in the program more and more 

classes were taught in English because of the increase in international students and their 

interest in classes from her program. Therefore, she reflected that the program was flexible, 

and that it could be adjusted if there was a demand. 
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In regard to institutional flexibility and making adjustments possible, “if they want to” is 

clearly illustrated in Arman’s story, where he first demanded from each teacher and then 

from the faculty that they provide him with translations or extra time to complete his 

assignments and assessments. In that sense, the first semester of his bachelor was quite 

interesting, as he remembers: 

Now, what happened was that, now we came to examinations, so what’s gonna 

happen now? Neither the office was prepared for it, nor the professors were 

prepared for it, but the professors saw, that this guy is really doing pretty good in 

assignments, so they really wanted to do something about helping me out, I 

really do appreciate that. And so what, the head of the Social Science, he decided 

to press the office to give me one hour extra in exam and I would have my own 

room. And the office responded and said: “We can have one hour but we cannot 

translate the exam, because that’s gonna be very extremely difficult, 

economically and so on.” 

The head of the department has decided to sit in the exam with Arman and translate it using 

the extra time. And so that was the strategy with other few exams. It has changed later, and 

instead of extra time the exams were translated to him, although that hasn’t been smooth 

all the time. First in his program’s faculty, where eventually head of the department 

approved that he should get all the exams translated to him. Thus, every time Arman asked 

teachers, he reminded them that he had approval from the head of the department.  He 

realized, if head of the faculty approves his request then all the exams that are part of that 

faculty will be adjusted to English: 

So… it has been like that the first two semesters. In the second year, they had 

some meetings, it’s all is a bit difficult: “Now we think, [Arman] should have the 

right to have his exam translated”. So, they personally translated the exam 

themselves, the professors, they simply just used extra time to translate it”. 

However, when there were exams in other departments, he faced the issue again, since 

having had one of his requests approved before, he naturally expected that it should be the 

same case in every class in various faculties. Added to this, Arman’s cultural capital and his 

upbringing – a background informed by reactionary practices such as fighting back against 

oppression and seeing a positive development in this regard – drove him to make the 

assumption that, as long as he kept on advocating for his rights, the authorities in charge 

would respond accordingly. As it turned out, not all the teachers were prepared to make 

these adjustments: 
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I got an email from that professor from Medical Science, he said: “Unfortunately, 

I am not required”, which is right to say, he is not required, that’s what the office 

told me from the beginning, “I am not required to translate this from Icelandic, 

I’ve never done before, I am very sorry but this is not going to be my plan”. And 

then I had to take action. I went through the office all the way to have to head 

office in the main building and said that this cannot be right. And a huge issue 

started. So, the main office pushed the professor, who rejected again, and in the 

end it was like kind of like, what do you call it, an ultimatum to that professor, 

they said: “You know what, if you do not want to translate to this student, then 

you have to sit beside him”. So, that’s what happened. 

Such discrepancy in handling the same request lied in “flexibility” of the policy within the 

university, meaning that decisions might vary from teacher to teacher and treatments of 

student to student might be different as well.  As it was mentioned before, the policy of the 

university regarding requests for the exam translation, time and language of the 

assignments submission, are to decide for each teacher individually. In general, most of the 

time participants would not get translation or extra time for their exams. Collected data and 

theoretical framework of cultural capital allows me to infer that not everyone advocated for 

themselves to the same extent as Arman did. Indeed, Arman’s reactionary attitude can be 

understood as a behavioural trait informed by his particular habitus, background and 

gender. In contrast to him, Natalie, master student at the department of Subject Teaching, 

shared how she felt about asking for the extensions: 

I just have to ask professor if I can hand her in like late one day or somehow and 

they are helping, they are really helping. They say like yeah, you can have one 

more day, yeah, they are flexible, they are like “yeah, you can have more time 

for it, I understand your reason”. But I am scared asking about that, because 

before I applied for this Master I had to accept that I don’t need any support 

from the language, about the language, because this course will be in Icelandic, 

so you need to be sure that you don’t need any help because of the language… 

The sense of fear came from the Natalie’s lack of confidence in language, but it also came 

from her fear of being wrong, her apprehension about showing weakness and be looked on 

as deficient. Similarly, Eliza expresses her reasons for not asking too much help: 

... as a foreign student I wanted to sort of, I tried to limit that [asking professors 

to explain, translate etc], and just sort of learn on my own and do things on my 
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own as best as I could. Because I feel like, I feel like I didn't want it to be a weak 

student and use the language as an excuse I wanted to stand my ground. 

Katrin, a student who moved from Southeast Asia to Iceland, mentioned how she asked 

for extensions only a few times: 

I think there were two cases, two exams that I did I asked for like an extension, 

and they were like no no no, you just you just do what you can and that's it.  But 

just because it was an exam and I, you know, I got that information that there 

was like an exam with  essay questions and my spontaneous academic writing 

skills are not as good as my English and so, you know, being evaluated in 

Icelandic it’s, you know, I know that it's going to be a bit longer than what I 

expect, however, I did try and and I did pass and I think that's good. 

Although, later Katrin noticed that she had struggled with low grades, as she pointed out, it 

was an “Asian thing” to score very high, “and getting a mild pass like that, it hurt a little bit”. 

Overall, for Katrin it was a good educational experience, since the teachers were very 

supportive and assisted her with language throughout her studies. 

However, students had different experiences with asking questions. Justina, student 

from the Caribbean who studied a Business BA, shared a story about how her strategy of 

asking teachers individually for the exam in English worked out during the first semester: 

The first semester of the University, that worked, it worked. And I got most of my 

exams in English, except one.  And I remember going to the exam, because I sent 

everybody, every one of the teachers email, asking them for the test in English, 

and they replied to me and like ‘of course of course’. But one of them didn’t 

reply back, I sent it again, he didn’t reply back. So, the day of the exam, I decided, 

you know, [Justina], I am not gonna open this envelope, because once you open 

the envelope, you have to do the test. So, I just put my hand up and the test 

person comes, and I’m like: “By any chance, is this in English?’, and he like: 

“Hmm, I don’t think so”. And I’m like, “I have sent email to the teacher asking for 

an English exam, so…I’m just not gonna start until I get the response from the 

teacher”. 

When the teacher arrived, he apologized for not answering email and had translated every 

question of the exam in English for her, which is similar to Arman’s case. Although there 

were some repercussions that were particular in Justina’s situation. She pointed out that few 

days later she received a call from the head of the department asking what happened at that 
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exam and Justina explained. Extract from the interview where she recaptures part of the 

phone conversation: 

And I told her, explained the situation. And she said to me: “Well, you know, that 

this course is an Icelandic course and you knew this when you started”. And I was 

like “yes, but also I think that it should’ve been a courtesy for the teacher to 

answer my email, so without an answer I did not know what to do, so and I think, 

you know, its just where I am coming from with this”. She was like: “Yes, I 

understand where you are coming from with this, but you know it is up to the 

teacher”, and I said “I understand that it is up to the teacher, I understand  that 

its an Icelandic course, but… what I would’ve wanted was a response, to know 

how I should be studying”. She was like “Yes, but by default you should be 

studying in Icelandic”, and I said “I understand that, but if I am asking and 

everybody else telling me, yes, [Justina] you can get it in English, isn’t, wouldn’t 

you assume that you would be getting it in English too? Wouldn’t you?”. So she 

was like “Well, you know, I hope, I hope, that this wouldn’t be an issue in the 

next year”, yeah, this was in the spring, “in the next year, because this is an 

Icelandic course and it is up to the teachers”… 

This testimony illustrates how either side, students, and instructors, are faced with constant 

uncertainty and inconsistencies stemming from university language policy The result is 

unsatisfaction not only from the student side but from the administrative side, hence each 

side can interpret the “flexible” policy to their own understanding. 

Justina, as other students, understands the logical reasoning behind some of the 

decisions: 

…there is not enough, you know…útlendingar…in the course, for them to be like 

“ok, we have 3 non-Icelandic people, I guess we should try…” But its just me, and 

its like, and you are like “translating this whole thing in English for this one 

student...no…not gonna do it”. Some teachers don’t see it as a problem but 

some of them do, and there is nothing I can do about it. Not right now. 

This theme of understanding why they were not helped or provided with translation 

services came up in the conversation with other participants. They all understood that they 

were a single case or a small number and had to adhere to the majority, but yet they tried to 

find ways to make it through and succeed. Through this, I analyse how participants were 

approaching the existing institution’s policies regarding language and examinations. 

Evidently, some students complied to whatever decision individual teachers had for them; 
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some had troubles to receive a clear answer and some went further on demanding their 

rights and persisting to have all the necessary services provided.  

5.1.2 In-class language experiences 

Students reported that during classes in some topics they needed translation and struggled 

to understand the teachers’ explanation. Some raised their hands and asked the teacher for 

a better explanation; some just looked up for the missing information later in books, or by 

asking the teacher after class. When students needed extra an explanation or information 

translated for them, there were instances where they felt neglected. This made them feel 

alone.  

Amanda had attended only one class that was taught in Icelandic, since her program was in 

English, but she needed the course: 

Maybe I would say one thing, I was in the class that was all Icelandic, when I was 

doing my masters, it was one class, I did see a bit of favouritism. Because we 

were like three foreigners, and all other people were Icelandic and yeah, that 

was bad. We had to do like this assignment, and like they would explain to the 

Icelanders in more detail, and then to us like ‘yeah, that’s it’. So, like ‘ok, why did 

you explain like 20 lines to the Icelanders but then to us you would explain just 

like in one line’.  

There were three students with foreign background in discussed class, who understood 

Icelandic to a various degree, so they communicated amongst themselves to fill in the gaps 

from the lecture and task guidelines, as Amanda said that is how they made through that 

class. 

These were the instances of subtle exclusion as perceived by students themselves while 

comprehending the reasons why they were given less attention. As Amanda reflected on the 

instance: 

It’s kind of like, they know, they knew English very well, so its kind of like, its not 

the language barrier, its just like ‘Why you are in the Icelandic class? Get out, go 

to your foreign class’. I think it’s because, for me, I’ve been lucky to be in all 

foreign classes, I’ve not been in all Icelandic class, but just go there and explain 

something from the Icelandic to English to one person or to two, it’s kind of 

bothers them I do agree, but it’s what it is.  

The participants understood that translation services and extra attention to the 

immigrant students required extra time on the side of the teaching stuff, something for 
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which the latter were not economically rewarded. In some instances, as it was evident from 

the interviewed students’ stories, the faculty’s reply was that, if the number of students for 

whom Icelandic was not a native language was quite low, it did not appear viable to spend 

extra resources; after all, rule of the majority still applied. As Alissa said, some teachers were 

more flexible with regards to the language and some would just say “…sorry, I’m speaking 

Icelandic”. When I asked her to recapture under what circumstances did the phrase “sorry, 

I’m speaking in Icelandic” took place, she mentioned that in one class, she was struggling a 

bit to understand the subject, because of the vocabulary with which she was not as familiar 

in Icelandic. Adding that discussions were also part of the grade in that course, she asked if 

there was a chance they could switch to English. The teacher replied by asking how many 

students in the class were comfortable with English, something for which Alissa was the only 

one. The response was “Well, I have to go with the majority”. 

 In viewing what students think about their own strategies, Alissa pointed out: “Then 

that's a good question because it is a question of whether we are students, actually, 

communicating or we are just hiding and trying to figure it out, you know”. She meant that it 

is important to be vocal and negotiate study process with the teachers and university actors, 

that this was the only way they students could be heard, and some changes could finally 

take place. While Alissa reflected that it was beneficial to be more outspoken so they faculty 

could make adjustments, Arman fully engaged in in conversations with the university actors. 

In doing this, he advocated for these adjustments to be made for him. This indicates 

intersecting differences of factors of gender, background and habitus.  

Overall, the institution appears flexible in terms of the language practices. This flexibility 

depends on many factors: it is either the central management or the faculty members who 

decide on the changes within the program, or it is up to the teacher to decide on Icelandic-

English use in the course when students require language support in the class or 

translation/extra time for the exams. 

5.1.3 Attitude: Coming to Iceland with the goal to study first  

Attitude is important to take into account when analysing informants’ stories. The approach 

and experience in the HE field depends on the goals of the students. Certainly, it is not the 

only factor, and it is intersected with other factors explored in the study. However, it is 

undeniable that attitude deeply affects the perception of the circumstances. As I discovered 

from the data, students who had goals to make their career in Iceland and came 

purposefully to do so through completing education and working towards the fulfilment of 

their plan demonstrated a different perception towards university challenges. They faced 

difficulties as anyone else who ventures into an unfamiliar environment; however, they 
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anticipated that the language would be a part they would have had to master in order to 

pursue their chosen programs of study.   

Natalie, a student from the School of Education, shared her experiences of the first 

semester in her program. Even though she was moving towards her dream to become a 

teacher in Iceland, she remembered how she felt the first day: 

And yeah and the first day in the Master course, everybody just felt so excited 

about the new course, but for me, like, I am so scared, I like the only one, knows 

nothing, I’m, it’s so so stressful, like that class, everybody just talk with their 

Professor teacher and they just share, they are so happy in the first day, but me 

not, I feel so scared. 

Natalie told me that she was the only non-Icelander in her class; thus, her first month, she 

had troubles to keep up with the speed of the lectures, although she was not shy in asking 

her peers and professors to explain to her what she did not understand. Differently from 

other participants, Natalie refused to be referred to in English when she needed 

explanations. Regardless of the difficulties and of being scared at times, she acknowledged 

the fact that she still had to invest way more time than her classmates. In this sense, she 

continuously struggled with confidence towards her language abilities. Yet, knowing why she 

had to study her master’s degree: 

You know like I never think that I can study Master, because I read every, I read 

the description of the subject in Master and everything in Icelandic and when 

when I just write the letter, motivation letter, yeah, and I just, yeah, I have a lot 

of motivation for it, so I’m sure that my motivation letter is really good,  but I’m 

not believe in like I can do it, I can do the Master thing, but I need it for being a 

teacher here, so I have to do it, because I want to be a teacher. My dream is to 

be a [subject] teacher, so I had to do it.” 

As stated before, her dream was to be a subject teacher in Iceland, so motivation to master 

the language comes from the set goal.  

Abbas had come to Iceland with the goal to complete a degree in Computer Science and 

subsequently make a career in the professional field. Learning Icelandic was an obvious 

priority for him. During his first year of student life in Iceland he deliberately dedicated 

himself to mastering the language in order to begin studying Computer Science as soon as 

possible. Thus, his attitude towards the Icelandic language is somewhat similar to Natalie’s in 

that, to them, it is not as much an insurmountable obstacle as it is a necessary step towards 

achieving their personal goals. Also, it is important to note that, in comparison to the other 
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participants, both Abbas and Natalie were just in the beginning of their studies after being 

students in the ISL program. In the case of Abbas, he was still enrolled in ISL but took classes 

in the Computer Science department with the goal to switch his major for the next academic 

year. As for Natalie, she was still in the second semester of the first year of her master’s 

studies. It is relevant to analyse the number of years that participants like Abbas and Natalie 

have lived in Iceland. This is because the number of years become important to the 

experiences and perception of the students. Participants who enrolled recently like Natalie 

and Abbas were provided with better services and given more choices. This shows the 

improvement and advancement of the institution regarding immigrant students’ matters. 

Even at the time of writing up this report from the collected data, there were new services 

introduced at UI, services such as support in Icelandic for non-native speakers, which is 

provided by the Writing Centre at the UI. This service aims to help students with writing 

papers and master their writing academic skills in Icelandic, which a lot of the participants 

mentioned they needed.  

5.1.4 Role of the Icelandic as a Second Language program 

Icelandic as a Second Language (ISL) is a program that is popular amongst immigrants. 

Overall response is positive, as people report on their significant progress in written and 

spoken Icelandic skills. Six out of the nine participants have studied ISL program either as 

diploma studies or as a full BA degree. In addition, apart from apparent benefits of learning 

Icelandic, the program grants access to other courses at the UI, with subsequent 

opportunities of switching to other desired undergraduate program as well as access to 

graduate programs. Thus, it is important to discuss the role of the program in students’ 

journeys. Students have noted that the program is not perfect and has flaws as any other 

program. Wide response from the participants was that the program is literature-oriented 

with a strong linguistic focus. Natalie noted that after five years of ISL, beginning the 

Master’s in Teaching, she lacked vocabulary. She said that the BA was more “about the 

literature, grammar, vocabulary, but vocabulary only like for literature”, feeling like she 

“started my Master with nothing”, and she added that perhaps she was not well-prepared 

and needed to learn more Icelandic. Alissa reflected on her experience, saying that she 

discontinued the program because she did not want to pursue a linguistic career. Reading 

folk tales was of no interest to her. At some point, she told herself: 

I don’t want to continue the Icelandic… So, I said okay fine I can apply for my 

Masters, because I already had a degree which means actually if I came here and 

I spoke Icelandic I would’ve gone straight to master’s program. 



 

57 

Furthermore, when immigrant students would come to career counselling at UI asking if 

they could study a particular degree while their Icelandic was not strong enough, they were 

directed to ISL first. Thus, based on students’ needs and what is supported by the Career 

Centre Staff, it has become a common strategy of the university to advise students with 

organising their studies. It is important to note that participants who report that consulting 

the faculty directly (not only the career counselling), in which they plan to study later, was 

beneficial, are implying that faculties are supportive towards helping them. Although, in 

most cases, students had to self-assess their Icelandic knowledge to decide if they could 

keep up with the program in Icelandic. In one case that is the most recent of all, the faculty 

assessed the language proficiency through an interview with a student. But again, it is 

important to keep in mind that each faculty has different rules and regulations.  

From another perspective, I investigate the language teaching similarities between 

teaching English to Icelandic upper-secondary students and teaching Icelandic to immigrant 

students at UI.  Examining the structure of how students are prepared, studies suggest that  

as “secondary school students reach higher level English courses, the generic textbook 

(written for a generic EFL audience) is abandoned and replaced by literary texts (i.e. novels, 

short stories or plays) and literary assignments become the basis of evaluation” 

(Arnbjörnsdóttir & Ingvarsdóttir, 2014). Thus, once students enter university, they face 

obstacles when it comes to academic texts, and academic English in general, because their 

learning in high school mostly concentrated on literary texts (Ingvarsdóttir, 2004). The 

reason I find these findings relevant is because the same applies to the way Icelandic is 

taught at the University of Iceland, according to the response from the participants in the 

study. The Icelandic as a Second Language program is similar to English in upper secondary 

schools in that it focuses on literary and folkloric texts. This approach is not often applicable 

to subsequent studies in academia. This is what immigrant students experience when they 

enrol in the ISL program at the UI. The program does not prepare them in academic 

language, unless the degree itself carries a linguistic nature. These commentaries are solely 

based on the responses from the studied sample. In order to make general conclusions, the 

larger sample and mixed methodology of study would provide more rigid overview of the 

matter. 

5.1.5 Discussion on policy framework with regards to participants’ experiences 

From the interviews’ data, with regards to the teaching staff’s responses to the students’ 

language requests, some of the professors might point out that the language policy clearly 

states that the official language at the University of Iceland is Icelandic, unless the course or 

the program’s description state otherwise. Now, there is no issue with this statement, and it 

is absolutely clear for the students and staff. However, what appears to be uncertain is when 
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it is acceptable and permittable to submit assignments and take exams in English and when 

it is not. The reality is that it is up to the faculty and the individual teachers to decide if they 

allow the student to do so upon previous request. And this has been a practice at UI so far. 

The situation that has occurred with immigrant students is that, for some courses, they were 

allowed to submit and take exams in English, while for others this permission was denied. 

This undoubtedly caused confusion and a sense of unfairness. The fact is that having some 

form of flexibility in certain classes led them to believe the same variations could be made 

for others. Naturally, because of the flexibility of some of their courses, students expect the 

same measures could eventually be adopted in their other courses.   

The university has dealt with this issue inconsistently. For some students, extension of 

time for exams was in practice; for others, translations were carried out during the exam; 

and for another group, some of their exams were translated in advance. Also, in some cases, 

students were denied any support altogether and often would fail the exams. A closer look 

at the experiences of the interviewed group denotes that immigrant students needed 

significantly more time in preparation for their classes, submission of their assignments, and 

particularly, for sitting their exams compared to native speakers. Again, it is important to 

emphasize on the definition “immigrant” in the discussed context. Immigrants who moved 

to Iceland at a young age might experience less troubles with the language barrier (although, 

the circumstances might differ in that category of immigrants as well). As I defined before, in 

the case of this study, immigrants comprise the sample of the students who came to Iceland 

with prior educational experience from their home country. 

5.1.6 Short summary of the section 

Student’s responses support the findings from the recent studies of immigrant HE in 

Icelandic universities, where participants expressed wish for more clarity in language 

regulations at Icelandic HEIs (Benediktsson et al, 2019) 

In the manner of concluding remarks, as it is depicted in the students’ stories, the 

decisions on language choice are flexible, although not always in they that students 

expected. Analysing and comparing situations, it is important to note that the outcome of 

each particular situation is different, and that they largely depend on the individual’s 

attitudes, their studied programs and backgrounds, as well the gender of the student, the 

personal stance of the teacher, and the policy of the faculty. With regards to language 

policies in assignments and exams, students in graduate degrees experience more freedom 

in terms of language use; also, this freedom is connected to the fact that there are less 

exams for master’s studies and more courses available in English. Language is an important 

factor that influences identity and sense of belonging, the latter which influences 
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educational experience. Thus, to various degrees, the language aspect is present in all the 

themes of discussion.  

5.2  Language policy analysis 

HEIs in today’s globalised world should be deliberately working towards inclusiveness 

(Ahmed, 2012). Historically, Iceland has been viewed as a quite homogenous nation with 

regards to population and language practices, and it was not common to hear Icelandic 

spoken in a foreign accent; however, nowadays it is a part of everyday reality (Bergmann, 

2017; Keskien et al, 2019; Kristinsson, 2018). 

Universities are the key institutions to advance and produce knowledge, they “have 

democratic duty to maintain and develop scientific dialogue, both in international research 

circles and with broad groups of citizens.” (Frans, 2018, p.8). In this section of the Language 

chapter, I analyse the premises and origins of the language policy at UI, connecting them to 

National Language Policy and Practices in the Nordic Countries. This reflects how UI policy is 

informed by the national policy framework and the recommendations on language practices 

in HE from the Nordic Council, which Iceland is part of. 

5.2.1 National language policy overview and analysis 

According to Article 2 of Act No.61/2011 respecting the status of the Icelandic language and 

Icelandic sign language:  

• The national language is the common language of the Icelandic general public. Public 

authorities shall ensure that its use is possible in all areas of Icelandic society. 

• All persons residing in Iceland must be given the opportunity to learn Icelandic and to 

use it for their general participation in Icelandic society, as further provided in leges 

speciales2.” (Alþingi, 2011) 

 

The latter statement of the Article 2 appears to be more of a written idea than practical 

reality, as there are no free Icelandic classes, and, as some of the participants noted, they 

are not easily accessible for all the actors of society (Skaptadóttir & Loftsdóttir, 2009). Once 

immigrants have moved to Iceland, the language courses that they take are quite expensive; 

although, it depends if one is employed, since the labour union pays part of the fee. This 

means that, should someone recently arrive in Iceland and found himself unemployed but 

willing to learn the language (precisely for the reasons of increasing his own employability) 

 
2 Lex specialis, in legal theory and practice, is a doctrine relating to the interpretation of laws and can apply in 
both domestic and international law contexts. The doctrine states that if two laws govern the same factual 
situation, a law governing a specific subject matter (lex specialis) overrides a law governing only general 
matters  
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he would have limited options. In light of this, the ISL program at UI emerges as an 

economically friendly option for learning the language.  

5.2.2 Analysis of the UI Language Policy 

Based on the data from the participants’ interviews, fieldnotes from the UI workshops, 

conferences and meetings where the relevant actors have discussed language policy, 

analysis of the official document on UI Language policies is provided (the policy is public and 

accessed at the UI website3). 

Examining the UI Language policy, it becomes apparent that the Icelandic language must 

prevail in the majority of situations, including administrative matters, meetings and 

teaching. It coincides with the National Policy statements of the Act 61, mentioned above. 

The primary language of the UI is Icelandic, exemptions being only the language courses and 

programs taught in English.  

The basic principle of the language policy is that the written and spoken language 

of the University is Icelandic, whether in teaching, research or administration. 

Icelandic is therefore the default language for all work at the University and shall 

be used unless specific circumstances dictate otherwise (UI, 2020). 

Thus, professors are in a position to follow this framework and are not obliged by any 

rules or regulations to translate and evaluate exams and assignments in English if the course 

is taught in Icelandic. Although, how can the last phrase “unless specific circumstances 

dictate otherwise” be interpreted? What are the specific circumstances, and who is in power 

to decide on their specificity? Those are questions yet to answer.  

 Furthermore, paragraph 5 of the document suggests:  

Course assessment shall be conducted in the same language as teaching. In 

courses (other than language teaching courses) taught in English by Icelandic-

speaking teaching staff, the faculty may permit students to submit assignments 

and sit examinations in Icelandic. In courses taught in Icelandic, the faculty may 

permit students who are not native speakers of Icelandic to submit assignments 

and sit examinations in another language (UI, 2020). 

In attempting to interpret this statement, one can comprehend that there is an option 

for the students to fulfil the tests in English. Although the word “may” does not reflect the 

state of events as when the situation occurs. “May” is an ambiguous term that can be 

 
3 https://english.hi.is/university/university_of_iceland_language_policy 

https://english.hi.is/university/university_of_iceland_language_policy
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interpreted in various ways. Therefore, lack of clarity in such a statement causes ambiguity 

to its interpretation, which subsequently results in the bewilderment of the actors involved. 

This reflects the immigrant students in this study who do speak Icelandic. Although they are 

still in the process of mastering the language on an academic level, they are given hope at 

one moment to take tests in English, and the next moment this hope is taken away from 

them. Once again, this lack of clarity results in bewilderment and a sense of unfairness.  

Overall lack of clarity and a notion of prevalent ambiguity in Language policy of UI results 

in dissatisfaction and possible dropout rate of immigrant students who comprise 

considerable parts of Icelandic society. The overview of the policies requires meticulous 

analysis of current population’s needs and goals, which is one of the ambitions of this 

research. 

5.2.3 Incorporating practices of the Nordic countries in the analysis  

To better understand and situate UI policy, I bring into conversation the research on 

language practices in other Nordic universities. The uniting document for the Nordic Region 

had been released in 2018 as a guideline for HEIs to incorporate parallel language use. 

Parallel language use in The Declaration on a Nordic Language Policy defines priorities for 

national work on language policy as “the concurrent use of several languages within one or 

more areas. None of the languages abolishes or replaces the other; they are used in parallel” 

(as cited in Frans, 2018). According to the Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM), concerning 

language policy of the HEIs in Nordic Countries, the number one out of eleven 

recommendations for best parallel language practices in the Nordic Universities is the 

following: 

Every university should have a language policy that incorporates thinking about 

internationalisation policy and relates to both national language policy 

frameworks and to the role of the university in its local community, however that 

is defined. language policy is a publicly accessible document that sets out the 

overarching principles for the use of language for various purposes within a 

university. It should be the result of a wide-ranging debate conducted at all levels 

and involving all groups affected, so that the principles and consequences are 

generally accepted (Frans, 2018, p.17). 

With regards to the practices of the policies, the same tendencies that are found in 

Iceland, are observed in Denmark. As Hultgren (2014) suggests that practice of language 

policies in Danish universities also experiences an “absence of specific guidelines; it, too, 

seems to be left very much up to the individual, the department or the faculty” (p. 80). She 
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mentions that this might result in more use of English, whereas in UI it might not necessarily 

be the case in most departments. There is a number of factors that influence the nature of 

affability, in being more flexible in favour of English or in favour of Icelandic.  

Further, I argue that this affability is not exclusively entitled to a matter of preference or 

nationalistic stance; it is connected to other factors such as the additional amount of work 

that teachers would need to undertake for exam translations without being paid for their 

extra work. So, the first reason can be regarded as economic. Secondly, academic 

terminology is quite specific and the ability to translate and adequately assess students’ 

papers requires a certain level of language competency from the evaluator. Thirdly, 

considerably low numbers of students that require such services influences the reluctance of 

the university administration to take centralised measures in this respect. Without these 

measures, the university administration leaves it to the individual cases to find solutions.  

It is important to point out another challenge. A great number of students currently 

enrolled in higher education in Nordic countries operate in more languages than the 

preceding generation of students (Frans, 2018). Looking ten years back, English has not been 

used as much, and the staff at the university has developed programs and established 

competency prepared for Icelandic. However, today’s generation uses multiple languages, 

primarily English and Icelandic in the HE context. English is part of everyday use within 

Icelandic academia. Even though most of the university courses are taught in Icelandic, more 

then 90% of textbooks are written in English (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2009). Thus, both staff and 

students are required to have high level of academic English proficiency. As to the staff’s 

levels of English acquisition, I find it interesting when compared to Danish universities, that 

in Iceland teachers are not required to have any certification of English proficiency. By 

contrast, in Denmark, the number of universities requiring their “teaching faculty to have 

their English competencies officially certified before they are permitted to teach” is much 

higher;  for example, University of Southern Denmark for “teaching staff with Danish as a 

first language,  ‘wants professional certification of teachers’ competencies in English” 

(Hultgren, 2014, p.81). Evaluation of these realities can hint at another reason for 

inconsistency and the practice of the “flexibility” in regard to how teachers choose to assess 

their courses, and through which language they choose to frame their assessment.  

Concerning parallel language use in Nordic countries, a study from Sweden suggests that 

“however attractive to policy makers” parallel use of English and Swedish may seem, it 

caused a certain level of confusion for students, especially language switch in connection 

with subject-specific terminology and code-switching (Airey, 2009). Clearly, it is not a perfect 

practice, but it helps in keeping the preservation of a country’s native language as a focal 

point and to simultaneously focus on the internationalisation of HEIs. Certainly, alternatives 
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are yet to arrive, but these measures are as far as universities can go with their language 

policies fulfilling the goals of national policies. In attempting to address immigrant 

population needs and provide adequate support, one is confronted with persisting fear from 

local authorities about language deterioration and even its possible disappearance. If such 

fears were taken to the extreme, they might be seen as populist inclinations of the 

governmental discourse, serving as a premise for overly protectionist policies. Hilmarsson-

Dunn and Kristinsson (2010) conclude: “there is a conflict between global market forces and 

national protectionist policies” (p. 208). To provide balance, decisions must be kept 

accountable by public communities from diverse spheres of society, thus ensuring equal 

representation and voice in the policy-making process. 

5.3 Summary of the chapter and highlighted issues 

The University emphasises the importance of internationalisation, which entails recruitment 

of international students and stuff, and subsequently greater use of English. At the same 

time, UI presents itself as a guard of Icelandic language. Although both sides are vital and 

attempt to find balance, what becomes apparent is that the policy course involves two 

opposing ideologies, one with focus on internationalisation and the other on national 

protectionism (Hultgren, 2016). Thus, many inconsistencies and lack of clarity in policies as 

well as in practice are prevalent when language questions arise. 

Such opposing ideologies and policies on language, I argue, also translate into cultural 

and social aspects on a subtle level as they relate to student experiences at the university. I 

draw a parallel between the Parallel language use - its idealistic nature and parallel 

coexistence of cultures - that is presented as a stance on diversity and inclusiveness. In other 

words, parallel language use, similarly to the image of diversity in the HE exists in more 

idealistic way, as in theory (Ahmed, 2012; Ahmed & Swan, 2006). Whereas in practice, 

acceptance of other cultures, their knowledge and ways of being offer appear to be less 

valued, unfit for adoption, and often clash with the national norms and ways of being of a 

specific nation.  

I have to reiterate that I lead the discussion in the context of immigrant students 

(planning to settle or already settled in Iceland) as was defined in this study. Hence, the 

exchange and short-term student population has different focus and goals. Although it 

should be noted that the internationalisation side of the polices is predominantly centred 

around Erasmus program and PhD (research) programs, targeting a percentage of 

international students and staff to ensure prestigious place in the global university rankings 

(Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 2018). Whereas the higher education system less concerned with 

immigrants who live in the country and comprise active part of the nation’s society. They are 



64 

often not considered as “international” because they live in Iceland and might even obtain 

its citizenship. But what about their background and the special capital that they can use to 

enrich society? The unique diverse backgrounds of the immigrant students might be used to 

tackle various issues due to the broader perspective they have. What I intend to convey with 

this is that the modern, fashionable word “diversity” should be looked at in more practical 

ways, trying to understand how countries like Iceland can benefit from increasing the 

number of individuals that are coming from all over the world and decide to make the 

Nordic nation their home.  
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6 Cross-cultural differences  

All interviewed students mentioned differences in the cultural behaviour when compared to 

the culture in which they were brought up. Perception by immigrant students provide an 

overview on how the cultural norms of behaviour differ between the countries, while the 

comprehensive analysis of the stories shows in which ways students cope with disparities 

and operate within unfamiliar structures in order to succeed in the host society. In this 

section I present the students’ perceptions of the cultural differences, and how they find 

ways to navigate and react to them. I explore how participants navigate through social field 

utilizing their immigrant capital by using their habitus (Bourdieu, 1986). I use the concept of 

cultural distance (Berry, 1997) to view the dynamics of how cultural capital of the immigrant 

students continuously transformed through habitus into immigrant capital. In addition, I 

examine how the studied field (setting UI in this case) reacts to the diversified body of its 

population.  

Theoretically implying, habitus, as continuously shaped by new experiences, “perceived 

through categories already constructed by prior experiences” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, 

p. 133). As Edgerton and Roberts (2014) point out, “although the structurally situated roots 

of habitus favour stability over change in the long run, habitus is not static, not categorically 

immutable; its properties can evolve by degree in response to changing experiences and 

circumstances” (p.7). Habitus is not static, and it undergoes changes when the social 

environment changes (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Edgerton and Roberts, 2014). Certainly, 

immigrants undergo changes, during adjustment period, it is necessary to learn new things 

(language, norms of behaviour, ways of communication); however, there is a line when 

immigrants consciously refuse to give up certain traditional ways of being that are culturally 

ingrained dispositions from the home country. It is a peculiar matter, for the host society 

having certain informal agreement, (where they decide what is the criteria for one being 

accepted in the society. As mentioned before, in Iceland, good “pure” Icelandic language is 

one of the main attributes of that criteria (Kristinsson, 2018). There other norms of 

behaviour that are requisite (integral) to Nordic nations, which at times clash with norms of 

other cultures, that are more distant from the culture of Nordic region (Berry, 1997; 

Hofstede, 2001). The examples from students’ stories support this claim.  

In the context of immigrant students, attainment of cultural capital is a bit more complex 

than it just being transmitted from parents to their children, as it is commonly cited in the 

literature built on Bourdieusian theories. In other words, it is not simply bound by the socio-

economic status of their families; the change of cultural space has the major impact on the 

degree to which cultural capital is used and valued in the host society. Immigrant capital 
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here extends to familiarity with dominant culture, and results in a certain blend of cultural 

forms: one inherited from home country and another from cultural attributes adapted from 

the country of migration (Bourdieu, 1986). Knowing the “rules of the game” is important in 

HE, understanding behavioural norms and institutional organisation of the dominant society, 

where degree of adaptation – understanding the game, depends on cross-cultural 

differences as one of the factors. To understand the perceptions of cultural differences by 

the participants I turn to John Berry’s (1997) concepts of adaptation and acculturation of the 

immigrants, where cultural distance is one of the factors influencing adaptation. From his 

studies he concluded that “the general and consistent finding is that the greater the cultural 

differences, the less positive is the adaptation” (Berry, 1997, p.23). In this study, culture 

distance is the degree of similarity between immigrant student’s home country culture (or 

culture of upbringing) and the culture of the country of settlement (Iceland) (Berry, 1997). 

Exploring more aspects of habitus, I focus on the immigrant capital, which is the dynamics 

between the acquired culture prior to migration and the new culture of the host society.  

For a clear understanding, I define how I use the terms in the chapter. Cultural capital 

refers to cultural dispositions that are shaped by the home country culture (culture of 

upbringing, embedded state) and passed through the family (by parents to the child). 

Immigrant capital refers to cultural capital that is transformed (shaped by habitus) through 

migration-adaptation process. 

Bringing the discussion from the theoretical revision to empirical applications, and 

through data analysis, I view how participants operate within the field of HE and interact 

within societal structures in general. Based on their habitus and cultural capital, I analyse 

what they perceive as different and what their strategies are for adjusting to the field in 

order to succeed academically. Subsequently, I analyse how, and to which extent, the field 

has been, and still is, accommodating the needs of the studied population.   

6.1 Cross-cultural differences in perception of the participants 

Participants’ perceptions of the HE field in Iceland depend on their habitus, which is tightly 

connected to their previous places of residence, familial background, social circle, etc., and 

later, to connections they have with the local population at the moment of immigrating to 

Iceland. These connections can be familial bonds, transnational social ties, friends or no 

connections at all. Habitus takes part in the moulding of the cultural capital. Exploring 

aspects of habitus, I bring the understanding of cultural capital – as the culture and values 

that were shaped in the home countries, through family and place of residence. I show how 

students cultural capital plays role in their experience of cultural dispositions in Iceland. The 

similarities of the home culture – student’s cultural capital and the host country culture, 
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seen as an important factor affecting the perception of social reality in Icelandic context 

(Zlobina, Basabe, Páez & Furnham, 2006; Berry, 1997). 

6.1.1 Role of the cultural distance in building social capital  

All the participants mentioned that it took them a long time to establish relationships with 

their Icelandic peers. They attributed this to the cultural differences, and to having 

difficulties to find ways to socialize; hence, it differed from how it worked at their home 

country. Most still had predominantly immigrant networks after considerable time of 

residence, indicating that it was easier for them to establish connection with people of 

foreign origin. Moreover, if networks were present by extension of the Icelandic spouse, 

everyone expressed a desire to make their “own friends” and not just have friends by 

extension. There were a number of obstacles that interviewed students experienced when 

trying to socialise with their Icelandic peers. Abbas, in discussing challenges of cultural 

differences, pointed this out about socialising: 

It is very different because like in [where I come from] people are not necessarily 

keeping to themselves so much that, you know, you can't talk to them, you 

understand, cause here everyone kind of like has, it’s kind of like secluded in a 

certain way, you can't easily say hey, because somebody may find it offensive, or 

creepy or something… So, it is like having to adjust to the culture is also a thing. 

Perceiving that the society is secluded and to establish contacts in a way as students used 

to do at home did not seem working or being considered as a norm in Iceland. Consequently, 

they understood that they have to adjust their strategies in communication in order not to 

be seen as Abbas said, “creepy or offensive”. 

Similarly, Natalie explained that she was confused how to act in a certain social 

situations, referring that the cultures are different. For example, when her boyfriend asked if 

she wanted to go with him to the party – a party that mainly consisted of Icelanders and 

people from Anglophone countries – she refused. She said: 

I don’t want to do it; I don’t want to go there because every time I feel so 

stressful when I have to start thinking what I have to talk with them. And we are 

also different cultures, we don’t understand each other well. Like if I want to be 

friendly with you, but I don’t know how to show that, how to say something, like 

maybe when I ask you something, but it’s not our culture, it’s different, like [in 

my country] we can make joke with our weight or our height, but with the other 

people, they don’t feel like that. 
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This aspect of confusion due to the different norms of social behaviour affected students’ 

perception of social reality, contributing to their sense of exclusion. 

Furthermore, immigrant students were conscious of behavioural differences of day to 

day casual interactions. Some because it is not the norm for them in accordance with the 

culture they were brought up in, whereas it was completely normal here. They noticed all 

the subtleties of the disparities in behavioural norms. As Alissa remembered what had 

surprised her: 

They are not, I don’t know how it is back at your home, but my home is very 

different. It’s like when you meet someone at the bus stop every day, somehow, 

they become your friends. And in Iceland I can count, especially when I like used 

to take my bus to come for classes at 8.30, I would meet the same faces every 

day, and we did not say a word to each other, never. Never, ‘Goðan daginn,’ 

never nothing, we just like went on a bus and I knew this face because I saw it 

every day the same hour, we never said hi to anyone. Like the small talk thing, 

yeah. 

Others noticed it more in educational settings, as Justina reflected how it was in her classes, 

where she was the only person with a foreign background. As derived from her experiences, 

she sees the necessity for Icelandic society to open up more in a sense of learning about 

other cultures, connecting this statement to her field of study: 

Because it gives you a larger type of perspective, it really opens up your 

perspective, when you sit down and you talk to someone from a different 

country and hear how they think about things, because someone from Iceland, if 

they don’t know my culture, they could never market for people like me.  

Moreover, Justina gave a richer reflection on settling in the new culture with regards to 

the educational journey. She considered taking online program at the University of Akureyri, 

although giving it a thought she decided that it was important to make social connections, 

saying she figured that “Iceland is a land of nepotism”, where “you need to know somebody 

that knows somebody”. She said to herself at that time: “you don’t know a lot of people 

here, you need to be seen, you need to be present, you need to be here.” Thus, Justina had a 

strategical interest in being present in the class. However, after enrolling in UI, she realized 

that connecting socially was harder than she thought, pointing out that where she comes 

from “is different, people are warmer”: 
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…but here they are so into each other, they sit together, they group together and 

so, even if you are coming into a group setting, it’s like you have to push so much 

to be a part of it. And the next thing is, even after group stuff is finished, hey, we 

walked down the halls, you see me, I see you, you look up to my face, you don’t 

say a shit (laughing). And guess what? I don’t say a shit in return (laughing). 

When we were coming here, I passed one of my group members, she walked 

right passed me and I walked right passed her. 

In the end, she summarized that “it’s just different”. This is a vivid example of the distant 

cultures. For someone who was born and brought up in emotionally expressive country, it is 

difficult to adjust to more reserved behaviour, which is common for Nordic cultures 

(Hofstede, 2001). 

Katrin is the only student from the sample that went to high school in Iceland. Although it 

was International Baccalaureate program taught in English, meaning that some of her 

classmates were foreigners or went abroad after high school. Overall, she reflected that in 

terms of networking she considered herself lucky because “it's like an Icelandic thing to hang 

out with your friends that you grew up with and so most of my friends are still the friends 

that I had since I was in Senior high school, the ones that stayed here in Iceland (laughing)”. 

Thus, when asked if she spent time with her university peers from outside the classroom, 

she said that – no, again emphasizing that it is “an Icelandic thing”, everyone is busy about 

their own life, retaining the social circles from high school. This reflection supports the claim 

of other participants about tight circles of Icelandic students that are not in interest of 

expanding them. 

Behavioural differences that are tied to the cultural aspects were explicitly discussed by 

participants. Their perception of cultural differences mostly was connected to day-to-day 

interaction and social behaviours in university and in a wider society. 

6.2 Retaining aspects of cultural identity  

Participants mentioned that they try to retain their cultural identity in certain ways saying: 

“But it’s, it’s different and I am kind of, kind of trying to push back on completely becoming 

Icelandic and losing that side of me…because I see it happening” (Justina). Noting that in the 

first semester she was outgoing and expressive, whereas in the second year she became 

more reserved, at times refraining from commenting or saying anything, which is opposite 

from her culture, where asking questions and commenting is a vital part of education. But 

also, in a daily life she sees the differences, where her norms of behaviour differ noticeably, 

providing an example from her daughter’s gymnastics competition, where Justina was loudly 
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cheering up for her child, while other parents where not as expressive. That has surprised 

her, that people were reserved even in that way, that no one was cheering up for their 

children. Observing such disparities, she consciously tried to retain who she is, the unique 

personality that is shaped by her culture.  

With regards to keeping the identity from the home country, Abbas noted that he tries 

not to change his accent, so people would know that he is African, adding that this is the 

conscious measures that he is able to take to retain his identity. Participants mentioned in 

which ways living in Iceland had changed the way they used to behave in a different 

environment; however, they were conscious of the occurred changes as well as of the 

aspects they do not want to change about themselves, retaining some of the defining 

cultural features from the country of origin. There are certainly aspects that change 

unconsciously and can be regarded as natural process of adaptation that are vital to strive in 

the new society (Berry, 1997; Masgoret & Ward, 2006). But there are also cultural values 

that make them who they are, they are part of them.  

Another strategy for some of the participants was to engage in cultural activities of their 

home country, that were available in Iceland. Such as language associations (teaching native 

language), cultural festivals, literature evenings etc. Interviewed students for whom such 

activities were available report attending them on regularly basis. 

6.3 Value of different cultures in the class 

Teachers are the ones who responsible for the inclusiveness of the students in the class, 

their engagement and involvement of culturally responsive teaching. As recent study by 

Benediktsson et al (2019) suggests, “culturally responsive teaching as a fully established 

teaching method is still an uncommon phenomenon at the Icelandic universities” (p.47). 

Participants in this study reported using their previous knowledge and background to a 

certain extent. Incorporation of the cultural background in the study process was facilitated 

by the teachers or the students would take initiative themselves. This certainly depends on 

the teaching methods as well as study curriculum. Although, I have not focused on questions 

about the teaching styles, rather more on interactions within the classroom and whether 

students felt as they used their background and cultural knowledge in the studies. The 

responses could still reveal certain dynamics in the classrooms.  

Some students, as Amanda, were encouraged to take her country of origin as an example 

in the assignment. As it was mentioned before, her program is taught in English and consists 

from students from different countries. It is possible to inquire that the program had 

developed corresponding methods and curriculum to incorporate students’ diverse 

backgrounds into the study process. However, participants who studied in others then 
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Amanda’s program had different response. Immigrant students would account it not 

exclusively to curriculum and teachers, but to their peers’ behaviors, regarding difference in 

social dynamics in the classroom, inferring that their background, culture, traditions, rarely 

invoked interest in the classroom, unless participants would bring it up themselves during 

discussions. Although students talked about their peers’ disinterest, it is possible to infer 

about teacher’s involvement in the class dynamics. When the classroom has students from 

other cultures, it is expected from the teachers to employ culturally responsive teaching, to 

validate the students background, culture and perspective to enrich the discussion and the 

learning process (Benediktsson, 2019).  

 Arman, pointed out that they had discussions during classes concerning different 

countries, cultures etc, where he often could provide examples from his perspective as an 

ethnic Kurd and Muslim growing up in Denmark. His cultural capital was transmitted through 

the family, who are ethnic and religious minority in Denmark, and shaped by the Danish 

environment where he was born and raised. Arman said that often he would add extra 

information to the discussion after the lecture, even if the teacher or students would not 

ask: 

Sometimes they are speaking about specific kind of things, I was like ‘Hey, I am 

here, I can relate to it. And what you are saying is right, but you need some extra 

points, because…’ 

Justina expressed her surprise with her classmates’ intercultural communication skills, 

pointing out that, perhaps, it would be good to have diversity course for business students, 

since the future job requires working with other cultures and to market for diverse groups of 

people:   

We’re studying business, they are going have to deal with people who don’t 

speak their language, who don’t think the same way, who have different 

upbringings, who have different, we are now having a course about international 

business and learning about other people... Because if my group is unable to 

communicate with me, because, solely based on a language barrier, then what 

are they expecting to do in the real world?   

Even though there is a course on diversity for business students at the University of Iceland, 

it is not mandatory and listed under free electives. Regarding workload of the first two years 

of bachelor (Justina in a 2nd year), where each semester there are 30 ECTS (European Credit 

Transfer and Accumulation System)  of mandatory courses, it is apparent why Justina is not 

familiar with its existence, all the focus is on completing the required credits. In such case 
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diversity at the UI becomes optional and not a core element of education in some of the 

programs, which supports the notion of “doing diversity” in HEI introduced by Ahmed and 

Swan (2006). Meaning that it exists, diversity courses are on the list, but not structurally 

interwoven as essential in the higher education.  

Previous knowledge and experiences that immigrants have, allow for a broader 

perspective and cultural knowledge that the local population might lack. It appears to be 

important to take into account such unique insight that will add to the multi-layered 

knowledge development, hence the globalised world is demanding exactly that perspective. 

Thus, the reasons can be also accounted as economical, where the immigrant students can 

serve as resource for improvement of the teaching-learning practices and consequently 

contribute to the workforce, offering unique perspective and approach (Halldorsdóttir & 

Kjaran, 2018). Concerning the sphere of international matters, this perspective enhances 

relations with other states, helping to get a better deal, lead negotiation on a culturally 

responsive level, and simply better understand global tendencies in various settings. As 

Bourdieu points out, all the capitals can account for economic capital, providing better well-

being of the actors along with simultaneous advancement of the society as a whole 

(Bourdieu, 1990a).  

6.4 Summing up 

To sum up experiences within the university, being the only person in class for whom 

Icelandic is not a native language, coming from different culture and looking different from 

everyone else is not an easy circumstance to be in, as the participants demonstrate. The 

degree to which the culture in which they were brought up differs from the Icelandic culture 

is the factor that influenced adaptation process, or their “feel for the game”, as Bourdieu 

puts it, consequently affecting their experiences. The perception of cultural differences is 

also attributed to habitus, what reactionary mechanism it creates depending on familiarity 

of social situation. Immigrant students’ responses suggest that apart from language 

(although it was always a present factor) cultural differences were major social obstacles for 

them.  Constant need to penetrate through the tight circles of the local students who were 

in high school together, keeping their ties, having their inside jokes, all continuously 

reminded immigrant students that they were different. Most of the participants noticed that 

Icelandic students were less open to begin the conversation and ask questions in class. The 

students in this study often found it easier to establish connections with other immigrants, 

as they reported, due to closeness of the Icelandic social circles, where the language was a 

strong factor affecting socialisation in the university. Although in this chapter I attempted to 

unpack cultural perspective of social behavioural norms and values, the language factor 
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intersects with other themes generated from students’ stories. There are different sets of 

dispositions that each participant has; however, various stimulations resulted in similar 

attitude of not giving up. Most of them pushed back on “becoming completely Icelandic”, in 

a sense of not accustoming themselves to certain cultural behaviour that is foreign to them 

and does not align with their values.  

Teachers are certainly important actors in HEIs, they are the ones who facilitate the 

learning process and create dynamics of social interaction during the class, thus their 

competencies to guide a diverse class are important to ensure immigrant students academic 

performance. Although the matters are not attributed exclusively to the teachers in HEI, 

since the students in the class are the ones who construct social reality. Interviewed 

students often referred to their Icelandic peers’ lack of experience with people of other 

ethnicities, and often lack of interest to understand, or find ways to communicate and 

discover other cultures through communication. The problem goes even deeper, since 

Icelandic society has recently experienced an increase in immigrants of various ethnicities 

and in this sense, Icelandic society is still in the process of adjustments to the new 

phenomena caused by globalisation. Taking into account students’ responses and the 

studied literature, I suggest that systematic implementation of culturally responsive teaching 

and incorporating the understanding of diversity is an essential part of HE. This will not only 

increase awareness of the teaching staff but of the students in the classroom and it could be 

seen as a step towards peaceful multicultural society in Iceland.  
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7 Support: networks and university services 

Social capital is an important asset of immigrant students’ lives in host country. Social 

networks are of no less importance in the educational setting, where access to capital 

influences the educational journey (Putnam, 2004). As economic capital, social networks 

carry value. The person you know, especially in a small community like Iceland, is considered 

a strong asset that provides access to beneficial contacts and gives more opportunities for 

those who obtain richer, more productive social connections (Hardardóttir, Loftsdóttir & 

Skaptadóttir, 2007; Putnam, 2004). In case of migration, special attention is paid to the 

starting network, the connection of students before they began their educational journey 

(married to a native citizen, having transnational networks prior to coming, etc.). When 

migrants arrive to a host country, they often rely on their social ties inside the country (if 

they have any) that can help them with basic information on how structures work, where to 

go to get services, etc. (Vertovec, 2002). Putnam (2007) infers that, in general, work places 

are predominantly built on social networks, meaning that the majority is likely to get the 

jobs through who they know rather than the quality of professional knowledge, continuing 

that  “it has been shown that our lifetime income is powerfully affected by the quality of our 

networks” (p.138). This statement is applicable to the university field, where social capital 

gained throughout the studies can result in getting access to the job market and better 

career opportunities. Thus, building social network within the university field is a beneficial 

for students’ well-being in the future. In the chapter I continue to use participants’ habitus, 

background and cultural capital, viewing how they influence building of social capital in the 

university.   

The participants stories show what kind of support their networks can provide and to 

which extent the institutional services can accompany immigrant students’ search for 

information and help. Apart from the support from social networks, when students need 

specific information and assistance regarding the studies, and their networks are not able to 

help with such matters, the university services become crucial for providing support.  

When interviewees needed help with anything regarding studies or administrative 

matters, they would very often refer to their networks first, friends, classmates, family, etc.  

This is supported by the findings from the Benediktsson et al (2018) and Halldorsdóttir & 

Kjaran (2018). In some questions, they would seek support from the university’s 

administrative body. This way there are different types of support. Firstly, it is the support 

obtained from social networks, such as consulting friends, family, when questions or 

unclarities arise. Secondly, it is support from the university’s administrative body that 

students turn to when they have specific matters. Participants reported that when they did 
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seek an advice from university (central administration services) , they often received limited 

options provided to them by the university services, particularly limitation came from the 

language assessment, where they were told to learn the language very well before they 

could study programs taught in Icelandic. From there students employed different strategies 

for organising their academic affairs, where the advices from their social networks played an 

important role. 

7.1 University services and management 

Students who sought out student services, found them helpful in most cases, although in 

some situations they wished they would have been provided with more options. Students 

managed to find their way and solutions, even when services were not very knowledgeable 

about what kind of support immigrant students required, despite doing their best to help 

them.  

There were instances when students reported that they should have known more 

options but were convinced that there were no other choices. Alissa, reflecting on her 

journey, pointed out that when she consulted career advisor at UI, she was left feeling that 

all she could do was study Icelandic, even though she acquired some basic skills from the 

language courses she attended before. She reached such conclusion, after talking to her 

immigrant friends who, similarly to Alissa, only lived in Iceland for a few years and enrolled 

in HEI. They had different strategies, as taking double majors, studying Icelandic while taking 

courses in the degree that they were interested in, or just self-study the vocabulary for the 

desired program and learning the degree-specific language along the way. As Eliza prepared 

for the School of Medical Science, she also went to the career advisor and was directed to 

ISL program and nothing else. She wanted to take a different path, support from her 

husband helped her to gain confidence in her ability to pursue a desired career without 

taking ISL program, that she saw as not helpful for her at that time.  

I wanted to go see a... what is it called, like a counsellor [advisor] at the 

University of Iceland, before I applied, because I wanted to see, would I be able 

to even learn anything if I don't speak that well? If I don't understand Icelandic so 

much, I don't speak that well and the counts and I said “Well, I  have attend this 

class at Mimir”, it’s like a conversational Icelandic, you know, what do you think, 

like what, “can I try  for the [medical] program?” And he said, “No. Your Icelandic 

is not good enough, this isn't, you know, this this class from Mimir isn’t 

necessarily going to help you with the nursing school admissions”. (Eliza) 
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Eliza adds that she went home crying; however, her husband has supported her saying that 

she can just study hard, do her very best and prepare for the entrance examinations in 

Icelandic to enrol in the program. And she has succeeded, thus the lack of administrative 

guidance was bridged by the family support. But this is not the case for everyone. 

In Alyssa’s case, she began with Icelandic as a Second Language (ISL) program and felt 

like she could have done it differently, not doing the program for so long, or just taking a 

different major while taking classes in Icelandic, but no one provided that option for her. 

When she went on to inquire about the studies at UI, she encountered the same response as 

Eliza. Later, figuring that she wanted to study something else, and the type of language 

taught at the ISL program was linguistically oriented with detailed study of grammar, and 

emphasis on folklore tales, where Alissa found herself deeply uninterested and wanted to 

study different degree which she subsequently did, at a later date. However, she felt that 

she could have been given an option of double major earlier. 

Abbas, who came to Iceland to study Computer Science and started his educational 

journey in ISL program to master the language first, reflected that after first year of focused 

language studies he was ready to try to enrol in his desired program. Firstly, he went to the 

central administration, as he remembered Career Council, to ask them if he can switch his 

major. He said that “they were not sure”, mostly about his language abilities because he had 

been studying Icelandic only for a year, so Abbas went directly to talk to the faculty. At that 

time, as he said, while he was communicating with the faculty in Icelandic, they were not as 

convinced about his level of Icelandic and suggested him to take two courses from the 

program first, and see if he is ready to enrol in the program next academic year. The next 

semester Abbas went to talk to the faculty again, saying that he felt comfortable taking 

courses taught in Icelandic and was ready to apply for the program. He just wanted to make 

sure if they would accept him, assessing his language. He talked to them in Icelandic which 

turned out to be an informal interview to assess his language skills: 

 During the time, actually, when I wanted to apply, I had to go to talk to them 

again, because I wasn't sure if I still need to submit the documents again, but 

since I already applied it was like ok. And this time around I spoke Icelandic with 

them again but it was much better than the last time I came, you understand, so 

the woman who I spoke with was like, you know, usually you need to do an 

interview to assess the Icelandic skills, but like, her supervisor was like sitting 

there too, so she was listening to me talk to the woman. So, like, they were like 

ok, they could see that I can speak, so there's no need for, how do you call it, an 

interview.   
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Abbas pointed out that in this situation, it is better to take initiative yourself, meaning not to 

expect the central administration services to give you all the information, summarising that 

he realised about Iceland that “you have to go after what you want”, adding “cause if you 

leave it through the system and its gonna go through its channels and it’s gonna be, 

probably, left out, so it’s better to follow up yourself”. He referred here to what he had 

learnt through the process of negotiating his way to the enrolment in desired program, 

summing it up as an experience that taught him how to carve his way through the 

structures. Such realisations through practices, affect habitus, shaping it in new ways, 

making student act upon it.  Abbas learnt that structures organised in a way that they serve 

him better when addressed independently, directly the faculty administration instead of 

through the central admin. 

Amanda, student of the School of Engineering and Natural Sciences, when I asked about 

who was helpful in her educational matters, she singled out her program coordinator. Saying 

that students turn to her when they have questions and need assistance. Amanda 

mentioned that coordinator was very helpful and provided support in all the administrative 

and academic matters: 

… our program coordinator, she is really good. Her office hours are always open, 

it’s like on Tuesday and Thursday, so you can go if you have a problem, if you 

pressed for something or if you don't understand something about the problem  

or you need an assistance with the presentation and all that she will assist you 

and like, you can go to this computer place, you can go to the library, she is very 

helpful with the students, so that is something really good. 

Having such support internally in the program, may help with administrative questions, 

so the students do not have to seek information from the centralised administration. 

Important to note, the program is taught in English and comprised mostly from the 

individuals with immigrant background. The program coordinator that Amanda referred to, 

works with the diverse students due to the nature of the program, thus, has specific 

knowledge and experience needed to provide efficient support for the immigrant students. 

Amanda also had a positive experience with most teachers in her program and was satisfied 

with the groupworks. Whether her experience is attributed to the ethnically diverse 

classroom, and program staff ‘s knowledge of diverse students’ needs. It is hard to make a 

conclusion from only one perspective, but it could be the case since Amanda was the only 

student from the sample who studied the entire degree in English.  

Alissa’s story situates the scenario of many participants when they consider study at UI. 

Most of the interviewed students were suggested to take ISL program, but from there they 
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took different routes, they figured out their own way to study what they intended to, either 

later, simultaneously, or not study ISL at all, as in the Eliza’s example provided above. 

Moreover, students pointed out, when it comes to the services and administration, it is 

better to take initiative yourself, meaning not expecting to have all the options and 

suggestions to be always provided, because as it has been mentioned the administration is 

not always knowledgeable to the needs and capabilities of immigrant students, particularly, 

with regards to the language learning. They often consult their social networks, either family 

or friends who had gone through HE in Iceland sharing their experience of the options. 

Administrative strategy of directing students to improve their Icelandic, prevalent across 

educational system in Iceland. The findings from the study on upper-secondary schools in 

Iceland, where perspectives of immigrant students of Vietnamese background as well as 

teachers and administrator’s narratives were analysed, Tran (2015) concludes: 

The shortcomings of the administrators and teachers were traced to their own 

lack of tools and knowledge about their young culturally different students. They 

were told by the National Policy that their new students were deficient in 

Icelandic and as administrators and teachers they were to concentrate on 

making sure that these new immigrant students learned it and everything else in 

relation to this landscape before continuing on their road to their education (p. 

256). 

Evident from the participant responses, similar notion occurs in tertiary education, where 

immigrant students were often provided with the only choice of focusing on Icelandic and 

putting everything else on hold.  

So, there are two different scenarios, as it connects to different social capitals and 

habitus. Thus, the students who do not obtain “productive social capital” (inside and outside 

of university field, who could share the strategies or advice on alternative options) are left 

with fewer options, which could result in fewer opportunities (Putnam, 2004). And, as in a 

provided example, the services fail to fill the informative gap by providing options, where 

they, even unconsciously, but still risking contributing to the reproduction of inequality 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979).  

7.1.1 Short summary 

Provided students’ experiences of the encounters with the university staff shows that 

intercultural competency and experienced knowledge of the immigrant student needs has 

implications on their satisfaction with the program. Students seemed to be sceptical of the 

central administrative services in some instances, since the information and assistance was 
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not always comprehensive and considerate of the students’ needs. In contrast with 

centralised administration, local coordinators and faculty members were more responsive, 

and as in Amanda’s case, had more experience of working with diverse groups of immigrant 

students. The central services that are providing more general information and consultancy 

on the administrative matters, according to the students’ responses, were not as helpful, in 

some cases, assuming students as lacking abilities to study Icelandic taught programs. When, 

in fact there were strategies, as students’ stories prove, that allowed them to take a desired 

path overcoming commonly perceived limitations. The support of the family and friends of 

the participants played a significant role in helping students to develop strategies of studying 

in Icelandic university. 

7.2 Support from social networks: family, friends  

Social networks for immigrant students are essential to acquire social capital in the new for 

them country. Social capital that participants had before enrolling in the UI and gained 

throughout the studies, was an important factor that influenced their experiences. Social 

connections that students mentioned as supportive during studies, were different, they 

ranged from spouses who were native Icelanders, to friends they made during the studies. 

Some were able to connect with their peers and receive support from them, some were 

relying more on their family members and friends outside university.  

As it was mentioned before, Eliza had a great support from her husband; moreover, she 

also emphasized that he and his family were very helpful during her studies, proofreading 

her assignments and thesis: 

And these essays can be very long but they still would do it anyway and my final 

essay, my bachelor’s thesis, that was a very long very long project and they read 

over my project many times, so without their help I doubt that I do so well.  

When asked about help and support, Arman said that the biggest part was attributed to 

his classmates and best friend. There were situations, as Arman noted, that he was 

practically rescued by his friend. At times he called asking if Arman was ready for the exam, 

or whether he was working on the assignments. Arman said that sometimes he would not 

know about the exam date or the assignment due, saying: 

“And the problem is, the reason that I didn’t know this because it all was in 

Icelandic. So, I think like 80-90% of all success of me going through the Bachelor 

and Master’s, are the students. I would not, even if I was Einstein, I would not be 

able to survive this university, if it wasn’t because of my friends, 100 %.” 
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So, in Arman’s case he received peer support that helped him in many respects. He 

stands out as the only interviewed student who mentions support from Icelandic peers. 

Although, he mentioned that it took him a year at UI to make Icelandic friend, who helped 

him throughout the studies.  

Natalie mentioned that she could live with her cousin once she moved to Iceland, adding 

that she helped her with Directorate of Immigration matters upon arrival. She was 

immediately exposed to an ethnic-based network through her cousin who settled in Iceland 

a while ago. The people she met through the network shared their stories of studying and 

learning the language with Natalie; she listened to their strategies and could draw her own 

strategy, taking into account the experience of others who have been in similar situations. In 

addition, her boyfriend from her home country shortly joined her in Iceland on a work-visa, 

which later provided her with emotional and economic support. Similarly, for Abbas when he 

arrived, his mother’s friend could host him for a few years until he got the student housing 

at UI. However, he mentioned that he was practically alone here, and did not have many 

contacts, which, as he reflects, is one of the challenges for him as an immigrant. 

Katrin arrived after her mother had settled in Iceland. Thus, if one were to compare her 

to the other participants, she had the closest ties and access to the structures, since her 

mother undertook similar path, going to the UI and finishing degree to gain the access to 

professional job. Thus, she was able to receive most of the information and support from her 

mother along the educational journey.  

Participants implied that it took longer to prepare for the ordinary lessons, they 

translated slides that were usually uploaded by the teacher a night before the class; writing 

assignments took double time and it was a luxury when they had a family who are native 

Icelandic speakers so they could proof read their works. In general, according to the 

participants’ perceptions, time dedicated to studies for immigrant students is extended 

compared to the native students. Thus, if one desires to pursue HE, the financial matters 

must be secured; this links to the financial security (socio-economic status). Often family ties 

that students have in Iceland play a significant role, providing economic support, so the 

financial stress does not influence educational progress; although, as evidence suggests, the 

family also accommodates with informative support. Participants mentioned that their 

spouses who are native citizens helped them to navigate through the system of local 

institutions and culture. 

Therefore, the question is, what about those who do not have social connections with 

strategically useful knowledge of the system and access to information? Those who are 

alone or moved with their families that are also new to the country context. They turn to the 

services that are not often fully prepared to respond to their needs. It is apparent that social 
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capital plays an important role for the immigrant students well-being and access to the other 

forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2007). 

Everyone had pre-migration networks, meaning they knew someone in the country of 

migration prior to coming, and that social connections helped with the settling process, 

accommodation during the initial stage of arriving in the country. Either because they were 

married to a local, reunited with the family or through transnational social ties.   

Transnationalism scholar Vertovec (2002) mentions: 

For migrants, social networks are crucial for finding jobs and accommodation, 

circulating goods and services, as well as psychological support and continuous 

social and economic information; social networks often guide migrants into or 

through specific places and occupations (p. 3). 

This statement supports the discussed value of social capital in the emergent data, 

illustrated stories inform about the gaps in knowledge of the institutional services with 

regards to immigrant populations. 

7.2.1 Shaping of social capital in a new field 

Social network building is tightly related to participant habitus and cultural capital. Referring 

back to the previous chapter about cultural differences where I examine students’ struggles 

connecting to their Icelandic peers, in this chapter Arman’s case stands out. He was able to 

build social network and to establish closer friendships with his classmates, that helped him 

throughout studies. He is the only one from the interviewed students who mentioned a 

friend from the class as a valuable resource of support. Analysis of Arman’s habitus suggests 

that main factor that differs him from other participants is that his upbringing in Denmark, 

the culture that is much closer to Icelandic, if to compare to other cultures that interviewed 

students are coming from. In addition, living as a minority there taught him to advocate for 

himself from the young age, moving to Iceland felt more comfortable being from Denmark.  

Analysis of the stories showed that habitus and cultural capital do contribute to the shaping 

of social capital in the new country in HE field.  

7.3 Summary 

Tightening the sections together gives a full view of the support systems that were working 

for the students in the study. The notion of support is quite complex, what I referred in the 

chapter is mostly informational support that comes from university as well as networks, and 

emotional and economic support that comes from the family members in Iceland. Students 

account for their family and networks, if they have these networks, but the focus is also on 
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to which extent they desire and able to establish connections with their peers in the 

university. It entails more subtle understanding, where participants habitus contributes to 

their shaping of social capital in the university. Interviewed students were aware that 

networks in Iceland are important not only for the studies but for the future career 

opportunities.  

All in all, students report that the services were mostly helpful, but they wish to have 

more informative support, such as more options with regards to academic path, which they 

later found through their network, wondering why the university services would not suggest 

these options to them. This signifies the lack of the information about immigrant students’ 

needs. Mostly, students would consult family members who are familiar with the system, 

natural speakers of the local language or friends who have been in similar situations and 

would share their strategies. Therefore, such information would be beneficial for the 

University management. 
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8 Subtleness of exclusion 

 

“The practices that are unconscious can be the most dangerous”.  

Hannah Arendt 

 

Such philosophical statement sets off this chapter of the analysis report. The origin of the 

matter comes from German-American philosopher Hannah Arendt, who has expressed it in 

her work known as Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1964). However, 

the context in which she presented this idea is entirely unrelated to the context in which I 

apply it – in this way, I utilize her notions for the purpose of this study, without necessarily 

condoning, or supporting, them – this way, I use Arendt’s ideas as a universal concept that 

can be generally attributed to the society and individuals at all times. In Banality of Evil, 

Arendt (1964) discusses dangers of thoughtlessness in the context of the Nurnberg trials, 

where all generals who convicted mass murders claimed to have had no intentions 

whatsoever, good or bad, only following orders as it was their duty. Hanna Arendt’s quote 

reminds us how dangerous thoughtlessness can be when masses comply to the common 

practices without questioning and without thinking. In this chapter, I take this idea on a 

more subtle level, showing how conservative norms of behaviour4 inscribed in population’s 

practices can be unintentionally exclusionary for its newest members. In other words, I view 

this concept in context of nations’ evolution due to the rapid diversification of the 

population caused by globalization. Exploring the dangers of thoughtlessness (unconscious 

social practices) in such setting as the University of Iceland is particularly relevant, since 

university is an institution where inducing critical thinking and questioning the norms are 

welcomed and desired.  

Based on the response from immigrant students, I examine the subtleties of exclusionary 

practices that are not necessarily intentional. These subtleties could be interpreted, as 

literature suggests as “microaggressions” (Sue et al, 2007). I take the concept of 

microaggressions from the basic understanding and merge it with the notion of 

thoughtlessness described above. Defining microaggressions, Sue et al (2007) describes the 

subtleties as “giving negative racial/ethnic slights towards people of colour” (p. 271), where I 

argue, that “negative” in this case is unconscious. Unconscious and unacknowledged actions 

of the majority that negatively impact ethnic/racial minorities, contribute to perpetuation of 

the old norms or, in other words, preservation of status-quo. I emphasise on the lack of 

 
4 Conservative – meaning here as tending to preserve status quo, old order norms, staying the same while the 
world changing 
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awareness and unconscious practices, suggesting that it serves as the foundation of the 

reoccurring unintentional microaggressions in day to day life of the immigrant students. 

Thoughtlessness can contribute to exclusionary practices without being intended as such. 

Society is adhering to the same norms of behaviour as they were before in previous 

generations; however, the circumstances have changed, population becoming multi-ethnic, 

but social practices are not evolving with the same speed. Interestingly, in countries like 

Iceland, which takes  fame for being one of the most egalitarian and open-minded in the 

world, this world image can contribute to population perception of themselves as a nation 

that has best practices in place, with nothing to be aware of, which, as I argue, runs into a 

danger of perpetuation of thoughtlessness (Bergmann, 2017). As expansion of immigrants 

that are of non-European origin a relatively recent phenomenon in Icelandic society, 

adjustment takes time not only for immigrants to the new society, but the society to growing 

immigrant population (Berry, 1997). In this chapter I analyse what participants perceived as 

subtle instances of exclusion, social situations where they felt uncomfortable or hurt. By 

sharing their perspective, I give an opportunity for teachers, university management and 

wider public to acknowledge students’ experiences and consciously reconsider their 

pedagogical approaches and established views, to provide inclusionary practices and safe 

spaces for the students like the ones in this study. The first section explores experiences in 

social gatherings, where interviewed students share their perceptions and how they 

experience society’s attitude towards them, followed by the theme of being “visibly foreign” 

in the homogeneous population of Iceland. In the end, I engage in a critical discussion 

around diversity image in higher education.  

8.1 “You are an outsider”: experiences at social gatherings and events 

The participants’ experiences of being left out in the social gatherings when they did not 

know anyone, made them feel excluded since most of the time they felt unacknowledged. 

When discussing attending events at the university, Justina mentioned that she attended a 

few in the beginning of the studies but then she was reluctant to go to the events in her 

program after unpleasant experiences where she felt uncomfortable, anticipating that they 

could repeat: 

Because, I am like ok, I am very fearful that I would go, I will show up and I will be 

by myself. And that is something that I don’t want to do, because I’ve always, 

also been in the situations where, social situations, where I am the only foreigner 

around a bunch of Icelanders, and it is so awkward. 
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She provided a few instances where she felt unacknowledged at the parties, so when her 

boyfriend would invite her to his friends’ parties, Justina would reply that she is “not in the 

mood to be pitied or ignored or left alone” and that she did not want to look for him to 

rescue her in those situations; so, she refused to go. She continued by pointing out that the 

same dynamic applied to the university setting, referring to the tightness of the social circles, 

mentioning that her classmates were having their cliques from high school and they were 

not in need to make more connections. As Justina put it, “you are an outsider outsider”, 

meaning not only as a foreigner but also outside of their high school social circle. Those 

experiences particularly highlighted during groupwork, where Justina felt ignored. That’s 

what she mentioned once she reflected on her group work experiences: 

 And I was in a group assignment, I noticed that, you know they are all speaking 

Icelandic to each other and that’s fine, and I don’t care, but whenever I make 

suggestions on the project I felt as [if] my suggestions weren’t taken 

seriously…And I said, ok, fine. So, they would do the project, we got a good 

grade, we got like a 9, which is great, and I was like, okay, well, we’ll see how it 

goes for the next paper. And it was the same thing. I wasn’t able to comment in 

the group, I didn’t type a single word, and I was like this this is just not right, 

because this is a…it’s a marketing course, it’s a course that I am going to be doing 

when I get in on the work force…and they are speaking Icelandic, they are not 

taking any suggestions that I am giving them, I am not contributing to this 

project, I have no idea what’s going on, well, I do have some idea, but not really, 

and I just felt as if it wasn’t benefiting me.  

Having these experiences repeated, she purposefully went to the teachers asking if she 

could do the project on her own; even though they warned her that it was a heavy workload 

that was designed for six people, they still allowed her to work alone. Explaining me in detail 

how she competed the task, even though it was extremely difficult, she felt that she 

academically benefited more than if she worked in a group. In this way, she consciously self-

excluded herself due to the negative experiences in the group works, although, in this 

situation, I would rather call it secondary exclusion. As Justina had to act this way, due to the 

repeated instances of being ignored, so to not compromise the learning process, she decided 

to take all workload on herself. 

Contrasting negative experiences in group work, Justina shared that once she had a very 

positive experience in the course. It was English taught course with international emphasis, 

where she felt at advantage, as she said, because this time language was her “strong suit” 

and she had broader cultural perspective that was required in the course. She mentioned 



86 

how deeply surprised she was when, for the first time, people came up to her and asked her 

to be in their group. Justina told me: “you know, I felt valued in that group”, and she could 

contribute to the project and felt listened to. She mentioned that these girls that she 

connected with during that group work, remained as a support in studies for her, she asked 

them later to help her to prepare for an exam in one of the difficult courses and they created 

a study group. Justina shared with me that she was very grateful to them for passing the 

exam and felt like they can be potentially her first Icelandic friends. 

Natalie reported being in a similar position when attending parties, although she took a 

very different stance when it came to the group works. When the group works took place, 

Natalie was vocal about her equal participation in the group if people tried to exclude her 

from presenting in Icelandic: 

No, we can do it together, we have to do it together I don’t want to do only one 

thing only just be in the background, I don’t want to do it, I want to do whatever 

you guys do, like we have to share, we can prepare it together and we present it 

together, I don’t want, like, everybody just look at me like I do nothing, even I do 

it”. So, like I am really strong sometimes but also sometimes I also feel weak.   

According to students’ stories, all participants experienced exclusion on a very subtle 

level. Some students expressed a sense of fear with regards to the language; experiences 

that constantly made them feel as if they were not good enough; this all means that these 

impressions were generated by the reactions and reflections of the society. During the 

process of language acquisition, learners certainly would not be speaking impeccably, they 

make mistakes, as any human beings when they are learning. But it requires patience and 

support from the native speakers who surround them. As Carl pointed out: 

… and then like I definitely noticed, like, in mixed classrooms, in terms of like 

nationality, Icelanders and others, I guess, that’s  sometimes, it's hard for the 

foreigners to get a word in that sometimes spoken over by other students and 

even the professors which I find odd. And then just, I understand it's hard for us 

to maybe put a thought together in Icelandic, but I mean it's just still, I mean it’s 

just if somebody who was maybe a native Icelandic speaker but had a disability 

or something took a long time to finish a thought you let them finish… but like I 

don't know yeah… 

It is harder, especially for those who do not look “Icelandic” to be accepted and listened 

to. It is also an assumption of the majority that these are foreigners, as participants 

experienced. They are treated with the presumption of being immigrants who are not good 
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in Icelandic. With respect to the subtleties of the language experiences, most interviewed 

students pointed out that they are referred to as foreigners, due to their non-Icelandic looks. 

In this sense, they always had to prove even harder that they can speak the local language, 

and speak it well, since that is the way to be accepted in society. That is one case of 

subtleness that is minor but persistent in day to day life of immigrants who don’t look 

Icelandic. 

8.2 “Visibly foreign” 

Respondents used the term “visibly foreign” when discussing their social experiences of 

communication. Their language experiences and perceptions are closely related to 

participants’ phenotype that differs from conventional Icelandic. Their social experiences of 

communication and feeling included are aligned with the level of Icelandic they felt 

themselves to possess as well as others’ assumptions of their level of Icelandic skills. As 

Alissa notes: “And if you are visibly foreign, like I am…the moment I just, like, show up, even 

now that I speak Icelandic, people sometimes still automatically assume that I don't. She 

goes on to discuss how this affects her ability to learn: “So those are like are little bit of a 

hindrances in like getting to learn the language. And, you know, it's not like in France, Italy, 

Germany where just everybody speaks, and everybody assumes you speak. (laughing). Here 

is a complete opposite”. Alissa makes a distinction between people that look like her and 

“visibly foreign” and those immigrants who look more like typical white Icelanders: “It is 

just…I don't know how it is for foreigners who would look Icelandic, but for me is 

automatically before I speak”. These repeated experiences lead her to become conscious of 

her language abilities, she constantly debated with herself when asked if she spoke the 

language how she should respond. When reflecting on her experiences in the university 

setting, she said:  

I found it, like I said just very kind of…like attention, already I was the only, I was 

the only black student in class, other than that it was like drawing attention to 

me, again, I was in class with Icelandic students who spoke perfectly, so It’s just, 

like I said, it’s almost, like I said, I wanted to admit that I do speak Icelandic but I 

know I make grammatical mistakes and sentence structure and all this, so in this 

question I was torn between saying ‘yes’ and ‘not very well’.  

However, as Alissa noted, she still felt that she would have to perform to a higher standard: 

“And it didn’t matter which answer I made, if I said ‘yes, I do speak’, I thought that I have to 

prove that I spoke it well”. Continuing, if she would say “not very well”, she would have to 

negate the fact that she had put time, effort and money into learning the language. In the 
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end, she felt that she needed to be both visible and invisible in order to integrate and 

socialise.   

For the student participants, the notion of being “visibly foreign” served as an additional 

factor for being treated and referred to differently with regards to society’s assumptions of 

their Icelandic language skills and in terms of belonging. Participants reported of being 

spoken to in English, even though they speak Icelandic, trying to make it clear in the 

conversations that they prefer speaking Icelandic, as it was triggering them at times (Natalie, 

Katrin, Carl, Abbas). Eliza, when talking about her work-study environment dynamic, 

mentioned that now she even forgets that she is in foreign looking amongst an all-native 

setting, but it took her a long time to feel accepted. Saying that before she graduated from 

BA and had a good level of Icelandic, she was not treated the same way and felt more 

excluded throughout first three years in UI. 

There are other subtle hints of the immigrant stance as outsiders, such as the common 

questions around why people have come to Iceland. As Natalie pointed out that like many 

other foreigners she often gets questions like “Why are you here?”, “Are you planning to go 

back to your country?” etc., adding that some immigrants that she studied with would 

refuse to answer questions of this nature because they see them as disrespectful. However, 

she had a different strategy: 

But for me I try to, I feel that, but I don’t want to accept that then I say like “I 

want to be a teacher here, that’s why. I don’t want to come back, I don’t want to 

come back to [my country] because the salary is so bad”. Yeah, I just talk like 

that, and then that makes me feel better, I don’t care about if its ok or not, I feel 

like if I don’t say anything is like I accept it, I accept the idea thinking about 

us…Yeah… 

The notion of belonging was a common in the interviews, Carl, over his time of being in 

Iceland, observed: 

It’s like, if you are not white basically in general they tend to treat you differently 

I’ve seen just, it’s very zero sum I’ve seen with Icelanders, its either you are 100% 

Icelandic or just if you are not, then you are just not Icelandic. 

He added that is he does not necessarily want to be Icelandic; it was just more difficult to 

feel accepted compared to the place where he grew up. Which again, brings the discussion 

to the developments of immigration in Iceland, meaning that multi-ethnic migrants are a 

relatively new phenomenon in society, and that society itself is still in the process of 

adjusting to them.  
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8.3 Misunderstanding or unconscious assumption 

Apart from the differences that are present on the cultural level, there are also instances of 

misunderstanding, due to the linguistic ability to express oneself, something that differs 

between nations. In such cases, misunderstandings can be acted upon assumptions 

supported by stereotypes on an unconscious level, as Natalie explained in the situation that 

once occurred to her. When she was still on a student visa and stressed about the fulfilment 

of the certain amount of credits she required – meaning she couldn’t fail any of the courses 

that semester – her stress led to her failing one of the courses. Natalie went up to talk to the 

teacher. She asked her: 

“Can I have another chance for, take another exam, do assignment or do 

whatever” I told her that it is very important because my visa is like student 

visa,…but she thought that I asked her if she can give me  ‘pass’, so it is different. 

So, she just talked to me like you cannot do that, if you study in this University, 

you cannot have that idea, that thinking. 

Further, she reflected that this reaction deeply hurt her, because she was a very 

responsible student. She expressed how she felt: 

Why she thinks that? Why does she think like that about me? And I am just 

crying in front of her and I said like “I never asked you about like can you give me 

pass, I just asked like can I have another chance to take the exam or I’d do 

whatever else, or like there is an assignment or whatever, because I need to take 

exam to show the immigration about my study… 

Then, they resolved the misunderstanding, but Natalie insisted on an apology from the 

teacher, who said she hadn’t really mean that. However, Natalie pointed out that she was 

hurt in this situation. She explained to me that she was really strict when someone hurt her, 

and that she needed to feel better right away; therefore, it was her strategy to defend 

herself, mentioning that she had been hurt before, and that she didn’t want that feeling to 

stay with her. Although this situation was attributed to the misunderstanding and language 

mistakes, it’s still remained an assumption that was immodestly acted upon. 

The theme of such unconscious assumptions, that were unintentionally employed by 

university services, runs across the students’ responses. This mostly concerned itself with 

the language abilities of the immigrant students.  
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8.4 Conscious practices: critical assessment of diversity in HEI 

The University of Iceland, as stated on the official website, is an institution that “committed 

to promoting equality and diversity in all fields and strives to be at the forefront in all areas 

of equality” (University of Iceland, 2020), implemented equality policy and  indeed targeted 

to fight discrimination and intolerance on the overt level. However, I emphasise that in 

addition to written policies and measures, the subtlety of the matter lies in self-conscious 

and self-reflexive abilities of the individuals that comprise society. In the universities, it is not 

enough to stop working towards inclusion just by having written it into policies. In other 

words, only ticking the boxes in the equality agenda that is taken from the textbook is not 

going to change the very fundamental way of thinking and behaving in diverse environment 

(Ahmed, 2012; Ahmed & Swan, 2006). It is on a micro level that it can be sensed, by being 

constantly aware and conscious of one’s actions and attitudes in addition to the overt 

measures taken by the institution on the centralised administrative level. 

8.5 Summary 

It is apparent that the feeling of being “visibly foreign” manifests through social micro-

reactions that are often unconscious. This notion presents itself in the daily life of the 

immigrant students who differ from the dominant majority. As it was reflected in the 

students’ experiences of the group works, they had to be very persistent to make sure they 

were listened to and acknowledged in the group, and should they fail to employ this 

strategy, as it was the case with Justina, they could end up being ignored. The students’ 

experiences of being left out or ignored were again connected to language. This is not 

uncommon, given the meaning ascribed to language in Icelandic society. The language is a 

strong cultural attribute that is present in most social situations described by the 

participants. In the Icelandic context, it creates “imagined community” that can exclude 

individuals if they do not speak the language perfectly (Anderson, 2006; Halldorsdóttir & 

Kjaran, 2018).  

Succumbing to practices without consciously evaluating one’s actions, one is risking 

contributing to the exclusionary notions that are prevalent in homogeneous societies. These 

practices are not necessarily changed by raising protest signs and adding the popular slogans 

on the webpage, or screaming around with posters about embracing diversity, it is by being 

conscious with one’s actions and thoughtful with one’s choices.  
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9 Not giving up: Resilience as part of immigrant students’ 
habitus 

Doing the literature review prior to the beginning of the data collection I came across the 

notion of aspiration. This notion is considered as part of the habitus (Reay et al, 2004; 

Scandone, 2018; Stahl; 2015). In the end, during the analysis stage, I discovered that 

aspiration was also a part of interviewed students’ habitus. Generating the theme of 

aspiration, combining interview quotes and fieldnotes, I realised that there was another 

notion built on top of aspiration: resilience.  The theme of resilience became a common 

aspect that immigrant students vocalized in their narratives. In literature, comprehensive 

reports from OECD (2018) The Resilience of Students with an Immigrant Background, defined 

resilience as the “ability to overcome adversity and adjust positively to a new life conditions” 

(p.29). I further developed analysis, applying the concept of habitus to the immigrant 

students’ resilience. Students’ stories illustrate how the process of migration/adaptation in 

the host country and in the field of Icelandic HEI, had shaped their habitus, adding this new 

layer of resilience. As habitus continuously adjusts to new social realities, as in case of the 

participants, their adjustment resulted in cultivating resilience (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; 

DiMaggio, 1979; Edgerton and Roberts, 2014). Participants themselves, through their own 

attitudes, created this chapter, which also coincided with my original intention to use 

Yosso’s (2005) approach in CRT, shifting the perspective from disadvantaged immigrant 

“other” to the culturally rich and committed individual, challenging deficiency images of 

immigrant minorities. This chapter presents participants’ stories where they prevail, refusing 

to give up. 

  Analysing the stories, I noticed that the statements about the hardships and ways to 

deal with them were told in a certain way, as with the intention to be passed to others who 

may be in similar positions, advising them to keep going no matter what, inspiring others to 

pursue their dreams by sharing their experiences. 

Because I feel like, look, we're changing, our societies are changing, I think, we 

need to change with society. And, so, with that, yeah, I thought that was really 

important, like, that was a victory too, like I graduated and I can show other 

people, you know, what I learned along the way, and from a different 

perspective, from my perspective; also, being able to show other women that 

have moved here, that you can do that, you can go to school, you can have a 

family, and you can have it, you can, like, be successful, have your own career, 
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you know, you don't have to just settle for the lower wage jobs because if you‘re 

determined, and you're smart, and you're driven, you can...you can do it. (Eliza) 

Education gave more confidence to Natalie, as an immigrant. Throughout the interview she 

mentioned that even though she is scared at times, she knows what her goal is and why she 

is here, in Iceland.  

I always like studying, continue studying and don’t stop. It’s also I feel confident 

like when I go to the party with my boyfriend, they are form England  and they 

said ‘[Natalie], you speak three languages and we speak only one, so I feel like so 

shy when I talk with you’. But the first party when I went with my boyfriend, I 

speak just something, I speak like not much, but they see me like ‘oh, wow, she is 

always studying, she always keeps trying’ so yeah. … 

...So, it’s like, can't believe it. I also can’t believe like how I can teach a class; I still 

feel like…ah, I don’t know, I still feel I can't do it… 

Here I remarked that she is already teaching classes as part of her teaching practice, to what 

Natalie responded: “Yeah, I am happy, I feel confident, but I still need to try more. I always 

think like I have to try more than the others to study, yeah”. It was evident that Natalie had 

gotten used to do extra work and study subjects thoroughly, since she started her life and 

studies in Iceland, therefore it had become part of her habitus, that was as default strategy 

to always do more than the others. Certainly, the language aspect, as a factor that at times 

made her feel behind her peers in the class and kept pushing her to always do extra in 

university, it had been determining aspect for her academic success strategy. However, she 

views this as positive aspect, as an advantage in certain cases. Reflecting that she does the 

readings for the course more thoroughly and asks teachers in the class to clarify, so she 

could understand, where she was told by her peers that it benefited them too, when 

teachers explain parts of the lectures in different ways, they also were able to grasp the 

concepts better. She continued, emphasizing that, despite all the fears and difficulties, it is 

important to keep going, in a way giving advice to others who feels the same way: 

… when studying something difficult, we don’t need to think that we are not 

good enough to do it, we just try, we just try to do it, and just do like step by 

step. If I think like I have to finish my master, I feel like maybe I cannot finish my 

master, but I just try with the small steps, so I don’t feel like it’s over for me. 

That’s what I did now, I just try step by step, subject by subject week after week. 
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Natalie, talking about her journey, had been combining the emotion of being scared 

together with the progress that she had made, that explained how she had been becoming 

more confident, overcoming her fears. 

Carl shared his path of building confidence and dealing with “language prejudice”, as he 

mentioned he experienced repeated instances of people talking to him in English, even after 

they knew he is fluent in Icelandic. He reflected that it was triggering him and making angry. 

Although, with time he realised that it had to change, saying: 

I had to simply do something about it because it not healthy to bottle things up 

like that so I would tell people, you know ‘Can you stop doing this’ bla bla bla. 

And over time confidence builds and it’s good that it come where it is right now, 

but first it was very hard, you know, I was really mousy first about it but now I 

am more like a lion. 

Becoming more outspoken about what was affecting him, helped Carl to become more 

confident and resilient to the triggering instances of “language prejudice” towards him as 

non-white Icelandic-speaking student. Carl represents what some students experienced too, 

in terms of this kind of assumptions (prejudices) about their language abilities in day to day 

life.  

Other students had different experiences with the language during their academic path, 

as Justina who called herself “English-speaking student”, due to her struggles with academic 

Icelandic. From her story, Justina had quite difficult circumstances in her life, persistently 

trying to finish her higher education degree. She showed resilience through perseverance, 

that came in a form of sacrifice, as she called it: 

And for all the sacrifices that I made, I am like ok, I have to see this through, 

because I can’t be just like, I can’t quit, I can't quit. I’ve already sacrificed earning 

potential, I already sacrificed my mental state (laughing)… I was just looking 

sometime, either yesterday or today and I was like, [Justina], you are so tired, 

should you quit?’ and I am ‘No, girl, take a nap, just take a nap, lay down but 

then get back up and keep going, because we can't quit, no way, we’ve come this 

far, we don’t have any money, right now we can’t quit’. So that’s also what keeps 

me going, I’ve come so far, I’ve done so many things, some things I didn’t think I 

could do, I did.  

As it is evident from her story, she had a quite a long path trying to get a HE degree, 

explaining that education in her family is important. Justina shared her strategies to deal 
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with exhaustion, avoiding break down, adding that she allows herself time off to recover, but 

only one day: 

I am like one day, just one, and then get back up and just keep going, because I 

am like, I refuse to stop. Because when I started this journey, and I call it journey, 

because when I started this journey, I said to myself:  [Justina], school above 

everything, school above everything, for right now, for the next 3,5 years, fuck a 

man, fuck a job, fuck the kids, school is above everything, and that’s what I’ve 

been doing.   

Further, she remarked that she hardly saw her kids, her husband had been very supportive 

with that, but she feels that she makes a sacrifice now and will be there for them when they 

would need her the most. In addition, she pointed out that her kids serve as a motivation for 

her to complete the studies, since Justina wants to be a role model for them, showing that 

“mama” has finished studies in a foreign language and didn’t give up on education. Katrin 

also mentioned that at times when she felt lacking confidence, she remembered that she 

had to be a role model for her son.  

Some of the participants reported being on the verge of quitting their studies, since it felt 

overwhelming at times, but they had kept going. And if they stopped, it was temporarily, 

they got back up and continued their education. Their resilience was shaped throughout the 

lifetime, and it was certainly activated and strengthened, becoming ingrained in their 

habitus, once they had moved to Iceland and began their studies at University of Iceland.  

It has been hard but I never give up, because if I give up, then people before will 

also give up; if I give up temporary people in office will say ‘well, we had a 

student , who tried it once before, he couldn't do it, so we can’t advise you to do 

it’,  but since I did it, that's going to be a chain reaction (Arman). 

Showing others, other immigrants, that it is possible to acquire a degree in Iceland, that 

they are good enough, even if the language is far from perfect, that there is a way to 

succeed. Entering the field of HE, there is a chance, there is an opportunity to settle for 

more.  

There were quite a few hindrances on their path to strive and become full members of 

the society. They strive regardless, they are fired up with the desire to prove their 

competence. Despite sleepless nights, instances of discrimination, prejudice, institutional 

hindrances, immigrants tirelessly striving to establish themselves in their new home, this 

necessity and absence of backup plans pushes them to overcome, to break the walls, 
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rediscover themselves, and make a contribution. They are the ones to lay the ground for the 

future students who might find themselves in similar situations. 

If to look at all the stories, students had to overcome adversities during their journey in 

HE. Entering the field of HE is always new experience for the students, but in this case, 

students were in a new country with different language, culture and structural organisation. 

They have their strategies and through adjustment, overcoming adversities they had 

developed resilience as a layer of their habitus. However, as I emphasised throughout the 

chapters, the role of HEI is crucial when it comes to providing support for immigrant 

students and addressing their needs.  

The chapter is included as the important underlying statement of the study that allows 

for the shifting of the perspective from the migrant as a victim to the migrant as a strongly 

committed and culturally rich individual. Participants comprise the group of highly motivated 

individuals that also can be seen as inspirational, culture-enriching figures. They are moving 

ahead despite the hindrances and lack of recourses (information, knowledge of the system, 

social capital), showing how resilience was gained throughout their journey. While sharing 

their stories, most of them expressed how they have pushed through the difficulties and 

would like to let others know that it is possible, important to keep the spirits up and to not 

give up. Aspiration and resilience of the students in the study serves as a challenge to the 

deficiency discourse of the minority immigrant population. Despite the students’ abilities to 

overcome aforementioned difficulties, university should be able to assist students during the 

process of adaptation. It should be able to find ways to reduce hindrances in students’ path 

to obtain knowledge and relevant academic qualifications. By knowing the needs of this 

group of students, teachers should be familiar with their background, to facilitate students’ 

learning process (Benediktsson et al, 2019; OECD, 2018). These are suggestions to support 

the resilience of students with immigrant background, so they can successfully complete the 

studies and utilise their previous knowledge and cultural capital, bringing new perspectives 

to the learning process. 
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10 Concluding remarks 

In this final chapter I provide a summary of the research findings and their implications. I 

outline the answers to the research questions and view how the study contributes to the 

existing knowledge on immigrant students, and how it can be practically used. Furthermore, 

I include suggestions for future studies. 

10.1 Answering research questions: short summary of the thesis 

Individuals act based on the system of dispositions that is developed over the lifetime and 

keeps developing in connection to the new social situations. This dynamic system of 

dispositions is what Bourdieu called habitus. Answering the first research question (In what 

ways does immigrant students’ habitus assists in navigating through the Higher Education 

field?), I can infer that habitus involved in transformation processes of the students in 

University of Iceland and the country as well. In the study, I concluded that immigrant 

students’ habitus plays significant role in adapting to the new social realities affecting 

students’ perceptions and experiences in various ways. Depending on their habitus and 

cultural background students showed different strategies that they employed to navigate 

through new for them institutional structures and social spaces. Particularly it was evident in 

how students dealt with language inconsistencies with regards to the practices in class and 

during examinations. Most negotiated the possibilities of having exams and assignments in 

English. As they received different answers upon the request of having exams translated to 

them, it resulted in confusion and at times resentment. Some students took a path of 

persistent negotiation, some felt scared asking for support in order not to be seen as 

deficient. Depending on their background, country of upbringing, their habitus that was 

shaped by previous social realities, students developed strategies accordingly and found 

ways to excel in the studies and find their place within the social space. 

Second research question is asking what are the immigrant students’ perceptions of 

social reality of Icelandic HE. The field of HE was not new to most of the participants, almost 

all of them had a degree from their home country institution. What was new, is University of 

Iceland as an institution and social space in the new for them country, with its structures, 

social norms of communication and interaction and its language. For participants in the 

study, the social space in which they were studying presented opportunities but also posed 

certain challenges. Students often mentioned cultural differences in terms of behaviour and 

values. Their cultural capital has gone through changes adopting some of the cultural 

attributes of the host country, while keeping values and beliefs from the home country, 

which resulted in transformed capital - immigrant capital. Such transformations involved 
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habitus that also adjusted accordingly creating new dispositions. Changes in social 

environment alter habitus, thus if the students’ habitus had already set of dispositions 

needed for the social space of Icelandic HE, then students could get their way and adjust 

more smoothly, and if it was not, students faced more difficulties. As students who were 

brought up in countries that were culturally and structurally closer to Nordic or European 

ways of being, could better navigate through the Icelandic systems, then the ones who came 

from culturally more distant places. In addition to the culture factor, the family ties to 

Icelandic nationals also helped students in many ways with adjustment and finding their way 

in HE and society in general. From the stories it was evident, that students who had Icelandic 

spouses (or relatives that attained citizenship) received informational, emotional and 

economic support from them, which had influenced their experiences in a positive way. 

The third question referred to inclusion and exclusion. Participants stated that they never 

been excluded based on the ethnic/racial factor, in overt way. However, throughout the 

stories they shared subtleties that made them feel different and excluded. Some situations 

made students feel neglected, hurt or deficient. All these microaggressions were subtle and 

mostly unintentional. Having negative experiences of social gatherings once, they 

consciously refused to attend them again to avoid situation repeated. I called it secondary 

exclusion, when a person self-excluding based on the negative experiences of feeling 

excluded before in similar social situations. As it is evident across the findings, language is 

one of the main factors of feeling excluded, however it intersected with participants physical 

appearance. Interviewed students attributed experiences of subtle exclusions to them not 

looking Icelandic, even when the language barrier was no longer the principal obstacle. 

Participants found ways to cope with the adversities and moved forward with their studies, 

showing resilience in their attitude.  

10.2 Importance of the study and further discussion on implications of the 
findings and suggestions for the future investigations 

In my study I have chosen to focus on the aspects that can be used as practical tools, advices 

and suggestions for the educational policymakers, sociological and educational researchers, 

curriculum builders as well as teachers of HEIs that have students with immigrant 

background in their class. By sharing the immigrant students’ perspectives and perceptions, 

this study provides an opportunity to explore different approaches in teaching, review 

practices of informational and support services as well as language policies at the Icelandic 

HE. 

In my research, I provided the viewpoint and perception of the students focusing on a 

very particular group of students who live in Iceland and are different from other “European-
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looking” immigrants.  The focus is on the specific population of the university in Iceland, a 

Nordic country that experienced growth in multi-ethnic population relatively recently. Thus, 

it is timely to tap into the dynamics of the ethnically expanding social field and Icelandic 

society in general, to monitor and ensure that all its members are included and provided 

with equal opportunities.  

10.2.1 Where are the immigrants situated in the HE system? 

Higher education is a field that is engaged in internationalisation processes. Although, as it is 

reported in this study, university focused most of its effort to develop structures on 

exchange and short-term students, who are conventionally regarded as part of 

internationalisation; this, consequently, represents the criteria that impacts the place in the 

international rankings of HEIs. When it comes to the immigrant students who made Iceland 

their home, they were disregarded in terms of support and their needs have not been paid 

much attention to (Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 2018). As findings in this study show, these 

students often had to find their way when university services had no answer for them, or 

when they were provided limited options with regards to their educational path. It all has 

been evolving within UI organisational structures, although some aspects change slower 

than the others, as research in Iceland shows. Certain issues have been raised before, and 

the data repeats itself regarding many factors, such as inconsistency in the language policies 

and social barriers, even though data from various studies have been collected over periods 

of time. (Benediktsson et al 2018; Halldorsdóttir & Gollifer, 2018; Benediktsson et al, 2019). 

With regards to language matters, the data suggests that students are clearly demanding 

consistency and clarity of the language policy. Each teacher can interpret policy differently, 

which means that acting upon the policy can be flexible, and this leads to the problem of 

inconsistency. The same notions are repeated in the findings of this study, meaning that the 

issue hasn’t been addressed, since the data for this research is collected four years later 

after the data from the study by Benediktsson et al (2018).  

 In this study, I provide the viewpoint and perception of the first-generation immigrant 

students who came to Iceland as adults. Investigating the reasons behind administrative 

actions and teachers’ choices when working with these students (focusing on the matters of 

language policies and organisation of the social activities inside and outside the classroom),  

is a suggestion for the future study, that would allow to explore the problem from the side of 

the university’s administration and teachers. And together with the findings from this study 

the issue could be analysed and understood more comprehensively. In addition to research 

on the administration and teachers’ perspectives, it would be valuable to explore the 

viewpoint of the local students who have immigrants in their classes. A number of studies 

suggest that to study the cultural mix, perceptions, and practices of diversity in a deeper 
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manner, the exploration and investigation also have to include local students and not only 

immigrants (; Shah, 2004). It makes sense to have a full picture, since it is important to hear 

all sides, which would make up for a more comprehensive analysis and conclusions.  

   As mentioned before, there are a few weaknesses on the side of the university with 

regards to the immigrant population, such as lack of language support, representation of the 

students’ interests and counselling services who have the competent knowledge to provide 

options and support for the immigrant students. That being said, I would like to point out 

that after data was collected, during the time of writing, few changes had occurred at the UI. 

Firstly, the Writing Centre had introduced support services for the students with Icelandic 

not as their native language, and who need to perform writing in Icelandic for academic 

matters. Secondly, the university created a part-time position for the International Officer 

who is supposed to provide support and address the needs of immigrant population. During 

one of the conferences concerning international students at UI, the person who was hired to 

perform the duties of International Officer, was introduced. Shortly after her presentation, 

the question was posed by one of the immigrants in the audience, who expressed her 

surprise that this position is not taken by an immigrant, but by an Icelandic student, who, as 

was argued, does not have necessary perspective and insight. In this case, the comment was 

addressed not only to the International Officer but to people present in the room, 

questioning why a person representing immigrant students’ interests is not the person who 

has been an immigrant student himself. So, the matter is that representatives of immigrants 

in support services, student unions, etc., lack the necessary perspective of an immigrants’ 

experience, because they are not immigrants themselves.  

This applies to the Student Council at UI and its members, as well as the National 

Icelandic Student Union (LÍS) where immigrants’ interests are underrepresented, even 

though immigrant matters are an important part of the agenda of both organisations. The 

issue with agenda is that it often lacks perspective of the people for whom it is addressed. 

Similarly, in the case of the International Officer, what is needed is a unique perspective, the 

viewpoint of immigrants themselves who experienced life as immigrant students, knowing 

what it is like, so they would be able to provide adequate support for others like them. All 

these leads to the conclusion that immigrants have to be represented in the university 

services, student unions and other policy-influencing organisations. As findings in this study 

suggest, it is not an easy task to break into the circles of the local students to share that 

perspective; more than that, it is not easy to invoke sincere interest of the institutional 

actors in what immigrants have to offer. Therefore, the representation will always be a key 

to ensure the marginal population’s voices are being heard and that their needs are being 

addressed. This way, representation is one of the measures that can be taken by the 
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university authorities to address, and include, opinions and needs of the institutions’ diverse 

actors. 

10.2.2 Inclusion/Exclusion 

Furthermore, the data reveals subtleties on matters of inclusion/exclusion. This, I argue, are 

attributed to conscious actions, critical assessment of the social practices, and norms that 

have been preserved for many generations.  

These notions of critical assessment, of questioning practices and behaviours, should be 

brought up within the university walls; hence, it is the reflection of society, and HEI is 

responsible for progress and the development of actors from for future generations. Instead 

of succumbing to unconscious, thoughtless, and careless repetition of the social behaviours, 

the university should invoke in its actors the cultural awareness and continuous questioning 

of the norms. To include diversity as an elective course is to make it optional, where it rather 

seems it is there to tick the box as “done”, put on the list (Ahmed & Swan, 2006). It does not 

mean that these courses should be disposed of; quite contrary, conscious understanding of 

diversity matters should be incorporated into the core of HE curriculum. Diversity is a 

contemporary trend and is a concept that is on the tip of the tongue of the majority of 

students; however, it has been associated with empathy to the extent of pity of the 

“others”. This perception is what this research attempts to counter, presenting the students 

as resilient, inspiring individuals, who are not in need to be pitied, but instead need to be 

understood, acknowledged and accepted.  

This analysis suggests that university should develop strategies, possibly incorporate 

them into the curriculum. These strategies should promote the very idea of critical thinking 

as challenging to the established norms. Although it could change with the time while 

population will be becoming more and more diverse the systems and behaviours might 

evolve naturally. However, it is important to keep track of the dynamics that are prevalent in 

society during this process. As it is showed in the literature and through analysis of existing 

language policies, there are certain notions of protectionism that, on one hand, are 

important for guarding language and culture of a small nation state like Iceland; but, on the 

other hand, if gone too far, these can be detrimental and spur contradictions within a society 

that undergoes diversification in its population (Bergman, 2017;  Hilmarsson-Dunn and 

Kristinsson, 2010; Hultgren, 2016). Thus, it is a tricky task to find the balance, where 

everyone can prosper and contribute to the development and betterment of the country. 

10.2.3 Cross-cultural communication skills and social network 

The participants in the study are a particular group of people, who culturally and 

phenotypically differ from the majority of their peers in the classroom; moreover, they feel 



 

101 

like outsiders, in terms of social connections. More specifically, as respondents have pointed 

out, it is because they did not study their high school in Iceland that they attempt to break 

into the circles of Icelandic youth that had their ties established previous to joining HE. This, 

undoubtedly, becomes a very challenging task. Iceland is a small community that functions 

mostly on the premises of kinship, meaning that social capital is of paramount importance in 

terms of employment opportunities. Thus, students, (especially the ones who do not have 

family ties with members of the native population), see the university space as an 

opportunity to establish connections with Icelandic students; although they still face 

difficulties, mostly in a cross-cultural level. Given that these reflections were procured from 

the data, another aspect was revealed: establishing and developing cross-cultural 

communication skills is a very important asset in today’s globalised world.  

10.3 Final thoughts 

Education is opportunity, and universities should serve as mediums for anyone who takes up 

a path, or as one of the participants called it “a journey” to become better, to understand 

oneself and the world around us, and to invest in the world by being its active actors. 

University should be a place that brings progress, and positive change to a society and the 

world as a whole, where students are provided with opportunities to achieve their highest 

potential, regardless of where they come from, their ethnicity, their native language and 

how they look. What else promotes society’s leading models if not the educational 

establishment that gives rise to future prospects within its own walls?  

As expressed in the stories of the participant students, they are committed to finish their 

studies for various reasons: to be a role model for their children, to show others who come 

after them as well as university staff that it is possible to accomplish, to inspire, to grow, to 

go after a dream, to be accepted and to function as a full member; to prove against all 

stereotypes that they are capable, that they can do it, and they do not give up. 
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Appendix A: Interview protocol 

1. General information: 

Please tell us a little bit about yourself… 

Migration purposes, route: 

Have you lived in any other countries?  How long? 

When did you move to Iceland? What motivated the move to Iceland?  

Have you gone to university before? Where? What did you study? 

What about your parents? 

2. Studies at UI: How did you find the program and why you decided to study that? 

What did you need to do to get into your program of study here at the University? 

(documentation, exams (TOEFL, funding, housing…).  

What is your housing situation like (Student housing, private)? 

Tell me about your overall experience in the UI?  

Tell me about your learning experience. What has been your experience in your program 

overall?  

What stands out to you about the courses you have completed?  

What has been most rewarding in the program(s)?  

If you don´t understand something where to you seek help? 

What about other staff at the University of Iceland (such as the International Office and 

student services)? How do you stay updated about issues and happenings at the University? 

Tell me about the teachers in your program.  

Tell me about your fellow students.  

Tell me about your successes. What about your struggles?  

When you have questions related to your classes to whom do you turn?  

When you have questions about the program whom do you talk to? 

What have you found most difficult? 

 What would you say are your strengths in your learning (studies)?  

What about your weaknesses? 
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3. Language: 

 What languages do you speak?  

With your friends and family? At school?  

Tell me about your family (parents, closest family members).  

Do you have a job? How is it for you combining it with the studies? 

4. Exclusion/Inclusion:  

What types of events have you participated in or attended in UI? 

What kind of things, activities or events have made you feel part of the cohort or program?  

How about other events at the University? 

Have you ever felt excluded or left out within the program?  

How about in classes?  

Have you ever felt that you were excluded due to your ethnic/racial origins? Could you tell 

more about that experience? Has it happened often? 

What are your plans after graduation? 
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Appendix B: Informed consent form 

I would like to ask you to participate in a study about immigrant student experiences of 

Higher Education. The study looks at what high education is like from a student's 

perspective. It seeks to explore and understand how the students with diverse ethnic 

background enter and navigate through HE as a social field.  I am interested in learning how 

you develop an idea of yourself as a student here at the University of Iceland (UI) using your 

own words and experiences. Together we will explore your cultural experiences within 

academic field. I will ask you to talk to me about your educational and social experiences. 

Right now very little known about students who are not considered the “traditional” 

students of UI: I hope my study will help the faculty and the school better understand the 

diversity of their student bodies and the wealth of knowledge and experience a diverse 

student population brings to Icelandic Higher education. 

If you agree to be part of the study, I will ask you to do two things, let me interview you 

during the term and allow me to observe you during a typical school day (class, events). The 

interview will last about 60 minutes. 

Here is an example of the questions I will be asking you during the interviews: What do 

you enjoy about studying at UI? What classes do you take? What is challenging? What did 

you need to do to get into the University? 

You can say no to being part of this study or answering any questions at anytime without 

it affecting your relationship with the University of Iceland. If you choose to stop 

participating anything you have shared with me will be removed from the study and 

permanently deleted.  

You can ask any questions that you have about this study at any time. If you have a 

question later that you didn’t think of now, you can ask me next time. 

Signing here means that you have read this paper, or had it read to you and that you are 

willing to be in this study. If you don’t want to be in this study, don’t sign.  

I can be reached at: ols34@hi.is 

 

Signature of participant______________________________________ 

Signature of person explaining study 

______________________________________________ 

Date________________ 

 

mailto:ols34@hi.is
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